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A thesis is an aptitude test for students. The approval of the thesis is proof that the 

student has sufficient research and reporting skills to graduate, but does not guarantee the 

quality of the research and the results of the research as such, and the thesis is therefore not 

necessarily suitable to be used as an academic source to refer to. If you would like to know more 

about the research discussed in this thesis and any publications based on it, to which you could 

refer, please contact the supervisor mentioned.  

The generative AI tool “ChatGPT” was used for background information and for the 

introduction and discussion section of this thesis to improve grammar, spelling, and wording 

(see Appendix B) and make it in line with APA guidelines.  

Due to the collaborative nature ‘we’ is used to describe the research, even though some 

parts are written individually.  
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Abstract 

This study investigated students’ preference for different assessment methods, namely multiple-

choice (MC) exams, open-question (OQ) exams, and performance tasks (PT). We explored the 

factors that influence the preference for both differences in the exam format and individual 

differences, including familiarity with the exam format and personality. We addressed this by 

looking at data from 128 students from the Faculty of Behavioral and Social Sciences at the 

University of Groningen, who were sampled through a convenience sample. A higher preference 

was found for multiple-choice exams in comparison to open-question exams and performance 

tasks. MC exams were perceived to be less difficult, more objective, and higher in valence than 

OQ exams and PT, while having a lower potential to show performance. Higher familiarity with 

MC exams and PT was positively correlated with the general preference for those exam formats. 

Contrary to our hypothesis, no relation was found between familiarity with OQ exams and 

overall preference for OQ exams. Contrary to our expectations and prior research, we did not 

find evidence that extraversion and neuroticism was associated with preference for specific 

assessment methods. Only openness to experience had a small negative relation with a 

preference for MC exams. The differences with existing literature might be explained through 

possible moderators or mediators. In future research, it would be interesting to investigate the 

individual factors further.  

 Keywords: students’ preference, multiple-choice examinations, open-question 

examinations, performance tasks, familiarity, personality 
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Students’ Preference for Assessment Methods 

A wide variety of assessment methods have been developed. The Assessment Preference 

Inventory by Birenbaum (1994) alone recognizes 18 different (sub)types of assessment, ranging 

from written tests without supporting materials to making a portfolio. But how do we select the 

most suitable method? One approach could be to consider the student’s preference. This is 

especially crucial since students who are satisfied with their assessment method tend to achieve 

better outcomes (Neto et al., 2022). Additionally, undergoing an exam in a preferred format 

might lead to higher motivation in students and differences in preparation (Holzinger et al., 2020; 

Liu et al., 2023). An essay assignment might be more likely to encourage students to use deep 

learning strategies compared to multiple-choice exams (Scouller, 1998).  

In this thesis, we will further explore students’ preference. This research aims to continue 

previous research, by examining  the preference for various assessment methods, considering 

factors that affect these preferences. 

Preference of Assessment Methods 

In this research, the focus was on three often-used assessment methods: multiple-choice 

examinations (MC exams), open-question examinations (OQ exams), and performance tasks 

(PT). MC exams include forms of assessment where the student needs to decide on the best 

answer from different options. This is also referred to as the selected response format (Hift, 

2014). Examination methods in which students generate their own answers are called constructed 

response or OQ exams (Hift, 2014). Lastly, in PT, students create a product to demonstrate their 

knowledge, skills, or abilities, in response to a real-world task (Braun, 2019). 

Several studies found that multiple-choice exams are more popular among students than 

open-question exams (Furnham et al., 2011; Zeidner, 1987); but the relation between MC, OQ 
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exams and performance tasks is largly unknown. In this thesis, we will examine different factors 

that determine preferences, considering both structural elements of the exam format and personal 

differences among students. For structural elements of the exam formats, we will direct our focus 

to four subscales of preference: difficulty, objectivity, potential to show performance, and 

valence. These subscales were chosen as they provide a multi-dimensional view of general 

preference and were embedded in previous literature (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner, 1987). 

Research showed that MC exams are perceived as less difficult, more objective, but lower in 

potential to show performance (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner, 1987).  Furthermore, earlier studies 

did not provide a conclusive answer to which assessment method scores higher on valence 

(Lindner et al.,2018). The upcoming section will explain the differences between exam formats 

more in-depth.  

Differences in the Perception between Exam Formats 

Zeidner (1987) found that MC exams were perceived by students to be less difficult, 

caused less anxiety, have higher success expectancy, and make students feel more at ease 

compared to OQ exams. OQ exams, on the other hand, were observed as slightly more valuable 

and more sufficient to assess a student’s knowledge. Similar to Zeidner (1987), Lindner et al. 

(2018) found that OQ exams were perceived as having a greater potential to show performance. 

MC exams were associated with a lower workload and higher objectivity. This higher objectivity 

of MC exams has also been identified in later studies (Holzinger et al., 2020). There were similar 

strong scores on valence for both multiple-choice and open-question exams (Lindner et al., 

2018), meaning both assessment methods were equally liked.  

The above-mentioned research mostly focused on the comparison between MC exams 

and OQ exams. There is limited research comparing aspects of MC exams with other exam 
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formats, such as performance tasks. There are, however, some findings on the perception of 

performance tasks. Performance tasks seem to be popular because they provide students with the 

opportunity to generate their own ideas (Hether, 2023). Additionally, there are also some studies 

on the preference for exam formats that allow supporting material, which includes performance 

tasks. The use of supporting materials could reduce anxiety, give students the perception of a 

higher chance of success, and allow students to engage with the material more in-depth (Ben-

Chaim & Zoller, 1997; Van de Watering et al., 2008).  

Current Study: Differences in Exam Format Perception 

In this thesis, we will examine the preference for various assessment methods, exploring 

factors that affect these preferences. In particular, we compare three types of exam formats: 

multiple-choice examinations, open-question examinations, and performance tasks. These 

assessment methods were selected due to their general popularity in academia (Holzinger et al., 

2020; Neto et al., 2022). Previous studies are often limited to comparing MC and OQ exams, 

neglecting other types of exams. Therefore, much remains unclear about the preference for 

different examination forms, particularly regarding the differences between MC exams and PT.  

We will thus explore the following hypotheses:  

Hypothesis  1a. There is an overall preference for MC exams in comparison to OQ 

exams and PT.  

Hypothesis 1b. Students perceive MC exams as less difficult than OQ exams and 

performance tasks. 

Hypothesis 1c. Students perceive MC exams as more objective than OQ exams and 

performance tasks.  
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Hypothesis 1d. Students perceive MC exams as having a lower potential to show their 

performance than OQ examinations and performance tasks. 

Hypothesis 1e. There will be differences in valence among the exam formats. However, 

given the lack of conclusive research, no specific hypotheses were formulated.  

Individual Differences 

In addition to exploring the influence of various aspects of the test format on preference, 

we will also investigate individual differences in familiarity and the relationship with some 

personality traits. Investigating these differences could provide theoretical insights into the topic. 

Naturally, it will not be possible to cater exams to every individual in practice. However, 

research on individual differences could improve the design of universities' curricula. For 

instance, if the most commonly chosen exam format is more suited for a certain type of student, 

more variety in assessment methods could be crucial to improve equality between students.   

 Familiarity. An important aspect that may affect preference for an exam type is the level 

of experience with a particular test format, also called familiarity (Lindner et al., 2018). When 

confronted with an assessment type that was not previously known, students can experience 

anxiety or fear of the unexpected (Lynam & Cachia, 2017). This can lead to negative 

experiences, panic or sleeplessness, which influences student performance. The impact of 

familiarity was also illustrated by Dang et al. (2022). This study found that written assignments 

were favored more than oral assessments. Even though familiarity was not studied directly, Dang 

et al. (2022) noted that this preference could be due to written assignments being a more 

common type of exam for students. Furthermore, the role of familiarity is more pronounced 

when the stakes are high (Parkes & Stefanou, 2010; Stefanou & Parkes, 2003), for instance when 

a test is of greater importance to a student. When students consider receiving a good grade 
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important, they would rather avoid the uncertainty, and choose a familiar testing format to help 

them achieve a desired grade (Parkes & Stefanou, 2010).  

Personality. Various dimensions of the Big Five have been associated with preferences 

for specific assessment methods (Neto et al., 2022). The Big Five Model depicts five dimensions 

of personality: Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness to 

Experience (McCrae & John, 1992). Neto et al. (2022) revealed that extraversion was positively 

related to a preference for open-question examinations. This study also identified a negative 

correlation between neuroticism and a preference for engaging in dissertation research, which 

may be considered a type of performance task: highly neurotic students may struggle to cope 

with the stress associated with a final project (Neto et al., 2022). Furthermore, lower neuroticism 

was associated with a preference for essay-type exams (Furnham & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2005). 

However, this relation was not consistently observed (Chamorro‐Premuzic et al., 2005). Lastly, 

openness to experience has been positively linked to performance tasks, such as essays and 

dissertations, but negatively to multiple-choice exams (Furnham et al., 2008; Furnham et al., 

2011). People who score high on openness tend to be more creative and original and, therefore, 

prefer an exam format that allows them to use this creativity (Neto et al., 2022).  

Current Study: Individual Differences 

In conclusion, although familiarity and several personality traits are linked to preference 

of certain types of exams relations are not always clear and some results  from earlier studies are 

contradictory. Therefore, in this study we will further investigate the relationship between exam 

preference and level of familiarity, and personality traits.  To assess familiarity, we will first 

examine whether there is a significant difference in familiarity among MC exams, OQ exams, 

and PT. As will be described in the Method section, in thus study we used students from the 
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behavioral and social sciences. Based on inspection of the curriculum we formulated the 

following hypothesis for this population: 

Hypothesis 2.  There is a higher familiarity with MC exams, compared to OQ exams and 

PT for students of the faculty of Behavioral and Social Sciences at the University of Groningen.  

Even though familiarity has been considered in earlier studies, research on the 

relationship with general preference is scarce. In general, we see that uncertainty about a type of 

exam can result in anxiety or fear, which can lead to lower student performance (Lynam & 

Cachia, 2017). Familiarity could combat this effect, making familiar assessment methods more 

appealing to students. Therefore, we have formulated the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 3a. Familiarity with MC exams is positively related to preference for MC 

exams. 

Hypothesis 3b.  Familiarity with OQ exams is positively related to preference for OQ 

exams. 

Hypothesis 3c. Familiarity with PT is positively related to preference for PT.  

Furthermore, this study aims to investigate the relationship between the dimensions of the 

Big Five and general preference. Even though earlier studies have explored this relationship, this 

study hopes to strengthen earlier findings in a sample of psychology students. To explore these 

relationships, we formed the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 5. Extraversion is positively related to a preference for OQ exams.  

Hypothesis 6.  Neuroticism is negatively related to preference for PT and negatively 

related to OQ exams.  

Hypothesis 7. Openness to experience is positively related to preference for PT, but 

negatively related to preference for MC exams.  
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Method 

Sample 

 The present study was conducted among students from the Faculty of Behavioral and 

Social Sciences at the University of Groningen. The original sample consisted of 143 students, 

but 12 students failed to complete the survey. Throughout the survey, five attention checks were 

incorporated. Three participants failed two or more attention checks. If a participant failed to 

complete the survey or the attention checks, that participant was removed from the final data set. 

This resulted in a final sample size of 128 students, which was used for the data analysis. 

Of the participants, 37.5% was a Psychology (EN) student, 61.7%  Psychology (NL) and 

0.8% Sociology. For practical reasons, we limited our sample to students of the faculty of 

Behavioral and Social sciences. Of the sample 72.7% was female, 23.4% was male, 3.1% was 

non-binary/third gender, and 0.8% preferred not to say. Moreover, 35.2% of the students were in 

their second year of studying or higher, while 64.8% were first-year students. A higher number 

of first-year students was expected since the sampling was mostly done through Sona Systems 

(https://www.sona-systems.com/).  

Incentive 

 As an incentive to participate in the study, first-year Psychology students received 0.6 

course credits through Sona Systems. These credits are used to pass the first-year course ‘A 

Practical Introduction to Research Methods’. Students in higher years did not receive an 

incentive for their participation.  

Procedure 

Participants were recruited through convenience sampling. The survey was accessible 

through Sona Systems. Furthermore, a link to the study was shared in several group chats on 
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WhatsApp to obtain more participants who were further along in their studies. Researchers were 

not physically present when participants filled out the survey, and participants were asked to 

complete the survey independently. The survey was accessible from April 16th, 2024 to April 

24th, 2024. 

 Before filling in the questionnaire, participants were informed about the content and aim 

of the research, their choice to participate or refrain from participating, the incentive for 

completing the questionnaire, and the confidentiality in handling the data. The researchers’ 

contact information was provided in case of any questions about the research. Subsequently, 

participants were required to fill in the informed consent about participating in the study and 

processing their data. 

 The questionnaire started with demographic questions, namely gender, year of study, and 

subject of study. This was followed by questions measuring several constructs. Due to the 

collaborative nature of the study, some of these constructs are not relevant to the current research 

and will only be mentioned briefly. For further information on these sections please see the 

theses written by collaborators mentioned in the headline. 

 After the demographic questions, students were presented with questions assessing their 

personality type and levels of trait test anxiety. Participants were then asked to indicate their 

preferences for different exam formats: OQ exams, MC exams, and PT (both individual and 

group). Subsequently, prior experience and learning strategies for the different formats were 

assessed. Next, respondents answered questions regarding their levels of state evaluation anxiety 

for each examination method. The order in which these different sections were shown was 

randomized for each participant. After completing the questionnaire, participants were directed 

to the Sona Systems website to receive credits, if applicable. 
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Ethics 

Before recruiting participants, we obtained ethics approval from the Ethical Committee 

(EC-BSS). Based on a checklist developed by the EC-BSS at the University of Groningen, the 

study was exempt from full ethical review.  

Materials 

Overall preference 

To assess the preferences for different examination methods, an Examination Preference 

Inventory (EPI) was developed (see Appendix A), which was presented separately for each type 

of examination.  

The inventory consisted of four scales, each consisting of two to four items. Participants 

indicated their level of agreement with displayed statements on a five-point Likert scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Three scales were based on an existing inventory by 

Lindner et al. (2018): potential to show performance, objectivity, and valence. The scale 

measuring potential to show performance was directly adopted from Lindner’s research, where it 

consisted of four items. An example item of this scale is “Open question exams / MC exams / 

Performance tasks allow me to express my knowledge precisely.” Perceived objectivity was 

assessed through two items, one adopted directly from Lindner et al. (2018) and another added to 

enhance the scale’s reliability. Three items were included to measure participants’ valence 

(liking) of the different exam formats. One item’s phrasing was adjusted to prevent 

misinterpretations, and one was added. An example item is “Open question exams / MC exams / 

Performance tasks should be the main method of examination.” The fourth scale measured 

difficulty and included two items adapted from Zeidner (1987) and one more item added for 

construct validity.  
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The item scores of the different subscales were combined to form the general preference 

score. Reliability was estimated using Cronbach's alpha and proved sufficient (>.70), for all 

scales except one (Bland & Altman, 1997). Moreover, the reliability of all scales combined as a 

measure of preference was also sufficient (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1  

Cronbach’s Alpha Scores for the EPI scale and subscales 

Subscales Open Question 

Exams   

Multiple-Choice 

Exams  

Performance 

Tasks  

 

 a a a  

Difficulty .78 .74 .81  

Potential to show 

performance 

.80 .71 .71  

Objectivity .91 .81 .91  

Valence .76 .74 .69  

            Total  .72 .75 .71  

 

Familiarity    

 Familiarity was measured with an adapted version of Lindner’s (2018) familiarity 

scale.  The scale encompassed three items, two were rephrased to align better with the current 

study (e.g. “...are a common form of assessment to me") (see Appendix A). The participants 

reported their agreement with each statement on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = 
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strongly agree). The reliability was estimated with Cronbach’s alpha resulting in alpha levels of 

.63 for multiple-choice exams, .63 for open-question exams, and .75 for performance tasks. Due 

to the relatively low reliability, the item-test correlations were inspected, which showed low 

scores for the third question of the familiarity scale (e.g., “... are rarely used as a form of 

assessment in my studies.”). However, the item-total correlations for this question were not 

below 0.2 or negative,  indicating acceptable item-test correlations (Everitt & Skrondal, 2010). 

Therefore, the complete scale was used, but the results should be interpreted with care.  

Personality 

 Personality was measured using The Big Five Inventory-2 Short Form (BFI-2-S; Soto 

and John, 2017). This inventory included six questions for all five domains: extraversion (e.g., 

“... is full of energy.”), agreeableness (e.g., “...  assumes the best about people.”) 

conscientiousness (e.g., “...is reliable, can always be counted on.”), negative 

emotionality/neuroticism (e.g., “...worries a lot.”) and open-mindedness/openness to experience 

(e.g., “...is original, comes up with new ideas.”). This inventory can be found in Appendix A. 

The participants reported their agreement with each statement on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). The reliability was estimated with Cronbach’s alpha 

resulting in alpha levels of .79 for extraversion, .71 for agreeableness, .78 for conscientiousness, 

.84 for negative emotionality/neuroticism, and .74 for open-mindedness. These reliability scores 

are acceptable for comparing groups (Bland & Altman, 1997).  
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Results 

Differences in the Exam Format 

General Preference 

 As was hypothesized, a higher general preference EPI score was found for multiple-

choice exams (M = 3.45, SD = .54) in comparison to open-question exams (M = 3.01, SD = .46), 

and performance tasks (M = 3.00, SD = 0.48). Supporting the first hypothesis, a paired sample t-

test between MC exams and PTs showed that preference for MC exams was significantly higher 

than for PTs t(127) = 6.16, p < .001, d = 0.54, 99.5% CI [0.24, 0.66]. Also, students prefer MC 

exams over OQ exams, t(127) = 6.21, p < .001, d = 0.55 [0.23, 0.64].1,2 The effect sizes showed 

moderate effects. The difference between the means of performance tasks (M = 3.00, SD = 0.48) 

and OQ exams (M = 3.01, SD = .46) was negligible and significance testing was thus not 

conducted. 

Subscales of General Preference 

 To further explore students’ preferences, we analysed the subscales of the EPI (see 

Footnotes 1 and 2). The descriptive statistics of the four subscales for each examination format 

can be found in Table 2. Based on our hypotheses, we conducted paired-sample t-tests for 

objectivity, difficulty, and potential to show performance and valence, between selected exam 

formats.  The effect sizes of these t-tests showed medium to large effects. 

 

 

                                                
1 The assumptions of independence between subjects, same subject paired measurements, normal 

distribution of differences between pairwise comparisons were met. Some outliers were found. In such a case, a 

Kruskal-Wallis test would be an alternative for the current research. However, this statistical technique is not part of 
the curriculum. Therefore, paired-sample t-tests were conducted. Results must be interpreted with caution. 

2 Due to the increased risk of a type I error when conducting multiple statistical tests, we corrected the 

original alpha value of 0.05 according to the Bonferroni correction. As such, the critical p-value was corrected to 

0.0045 when taking into account the t-tests for the subscales later in this section. 
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Table 2 

Means and Standard Deviations of the Different Scales of the EPI 

Measure Multiple Choice Open Question Performance Tasks 

M SD M SD M SD 

Difficulty 2.95 0.84 4.08 0.61 3.27 0.29 

Potential to show performance 3.14 0.83 3.98 0.75 3.75 0.72 

Objectivity 4.49 0.73 3.09 0.97 2.67 0.99 

Valence 3.55 0.87 2.75 0.86 3.00  0.80 

 

Note. Here, a higher score on difficulty means the format was found to be more difficult. The 

coding of this variable was reversed for the calculation of the general preference score.  

  

Difficulty. The differences in difficulty between MC exams and performance tasks and 

MC exams and OQ exams were significant, t(127) = 4.204, p < .001, d = .37, [0.10, 0.54] and 

t(127) = 13.559, p < .001, d = 1.20, [0.90, 1.36], respectively. Performance tasks and OQ exams 

were rated as more difficult than MC exams, which aligns with hypothesis 1b.  

Potential to Show Performance. The next paired sample t-tests tested the differences in 

potential to show performance for MC exams and OQ exams,  and MC exams and performance 

tasks. OQ exams and performance tasks were rated significantly higher on that subscale 

compared to MC exams, t(127) = 7.366, p < .001, d = .65, [0.51, 1.17] and t(127) = 5.427, p < 

.001, d = 0.48, [0.28, 0.93], respectively, which supports hypothesis 1d. 

Objectivity. Supporting hypothesis 1c, the objectivity scores for MC exams were 

significantly higher compared to performance tasks, t(127) = 16.562, p < .001, d = 1.46, 99.5% 

CI [1.50, 2.14], and compared to OQ exams. t(127) = 13.870, p < .001, d = 1.23, [1.10, 1.69].  
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Valence. For valence, a significant difference was found between MC exams and OQ 

exams (t(127) = 6.179, p < .001, d = .55, [0.43, 1.18], MC exams and PT ( t(127) = 4.455, p < 

.001, d = .54, [0.19, 0.91]), and OQ exams and PT (t(127) = 2.986, p = 0.003, d = .26, [0.01, 

0.49]). This means that MC exams had the highest valence, followed by PT and OQ exams. 

Individual Differences 

Familiarity  

 We found a significant difference between the familiarity of MC exams (M = 4.52, SD = 

0.59)  and OQ exams (M = 3.13, SD = 0.84; t(127) = 14.46, p < .001, d = 1.28, 97,5% CI [1.18, 

1.61]), as well as between the familiarity of MC exams and PT (M = 3.17, SD = 0.94; t(127) = 

13.87, p < .001, d = 1.23, 97,5% CI [1.12, 1.56]) with large effect sizes. 3,4 Thus, MC exams were 

more familiar for the students in our sample than OQ exams and PT, which supports our second 

hypothesis.  

 To investigate whether familiarity is positively related to general preference for MC 

exams, OQ exams, and performance tasks, respectively, we inspected the correlations between 

the variables. Supporting hypothesis 3a, general preference for MC exams correlated positively 

with familiarity with MC exams (r(126) = .21, p < .019, 95% CI [.04, .37]). There was also a 

positive correlation between general preference for PT and familiarity with PT, supporting 

hypothesis 3c (r(126) = .26, p < .003, [.09, .42]). Both correlations were small, however. We did 

not find evidence that general preference for OQ exams correlated with familiarity with OQ 

exams, (r(126) = .07, p = .459, [-.11, .24]). Therefore, hypothesis 3b was not supported.  

                                                
3 The assumptions of independence between subjects, same subject paired measurements, normal 

distribution of differences between pairwise comparisons were met. One outlier was found, but this outlier was not 
far out. Because of this, the paired sample t-test was still run, but the results need to be interpreted with caution. 

4 Due to the increased risk of a type I error when conducting multiple statistical tests, we corrected the 

original alpha value of 0.05 according to the Bonferroni correction. This means that the critical p-value was 

corrected to 0.025.  
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Personality 

The descriptive statistics for the different personality domains can be found in Table 3.  

Extraversion. Contrary to the fifth hypothesis, we did not find evidence of a positive 

correlation between extraversion and preference for open-question exams (r(126) = .01, p = .96, 

95% CI [-.17, .18]).  

 Neuroticism. There was a lack of support for hypotheses 6a and 6b, with no evidence 

that neuroticism correlated with general preference for OQ exams (r(126) = -.09, p = .30, [-.26, 

.08]) or general preference for PT (r(126) = -.04, p = .68, [-.21, .14]). 

 Openness to experience. Supporting hypothesis 7b, a small negative correlation was 

found between openness to experience and preference for MC exams (r(126) = -.19, p = .03, [-

.35, -.02]). Hypothesis 7a was not supported; there was no positive significant correlation 

between openness to experience and a general preference for PT (r(126) = .05, p = .61, [-.13, 

.22]).  

Table 3 

Means and Standard Deviations of the Different Domains of Personality 

 M SD 

 

Extraversion 3.13 0.76 
 

Agreeableness 3.81 0.62 
 

Conscientiousness 3.18 0.79 
 

Neuroticism/negative emotionality 3.23 0.86 
 

Open-mindedness 3.66 0.73 
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Discussion 

This study investigated students’ preference for different types of exams. Previous studies 

have been limited to comparisons between MC and OQ exams, overlooking other assessment 

methods. Contributing to previous research, this thesis also examined the differences in 

preference between MC exams and PT. Furthermore, we explored factors that might determine 

preference, considering both structural elements of the exam and personal differences.  

Overall Preference 

 We found that students have a higher general preference for MC exams compared to the 

other two assessment methods. In line with our first hypothesis, students perceive MC exams to 

be less difficult, more objective, and higher in valence than OQ exams. MC exams are perceived 

as having less potential to show performance. This pattern of results builds on the findings of 

previous literature (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner, 1987). Contributing to prior research, our 

results show that performance tasks are less preferred and are seen as more difficult, less 

objectively graded, and liked less compared to MC exams. However, they are considered an 

exam format that allows students a higher potential to show performance.  

Interestingly, many students presume that OQ exams and PT are better suited to 

demonstrate their level of comprehension than MC exams. This is especially compelling since 

research shows that MC exams have the potential to allow students to exhibit higher-order 

thinking skills through context-rich questions (Hift, 2014; Liu et al., 2023). A possible 

explanation for this discrepancy between theory and the perception of students is that in practice 

context-rich questions only occur in a small segment of the exam, or are not incorporated at all 

(Liu et al., 2023; Zheng et al., 2008). Therefore, students could perceive MC exams as having a 

lower potential to show performance, without that being what research suggests. 
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Individual Differences 

For the current research, we explored the familiarity with the test format and students' 

personality traits as they may be related to preference for types of exams. We found that for 

students in the behavioral and social sciences, familiarity with MC exams and PT is positively 

correlated with the general preference for those exam formats. Even though earlier research on 

this subject is scarce, these results align with expectations of findings that uncertainty and 

unfamiliarity can lead to anxiety, which can result in lower student performance (Lynam & 

Cachia, 2017). Contrary to our hypothesis, no relation was found between familiarity with OQ 

exams and overall preference for OQ exams.  

Contrary to our expectations, we did not find evidence that extraversion and neuroticism 

were associated with a preference for specific assessment methods. As expected, openness to 

experience had a small negative relationship with a preference for MC exams. Except for this 

correlation, the results were not in line with earlier research where associations were found for 

the different personality domains (Furnham & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2005; Furnham et al., 2008; 

Furnham et al., 2011; Neto et al., 2022).  One explanation may be that in the present study we 

used relatively few items to measure each of the personality traits. As a result, important facets 

that together define an individual trait may have not have been covered enough. Future research 

may look into which facets determine the relation between personality and preference for exam 

types.  

Limitations and Strengths  

This study has some limitations that should be addressed. First, the generalizability of the 

results should be further investigated, because the current research was limited to the Faculty of 

Behavioral and Social Sciences at the University of Groningen. Additionally, most participants 
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were first-year psychology students who participated in this study through the Sona Systems. 

Different contexts could therefore yield different results. Future research could, for example, 

focus on the replication of these results among master's students or in different cultural settings. 

Second, although in contrast to earlier research, we used different subscales and were able to 

obtain a more detailed picture of general preference, not all subscales were reliable enough, 

which might have affected our results. Furthermore, general preference could be improved by 

adding other subscales, such as the degree of anxiety provoked or learning effort, which was also 

mentioned in previous literature (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner, 1987).  

Limitations aside, there are also several strengths. First, this study contributed to previous 

research by not only comparing MC exams and OQ exams but also MC exams with PT. Earlier 

research on this topic has been scarce and this research leads to interesting insights into how PT 

are perceived. Secondly, as mentioned above we used a measure for preference consisting of 

different subscales. While in the past, preference was limited to three or four items per 

assessment method (see Neto et al., 2022), this research included a multi-dimensional scale with 

12 items per assessment method, which provides us with a broader overview.  

Theoretical and Practical Implications 

 Despite the limitations, the results have theoretical and practical implications. The current 

study contributes to the body of evidence that MC exams are more favored by students in 

comparison to OQ exams or PT. This study focused on the current scarcity of research regarding 

the position of PT in contrast to MC exams. Furthermore, the relationship of familiarity and 

personality with general preference was examined. Even though some research on familiarity 

existed, the relationship between familiarity and preference was mostly overlooked in the past. 
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This study therefore provides an important perspective on how familiarity can impact general 

preference.  

Furthermore, faculty and instructors may consider students' preferences when selecting 

an assessment method. After the corona crisis, some voices emerged stating that open-question 

exams should be more commonly used (Fens, 2021). The current research, however, shows that 

students prefer MC exams, even though OQ exams and PT contain a higher potential to show 

performance. Therefore, we might reconsider whether replacing multiple-choice exams with 

open-question exams is the optimal choice. Especially, since students’ preferences can have an 

impact on their motivation, learning strategies, and student successful outcomes (Holzinger et al., 

2020; Liu et al., 2023; Neto et al., 2022; Scouller, 1998).  

Future Research 

In terms of future research, it would be useful to broaden the current findings by 

examining the relation between personality and general preference in more detail. The current 

study did not find positive or negative corrleations  between different personality domains and 

general preference, with the exception of a small negative correlation between openness to 

experience and preference for MC exams. Future research could, for example, explore the 

relationships between preference and the NEO PI-R or as discussed foucus more on the different 

facets in a particular personality domain.  

Moreover, future research could explore the relationship between individual difference 

variables through moderator or mediator analyses. For instance, the correlation between 

familiarity and the level of anxiety. Past research has suggested that being unfamiliar with an 

assessment method can cause anxiety, which might lead to negative experiences (Lynam & 

Cachia, 2017). Therefore, the influence of familiarity may be related to anxiety.  
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Conclusion 

In summary, our research replicates earlier findings that MC exams are preferred over 

other assessment methods (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner, 1987). The findings contribute to the 

body of evidence that MC exams are perceived to be less difficult,  more objective, and higher in 

valence than OQ exams and performance tasks while having a lower potential to show 

performance. This study addressed the lack of research on the relationship between familiarity 

and preference, finding correlations between familiarity for MC exams and PT and general 

preference for these exam formats. Other individual differences were also studied, focusing on 

the Big Five personality domains. Extraversion and neuroticism were not associated with 

preference for any specific exam formats. The results did indicate a small negative correlation 

between openness to experience and preference for MC exams. We hope that the current 

research will stimulate further investigation of these different factors. 
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Appendix A 

Examination Scales 

Examination Preference Inventory  

This appendix comprises the four scales of the Examination Preference Inventory and their 

corresponding items. Participants rate each statement on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from 

“Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree”.    

Difficulty 

1) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are complex. 

2) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are easy.  

3) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are challenging.   

Potential to show performance  

4) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks give me the opportunity to show 

that I have understood the subject matter very well.  

5) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks give me the opportunity to show 

that I know more than other students.  

6) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks allow me to express my 

knowledge precisely.  

7) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are an appropriate examination 

format for important exams.  

Objectivity  

8) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are evaluated objectively.  

9) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are graded without bias.  
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Valence  

10) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks should be the main method of 

examination.  

11) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are interesting.  

12) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are liked by me.   

Familiarity 

 The items used for the scale familiarity were as follows. Participants rate each statement 

on a five-point Likert scale, ranging from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly agree”.    

1) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are familiar to me. 

2) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are a common form of assessment 

to me. 

3) Open-question exams / MC exams / performance tasks are rarely used as a form of 

assessment in my studies. 

Personality 

Familiarity was measured using The Big Five Inventory-2 Short Form (BFI-2-S) by Soto 

and John (2017). Participants rated how much they agreed with each statement.  

1) Tends to be quiet … 

2) Is compassionate, has a soft heart …  

3) Tends to be disorganized …  

4) Worries a lot …  

5) Is fascinated by art, music, or literature …  

6) Is dominant, acts as a leader …  
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7) Is sometimes rude to others …  

8) Has difficulty getting started on tasks …  

9) Tends to feel depressed, blue …  

10) Has little interest in abstract ideas …  

11) Is full of energy …  

12) Assumes the best about people …  

13) Is reliable, can always be counted on …  

14) Is emotionally stable, not easily upset …  

15) Is original, comes up with new ideas …  

16) Is outgoing, sociable …  

17) Can be cold and uncaring …  

18) Keeps things neat and tidy …  

19) Is relaxed, handles stress well …  

20) Has few artistic interests …  

21) Prefers to have others take charge …  

22) Is respectful, treats others with respect …  

23) Is persistent, works until the task is finished …  

24) Feels secure, comfortable with self …  

25) Is complex, a deep thinker …  

26) Is less active than other people …  

27) Tends to find fault with others …  

28) Can be somewhat careless …  

29) Is temperamental, gets emotional easily …  
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30) Has little creativity …  
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Appendix B 

Use of ChatGPT 

The following prompts were put into ChatGPT: “Can you check the following text on 

grammar and APA guidelines?”. Both the introduction and the discussion of the thesis were 

added. The following text is the input. I have marked sections that were changed in my final 

thesis with the help of the ChatGPT output.  

 

A wide variety of assessment methods have been developed. The Assessment Preference 

Inventory by Birenbaum (1994) alone recognizes 18 different (sub)types of assessment, ranging 

from written tests without supporting materials to making a portfolio. But how do we select the 

most suitable method? One approach could be to consider the student’s preference. This is 

especially crucial since students who are satisfied with their assessment method, tend to achieve 

more better outcomes (Neto et al., 2022). Additionally, undergoing an exam in a preferred format 

might lead to higher motivation in students and differences in preparations (Holzinger et al., 

2020; Liu et al., 2023). An essay assignment might be more likely to encourage students to use 

deep learning strategies compared to multiple-choice exams (Scouller, 1998).  

In this thesis, we will further explore students’ preference. This research aims to continue 

previous research, by examining  the preference for various assessment methods, considering 

factors that affect these preferences. 

Preference of Assessment Methods 

In this research, the focus was on three often-used assessment methods: multiple-choice 

examinations (MC exams), open-question examinations (OQ exams), and performance tasks 

(PT). MC exams include forms of assessment where the student needs to decide on the best 
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answer from different options. This is also referred to as the selected response format (Hift, 

2014). Examination methods in which students generate their own answers are called constructed 

response or OQ exams (Hift, 2014). Lastly, in PT, students create a product to demonstrate their 

knowledge, skills, or abilities, in response to a real-world task (Braun, 2019). 

Several studies found that multiple-choice exams are more popular among students than 

open-question exams (Furnham et al., 2011; Zeidner, 1987); but the relation between MC, OQ 

exams and performance tasks is largly unknown. In this thesis we will examine different factors 

that determine preferences, considering both structural elements of the exam format and personal 

differences among students. For structural elements of the exam formats, we will direct our focus 

to four subscales of preference: difficulty, objectivity, potential to show performance, and 

valence. These subscales were chosen as they provide a multi-dimensional view of general 

preference and were embedded in previous literature (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner, 1987). 

Research showed that MC exams are perceived as less difficult, more objective, but lower in 

potential to show performance (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner et al., 1987).  Furthermore, earlier 

studies did not provide a conclusive answer to which assessment method scores higher on 

valence (Lindner et al.,2018). The upcoming section will explain the differences between exam 

formats more in-depth.  

Differences in the Perception between Exam Formats 

Zeidner (1987) found that MC exams were perceived by students to be less difficult, 

cause less anxiety, have higher success expectancy, and make students feel more at ease 

compared to OQ exams. OQ exams, on the other hand, were observed as slightly more valuable 

and more sufficient to assess a student’s knowledge. Similar to Zeidner (1987), Lindner et al. 

(2018) found that OQ exams were perceived as having a greater potential to show performance. 
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MC exams were associated with a lower workload and higher objectivity. This higher objectivity 

of MC exams has also been identified in later studies (Holzinger et al., 2020). There were similar 

strong scores on valence for both multiple-choice and open-question exams (Lindner et al., 

2018), meaning both assessment methods were equally liked.  

The above-mentioned research mostly focused on the comparison between MC exams 

and OQ exams. There is limited research comparing aspects of MC exams and other exam 

formats, such as performance tasks. There are, however, some findings on the perception of 

performance tasks. Performance tasks seem to be popular because they provide students with the 

opportunity to generate their own ideas (Hether, 2023). There are also some studies on the 

preference for exam formats that allow supporting material, which includes performance tasks. 

The use of supporting materials could reduce anxiety, give students the perception of a higher 

chance of success, and allow students to engage with the material more in-depth (Ben-Chaim & 

Zoller, 1997; Van de Watering et al., 2008).  

Current Study: Differences in Exam Format Perception 

In this thesis, we will examine the preference for various assessment methods, exploring 

factors that affect these preferences. In particular, we compare three types of exam formats: 

multiple-choice examinations, open-question examinations, and performance tasks. These 

assessment methods were selected due to their general popularity in academia (Holzinger et al., 

2020; Neto et al., 2022). Previous studies are often limited to comparing MC and OQ exams, 

neglecting other types of exams. Therefore, much remains unclear about the preference for 

different examination forms, particularly regarding the differences between MC exams and PT.  

We will thus explore the following hypotheses:  
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Hypothesis  1a. There is an overall preference for MC exams in comparison to OQ 

exams and PT.  

Hypothesis 1b. Students perceive MC exams as less difficult than OQ exams and 

performance tasks. 

Hypothesis 1c. Students perceive MC exams as more objective than OQ exams and 

performance tasks.  

Hypothesis 1d. Students perceive MC exams as having a lower potential to show their 

performance than OQ examinations and performance tasks. 

Hypothesis 1e. There will be differences in valence among the exam formats. However, 

given the lack of conclusive research, no specific hypotheses were formulated.  

Individual Differences 

In addition to exploring the influence on preference of various aspects of the test format, 

we will also investigate individual differences in familiarity and the relation with some 

personality traits. Investigating these differences could provide theoretical insights into the topic. 

Naturally, it will not be possible to cater exams to every individual in practice. However, 

research on individual differences could improve the design of universities' curricula. For 

instance, if the most commonly chosen exam format is more suited for a certain type of student, 

more variety in assessment methods could be crucial to improve equality between students.   

Familiarity. An important aspect that may affect preference for an exam type is the level 

of experience with a particular test format, also called familiarity (Lindner et al., 2018). When 

confronted with an assessment type that was not previously known, students can experience 

anxiety or fear of the unexpected (Lynam & Cachia, 2017). This can lead to negative 

experiences, panic or sleeplessness, which influences student performance. The impact of 
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familiarity was also illustrated by Dang et al. (2022). This study found that written assignments 

were favored more than oral assessments. Even though familiarity was not studied directly, Dang 

et al. (2022) noted that this preference could be due to written assignments being a more 

common type of exam for students. Furthermore, the role of familiarity is more pronounced 

when the stakes are high (Parkes & Stefanou, 2010; Stefanou & Parkes, 2003), for instance when 

a test is of greater importance to a student. When students consider receiving a good grade 

important, they would rather avoid the uncertainty, and choose a familiar testing format to help 

them achieve a desired grade (Parkes & Stefanou, 2010).  

Personality. Various dimensions of the Big Five have been associated with preferences 

for specific assessment methods (Neto et. al, 2022). The Big Five Model depicts five dimensions 

of personality: Extraversion, Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Neuroticism, and Openness to 

Experience (McCrae & John, 1992). Neto et al. (2022) revealed that extraversion was positively 

related to a preference for open-question examinations. This study also identified a negative 

correlation between neuroticism and a preference for engaging in dissertation research, which 

may be considered a type of performance task: highly neurotic students may struggle to cope 

with the stress associated with a final project (Neto et al., 2022). Furthermore, lower neuroticism 

was associated with a preference for essay-type exams (Furnham & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2005). 

However, this relation was not consistently observed (Chamorro‐Premuzic et al., 2005). Lastly, 

openness to experience has been positively linked to performance tasks, such as essays and 

dissertations, but negatively to multiple-choice exams (Furnham et al., 2008; Furnham et al., 

2011). People who score high on openness tend to be more creative and original and, therefore, 

prefer an exam format that allows them to use this creativity (Neto et al., 2022).  

Current Study: Individual Differences 
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In conclusion, although familiarity and several personality traits are linked to preference 

of certain types of exams relations are not always clear and some results  from earlier studies are 

contradictory. Therefore, in this study we will further investigate the relationship between exam 

preference and level of familiarity, and personality traits. 

To assess familiarity, we will first examine whether there is a significant difference in 

familiarity among MC exams, OQ exams, and PT. As will be described in the Method section, in 

thus study we used students from the behavioral and social sciences. Based on inspection of the 

curriculum we formulated the following hypothesis for this population: 

Hypothesis 2.    There is a higher familiarity with MC exams, compared to OQ exams 

and PT for students of the faculty of Behavioral and Social Sciences at the University of 

Groningen.  

Even though familiarity has been considered in earlier studies, research on the relation 

with general preference is scarce. In general, we see that uncertainty about a type of exam can 

result in anxiety or fear, which can lead to lower student performance (Lynam & Cachia, 2017). 

Familiarity could combat this effect, making familiar assessment methods more appealing to 

students. Therefore, we have formulated the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 3a. Familiarity with MC exams s is positively related to preference for MC 

exams. 

Hypothesis 3b.  Familiarity with OQ exams is positively related to preference for OQ 

exams. 

Hypothesis 3c. Familiarity with PT is positively related to preference for PT.  

Furthermore, this study aims to investigate the relationship between the dimensions of the 

Big Five and general preference. Even though earlier studies have explored this relation, this 
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study hopes to strengthen earlier findings in a sample of psychology students. To explore these 

relationships, we formed the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 5. Extraversion is positively related to a preference for OQ exams.  

Hypothesis 6.  Neuroticism is negatively related to preference for PT and negatively 

related to OQ exams.  

Hypothesis 7. Openness to experience is positively related to preference for PT, but 

negatively related to preference for MC exams.  

Discussion 

This study investigated students’ preference for different types of exams. Previous studies 

have been limited to comparisons between MC and OQ exams, overlooking other assessment 

methods. Contributing to previous research, this thesis also inspected the differences in 

preference between MC exams and PT. Furthermore, we explored factors that might determine 

preference, considering both structural elements of the exam and personal differences.  

Overall Preference 

 We found that students have a higher general preference for MC exams compared to the 

other two assessment methods. In line with our first hypothesis, students perceive MC exams to 

be less difficult, more objective, and higher in valence than OQ exams. MC exams are perceived 

as having less potential to show performance. This pattern of results builds on the findings of 

previous literature (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner, 1987). Contributing to prior research, our 

results show that performance tasks are less preferred and are seen as more difficult, less 

objectively graded, and liked less compared to MC exams. However, they are considered an 

exam format that allows students a higher potential to show performance.  
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Interestingly, many students presume that OQ exams and PT are better suited to 

demonstrate their level of comprehension than MC exams. This is especially compelling since 

research shows that MC exams have the potential to let students show higher-order thinking 

skills through context-rich questions (Hift, 2014; Liu et al., 2023). A possible explanation for this 

discrepancy between theory and the perception of students is that in practice context-rich 

questions only occur in a small segment of the exam, or are not incorporated at all (Liu et al., 

2023; Zheng et al., 2008). Therefore, students could perceive MC exams as having a lower 

potential to show performance, without that being what research suggests. 

Individual Differences 

For the current research, we explored the familiarity with the test format and students' 

personality as they may be related to preference for types of exams. We found that familiarity 

with MC exams and PT is positively correlated with the general preference for those exam 

formats. Even though earlier research on this subject is scarce, these results fit with expectations 

of findings that uncertainty and unfamiliarity could lead to anxiety, which can lead to lower 

student performance (Lynam & Cachia, 2017). Contrary to our hypothesis, no relation was found 

between familiarity with OQ exams and overall preference for OQ exams.  

Contrary to our expectations, we did not find evidence that extraversion and neuroticism 

were associated with a preference for specific assessment methods. As expected, openness to 

experience had a small negative relation with a preference for MC exams. Except for this 

correlation, the results were not in line with earlier research in which associations were found for 

the different personality domains (Furnham & Chamorro-Premuzic, 2005; Furnham et al., 2008; 

Furnham et al., 2011; Neto et al., 2022).  One explanation may be that in the present study we 

used relatively few items to measure each of the personality traits. As a result, important facets 
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that together define an individual trait may have not have been covered enough. Future research 

may look into which facets determine the relation between personality and preference for exam 

types.  

Limitations and Strengths  

This study has some limitations that should be addressed. First, the generalizability of the 

results should be further investigated, because the current research was limited to the Faculty of 

Behavioral and Social Sciences at the University of Groningen. Additionally, most participants 

were first-year psychology students who participated in this study through the Sona Systems. 

Different contexts could therefore yield different results. Future research could, for example, 

focus on the replication of these results among master's students or in different cultural settings. 

Second, although in contrast to earlier research, we used different subscales and were able to get 

a more detailed picture of general preference, not all subscales were reliable enough, which 

might have affect our results. Furthermore, general preference could be improved by adding 

other subscales, such as the degree of anxiety provoked or learning effort, which was also 

mentioned in previous literature (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner, 1987).  

Limitations aside, there are also several strengths. First, this study contributed to previous 

research by not only comparing MC exams and OQ exams but also MC exams with PT. Earlier 

research on this topic has been scarce and this research leads to interesting insights into how PT 

are perceived. Secondly, as mentioned above we used a measure for preference consisting of 

different subscales. While in the past, preference was limited to three or four items per 

assessment method (see Neto et al., 2022), this research included a multi-dimensional scale with 

12 items per assessment method, which provides us with a broader overview.  

Theoretical and Practical Implications 
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 Despite the limitations, the results have theoretical and practical implications. The current 

study contributes to the body of evidence that MC exams are more favored by students in 

comparison to OQ exams or PT. This study focused on the current scarcity of research regarding 

the position of PT in contrast to MC exams. Furthermore, the relationship of familiarity and 

personality with general preference was examined. Even though some research on familiarity 

existed, the relationship between familiarity and preference was mostly overlooked in the past. 

This study therefore provides an important perspective on how familiarity can impact general 

preference.  

Furthermore, faculty and instructors may consider students' preferences when selecting 

an assessment method. After the corona crisis, some voices emerged stating that open-question 

exams should be more commonly used (Fens, 2021). The current research, however, shows that 

students prefer MC exams, even though OQ exams and PT contain a higher potential to show 

performance. Therefore, we might reconsider whether replacing multiple-choice exams with 

open-question exams is the optimal choice. Especially, since students’ preferences can have an 

impact on their motivation, learning strategies, and student successful outcomes (Holzinger et al., 

2020; Liu et al., 2023; Neto et al., 2022; Scouller, 1998).  

Future Research 

In terms of future research, it would be useful to broaden the current findings by 

examining the relation between personality and general preference in more detail. The current 

study did not find positive or negative correlations between different personality domains and 

general preference, with the exception of a small negative correlation between openness to 

experience and preference for MC exams. Future research could, for example, explore the 



42 

relationships between preference and the NEO PI-R r as discussed focus more on the different 

facets in a particular personality domain.   

Moreover, future research could explore the relationship between individual difference 

variables through moderator or mediator analyses. For instance, the correlation between 

familiarity and the level of anxiety. Past research has suggested that being unfamiliar with an 

assessment method can cause anxiety, which might lead to negative experiences (Lynam & 

Cachia, 2017). Therefore, the influence of familiarity may be related to anxiety.  

Conclusion 

In summary, our research replicates earlier findings that MC exams have a higher 

preference score than other assessment methods (Lindner et al., 2018; Zeidner, 1987). The 

findings contribute to the body of evidence that MC exams are perceived to be less difficult,  

more objective, and higher in valence than OQ exams and performance tasks while having a 

lower potential to show performance. This study addressed the lack of research on the 

relationship between familiarity and preference, finding correlations between familiarity for MC 

exams and PT and general preference for these exam formats. Other individual differences were 

also studied, focusing on the Big Five personality domains. Extraversion and neuroticism were 

not associated with preference for any specific exam formats. The results did indicate a small 

negative correlation between openness to experience and preference for MC exams. We hope 

that the current research will stimulate further investigation of these different factors. 

 

 


