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Abstract 

Assessment plays an important role in both general and higher education. Research shows that 

how students perceive assessments influences the way they learn. Test-anxiety is another factor 

that plays a role. This study explores the assessment preferences of students, focusing 

specifically on multiple-choice (MC) exams, open-question (OQ) exams, and performance tasks 

(PTs). Additionally, it examines assessment preference in combination with test anxiety and 

what aspects of the different types of assessments students find anxiety-inducing. A total of 128 

students from the Faculty of Behavioral and Social Sciences at the University of Groningen 

participated in the study through a survey, providing valuable insights into their preferences. 

Results indicated a preference for multiple-choice exams over open-question exams and 

performance tasks. Furthermore, it was found that students with higher levels of test anxiety tend 

to prefer multiple-choice exams more. While no effect was found between test anxiety and open-

question exams, nor between test anxiety and performance tasks. Additionally, thematic analysis 

of an open-question regarding anxiety inducing aspects revealed various themes related to test 

anxiety. For example, the most common themes are: “writing skills and formulation,” “personal 

blame and doubt,” and “uncertainty.” By shedding light on these dynamics, this study offers a 

deeper understanding of student assessment preferences and anxiety, paving the way for 

theoretical and practical implications 

Keywords: assessment formats, students, exam preferences, test anxiety 
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Assessment Preferences and Test Anxiety: Student Perspectives on Multiple-Choice, Open-

Questions, and Performance Tasks 

In the past decade, there has been a growing focus on researching students’ assessment 

preferences (Holzinger et al., 2020). Students encounter various types of assessments throughout 

their academic careers. Previously, assessment was largely regarded as a way to assign grades 

and evaluate students. Nowadays, it is recognized that the benefits of assessment are much 

broader and affect every stage of the learning process (Van De Watering et al., 2008).   

Assessment plays an important role in both general and higher education (Kasanda et al., 

2013). How assessment methods are conducted can have an impact on the way students learn 

(Amin et al., 2011). Students their preparation for assessments are influenced by how they 

perceive them, and these perceptions can either positively or negatively impact their learning 

(Van de Watering et al., 2008). Furthermore, when assessments are used under ideal conditions, 

they are able to showcase an individual's existing knowledge, promote mastery, and encourage 

engagement (Sotardi & Dutton, 2022).  However, critics have voiced concerns regarding the use 

of traditional assessment methods like multiple-choice question  formats, and short-answer 

question formats (Holzinger et al., 2020).  

Assessment methods         

Assessment methods that are most commonly used can be mainly divided into two 

categories: the selective response or multiple-choice question format (MC exams) and 

constructed response format or open-question format (OQ exams) (Hift, 2014). An alternative 

assessment method that will be discussed in the present study is performance tasks (PTs). This 

method focuses on how students learn, solve problems, and complete tasks, using various 
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methods to measure their knowledge (Oliver, 2015). It challenges students to respond by 

performing tasks such as writing essays or giving oral presentations (Braun, 2019).  

Benefits and drawbacks  

Every assessment type comes with its own benefits and drawbacks. MC questions are 

widely used for assessment due to their ability to cover many content areas, be administered 

quickly, and graded efficiently (Epstein, 2007). MC questions are also highly reliable and more 

objective (Hift, 2014). However, they are less effective for cumulative learning and long-term 

retention of information. MC questions often lead to surface-level learning, while OQs 

encourage students to achieve deeper understanding (Holzinger et al., 2020). Another 

disadvantage is that little feedback is provided after completing the test. Feedback has been 

demonstrated to be highly motivating and beneficial for enhancing learning (Williams, 2014). 

Research indicates that OQ formats offer more advantages compared to MC format 

assessments (Greving & Richter, 2022). Many believe that the OQ format is superior in 

evaluating higher cognitive levels of knowledge (Hift, 2014). However, this depends on how the 

question is formulated. With poor formulation, the OQ format will not outperform MC questions, 

as it will fail to stimulate higher-order thinking effectively. Another advantage is that OQ have a 

greater validity compared to MC questions (Hift, 2014).  

The previously discussed assessment methods primarily focus on testing knowledge. 

Alternative assessment enable students learn how to apply their knowledge, mainly emphasizing 

their strengths (Oliver, 2015). With this method instructors can evaluate students their 

associative and strategic thinking skills (Holzinger et al., 2020). A study conducted by Williams 

(2014) has shown that alternative assessment methods provide advantages in student 
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engagement, learning, and retention. However, this method can be demanding in terms of time 

and effort.  

Assessment preference of students 

Educational measurement specialists frequently overlook an essential factor in test 

planning: the perspective of the students who will be taking the tests. This perspective should be 

carefully considered and given serious attention during test development. (Zeidner, 1987).  

Various studies have been conducted on students’ preferences regarding assessment 

formats. Students generally hold a more positive view of exams with MC questions compared to 

those with OQs (Holzinger et al., 2020; Traub & McRury, 1990; Van de Watering et al., 2008; 

Zeidner, 1987). It has been reported that students find these tests easier to prepare for and 

simpler to complete. (Holzinger et al., 2020; Traub & McRury, 1990; Zeidner, 1987). Their 

preference was also due to the higher perception of objectivity and the test method to be viewed 

as less tricky (Holzinger et al., 2020). It has also been found that students have a preference for 

MC question formats as they are perceived to be superior compared to OQ formats in terms of 

complexity, and familiarity with the format (Zeidner, 1987). Furthermore, students reported that 

MC questions result in lower levels of stress and test anxiety compared to OQs (Fortun & 

Tempest, 2020; Holzinger et al., 2020; Zeidner, 1987). Students are in overall more satisfied 

with the MC question format (Holzinger et al., 2020). 

It appears that students also have a positive attitude towards PTs (Van de Watering et al., 

2008). Students find them more personal and gain a deeper understanding of the material as it is 

more demanding compared to traditional written assignments like MC and OQ exams (Joughin, 

2007). However, students indicate that this type of assessment method is less objective, less 

reliable, and may involve examiner bias (Holzinger et al., 2020). In consideration of the previous 
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reasons, students believe that supporting materials be permitted, and that the questions or tasks 

should evaluate a range of cognitive processes (Van de Watering et al., 2008). Additionally, 

students prefer other alternative assessment methods over OQ formats (Holzinger et al., 2020). 

Current study 

From the previously discussed studies, it appears that students primarily prefer the MC 

question format over the OQ question format (Holzinger et al., 2020; Traub & McRury, 1990; 

Van de Watering et al., 2008; Zeidner, 1987). Despite various research being done about 

students’ assessment preferences (Fortun & Tempest, 2020; Holzinger et al., 2020; Joughin, 

2007; Traub & McRury, 1990; Van de Watering et al., 2008; Zeidner, 1987), there is little 

knowledge particularly regarding the comparison of MC questions exams, OQ exams, and PTs. 

We predict that students also prefer the MC question format over PTs, as they perceive PTs to be 

less objective, less reliable, and more susceptible to examiner bias (Holzinger et al., 2020). The 

aim of this study is to examine and gather additional information about students’ assessment 

preferences, as it’s unclear what their preference is among MC questions exams, OQ exams, and 

PTs. To gain a better understanding of students their assessment preferences, it is crucial to 

consider their perspectives and opinions regarding different assessment methods. Based on the 

previously discussed literature, the following hypothesis can be formulated:  

Hypothesis 1. Students have a preference for MC question formats over OQ formats and 

PTs.  

Test Anxiety and assessment preference 

 Previously, it has been mentioned that students reported lower levels of stress and test 

anxiety when it comes to MC questions (Fortun & Tempest, 2020; Holzinger et al., 2020; 

Zeidner, 1987). Test anxiety appears to be another factor that can influence attitudes toward 
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different assessment methods (Van de Watering et al., 2008). There is a widespread belief that 

test anxiety is a major issue in education (Lovett et al., 2024).  

Test anxiety 

Students who suffer from test anxiety usually experience heightened levels of stress, 

restlessness, and fear (Salend, 2011). Additionally, they often show signs such as increased 

distractibility during exams and also struggle with basic instructions and organizing or 

remembering information (Stankovska et al., 2018). Students also experience anxiety when there 

is a lack of communication about the criteria and procedures involved in an assessment (Sotardi 

& Dutton, 2022). Concerns about test results cause students to experience negative emotions 

during exams, which is linked to lower exam scores. While some anxiety can motivate students 

and enhance their study efforts, excessive stress during exams can hinder their performance 

(Gharib & Phillips, 2013).  

Assessment formats. Test anxiety usually occurs in a specific situation or context and 

also depends on how performance will be assessed or evaluated (Putwain, 2008). Test anxiety 

can be triggered by multiple factors, including the length of the exam, the number of questions, 

the type of test, test instructions and the testing environment itself (Wadi et al., 2022). A study 

by Sotardi et al. (2020) shows that the assessment context is known to impact both evaluation 

anxiety and performance. However, there still remains a gap in the literature regarding students 

their perspectives on assessment and anxiety (Sotardi & Dutton, 2022).  

Self-efficacy. A different way that test anxiety can have an influence in situations where 

students have to perform is determined by how much the student has confidence in themselves. 

This is also called self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997). This also influences how students learn. When 
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students have low self-efficacy beliefs, they tend to experience higher levels of anxiety, which in 

turn decreases their academic performance (Roick & Ringeisen, 2017). 

Students’ assessment preference 

 The impact of test anxiety in exams varies greatly between students. For instance, while 

some students find oral exams a comfortable way to show their knowledge, others struggle with 

anxiety that can negatively affect their results (Sayin, 2015). However, it is also known that 

when students feel less anxious during their exams, their performance improves regardless of the 

assessment method used (Mavridis & Tsiatsos, 2016). Fortun and Tempest (2020) have 

conducted research on modified essays and MC questions. The study revealed that students 

prefer MC questions over modified essays. This preference can be explained by students being 

unfamiliar with this format and the uncertainty associated with OQ exams, which leads to 

increased anxiety. Another study shows that students with high levels of test anxiety favor MC 

questions, whereas those with low test anxiety generally favor OQ (Van de Watering et al., 

2008).  

Present study  

From the previously discussed literature, it appears that students with high levels of test 

anxiety prefer the MC question format (Fortun and Tempest, 2020; Van de Watering et al., 

2008). Compared to MC questions, students reported that the uncertainty associated with OQs 

leads to increased anxiety. Because PTs are less structured compared to MC questions, we also 

expect a negative relationship between test anxiety and PTs, as they are more anxiety-inducing 

than MC questions. Despite various research being done about test anxiety and assessment 

preferences, there is little knowledge particularly regarding test anxiety and the comparison of 

the preference for MC questions, OQ and PTs. The aim of this study is to examine the 
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relationship between test anxiety and different assessment preferences. Based on the previously 

discussed literature, the following hypothesis can be formulated:  

Hypothesis 2. Test anxiety is (a) positively related to preference for the MC question 

format and (b) negatively related to preference for OQ formats and (c) PTs. 

Finally, to gather more insights, exploratory research is also conducted on what exactly 

students find anxiety-inducing for each type of assessment. This involves seeking opinions from 

students. 

Methods 

Participants 

 The present study was conducted with students from the faculty of Behavioral and Social 

sciences at the University of Groningen. The original sample consisted of 143 students. Of the 

people who started the questionnaire, 12 failed to complete the survey. Throughout the survey, 

five attention checks were incorporated. Three participants failed two or more attention checks. 

If someone failed to complete the survey or the attention checks, that participant was removed 

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

analysis. 

 There were 37.5% Psychology (EN) students, 61.7%  Psychology (NL) and 0.8% 

Sociology. For practical reasons, we limited our sample to students of this faculty. 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. 35.2 percent of students were in their second year of studying or higher, while there were 

64.8% 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 
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 As an incentive to participate in the study, first-year Psychology students received 0.6 

course credits through Sona Systems (https://www.sona-systems.com/). 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 (https://www.sona-systems.com/). Furthermore, a link to the study was 

shared in several group chats on 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, 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 shortly. 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 
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preferences for different exam formats: OQ exams, MC exams, and PTs (both individual and 

grouped). 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. 

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 

First, participants were required to provide demographic information, namely gender, 

year of study, and subject of study. 

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, where 

participants indicated their level of agreement with displayed statements on a five-point Likert 

scale. Three scales were based on an existing inventory by Lindner (2019): 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 
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knowledge precisely.” Perceived objectivity was assessed through two items, one adopted 

directly from Lindner (2019) 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.  

The means of the different subscales were combined to form the general preference score. 

Reliability was estimated using Cronbach's alpha and proved sufficient for all scales (Taber, 

2017). 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 

 

 α α α  

Difficulty .78 .74 .81  

Potential to show 

performance 
.80 .71 .71 

 

Objectivity .91 .81 .91  

Valence .76 .74 .69  

Total .72 .75 .71  

 

Test anxiety 

To measure the level of trait test anxiety for each individual, a short version of the test 

anxiety inventory (TAI) by Taylor & Deane (2002) was used (see appendix B). The inventory 
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consisted of five items, where participants indicated their level of agreement with displayed 

statements on a 4-point Likert scale (1= Almost Never, 4= Almost Always). The short version of 

the TAI includes items such as: “I feel very panicky when I take an important test”; “I seem to 

defeat myself while working on important tests.” The internal consistency of the instrument is 

.87 (Taylor & Deane, 2002). 

Additionally, an open-ended question has been included where students are asked to 

provide a brief explanation of what they find stressful about each type of assessment format (MC 

questions, open-ended questions and performance tasks). A maximum of two sentences was 

given for their answer.  

Results  

General Preference  

 After the data collection, we analyzed the descriptive statistics for students’ general 

preference for each examination format, based on the EPI scores. As was hypothesized, a higher 

preference score was found for MC exams (M = 3.45, SD = .54) in comparison to OQ exams (M 

= 3.01, SD = .46), and PTs (M = 3.00, SD = 0.48). The paired sample t-test between MC exams 

and PTs showed that preference for MC exams was significantly higher, t(127) = 6.16, p < .001, 

d = 0.54, 99.5% CI [0.25, 0.65]. Similarly, the second t-test between MC exams and OQ exams 

indicated that preference was significantly higher for MC exams compared to OQ exams, t(127) 

= 6.21, p < .001, d = 0.55, [0.24, 0.63].1,2 The effect sizes showed moderate effects. These 

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

distribution of differences between pairwise comparisons were met. Some outliers were found, therefore a Kruskal-

Wallis test be an alternative for the current research. However, this statistical technique is not part of the curriculum. 

Therefore, paired-sample t-test were still ran. 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. This means that the critical p-value was 

corrected to 0.006 when taking into account the t-tests for the subscales later in this section. 
3 Due to limited statistical knowledge, paired-sample t-tests were conducted. However, a repeated measures 

ANOVA would have been a more suitable method for the analysis. 
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results are also in line with our hypothesis that students tend to prefer MC exams over OQ exams 

and PTs.  

Subscales of General Preference 

 Based on the mean differences we decided to conduct paired-sample t-tests for 

objectivity, difficulty, and potential to show performance, between selected exam formats. 2,3  

The means of the four subscales for each examination format can be found in Table 2.  

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 

  

The differences in difficulty between MC exams and PTs, and MC exams and OQ exams 

were significant, t(127) = 4.204, p < .001, d = .37, [0.11, 0.53] and t(127) = 13.559, p < .001, d = 

1.20, [0.90, 1.36], respectively. PTs and OQ exams were rated as more difficult. The potential to 

show performance scores for OQ exams and PTs were rated significantly higher compared to 

MC exams, t(127) = 7.37, p < .001, d = .65, [0.52, 1,16] and t(127) = 5.427, p < .001, d = 0.48, 

[0.29, 0.91], respectively. The effect sizes of these t-tests showed medium to large effects. 

Furthermore, the objectivity scores for MC exams were significantly higher compared to PTs, 

t(127) = 16.562, p < .001, d = 1.46, 99.5% CI [1.51, 2.13], and compared to OQ exams. t(127) = 

13.870, p < .001, d = 1.23, [1.11, 1.68]. Lastly, students rated MC exams significantly higher in 
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valence compared to OQ exams, t(127) = 6.18, p < .001, d = 0.55, [0.43, 1.17], and PTs, t(127) = 

4.45, p < .001, d = 0.39, CI [0.2, 0.91]. The effect sizes showed medium to large effects. 

Assessment Preference and Test Anxiety 

A Pearson correlation coefficient was computed to assess the linear relationships between 

test anxiety and preference for MC exams, between test anxiety and preference for OQ exams, 

and between test anxiety and PTs. Firstly, the results indicated a weak significant positive 

relationship between test anxiety and preference for MC exams, r(126) = .207, p = .019, 95% CI 

[0.04, 0.37]. However, there was a weak non-significant positive relationship between test 

anxiety and preference for OQ exams, r(126) = .067, p = .454, 95% CI [-0,11, 0.24]. 

Furthermore, there was a weak non-significant negative relationship between test anxiety and 

preference for PTs, r(126) = -.022, p = .806, 95% CI [-0,20, 0.15]. The first result was in line 

with hypothesis 2(a). However, the last two results did not support hypothesis 2(b and c), as non-

significant results were found.  

Analysis of the Open Questions on Anxiety Inducing Factors 

To analyze the responses to the open-ended question regarding what aspects of different 

assessment types induce anxiety, the data was extracted and analyzed to identify common 

themes. Thematic analysis involves identifying patterns or themes within qualitative data (Braun 

& Clark, 2006). I followed the six-step method by Braun and Clarke (2006). Firstly, I reviewed 

the answers given by the participants, making small annotations when necessary. Following this, 

I created codes for the various statements. I then identified recurring patterns, grouping them 

together into themes. Codes were given to each specific statement that was given by the students. 

Statements with similar content were grouped together under specific themes. Subsequently, the 

data was verified by rechecking the codes ensuring accuracy and reliability. Finally, I defined the 
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themes, and the last step involves reporting them. Percentages of all themes were also computed 

to determine how often each theme was mentioned. I will first start by discussing the unique 

themes for each specific type of assessment. Then, the themes that occur in multiple types of 

assessment will be discussed.  

Open-ended questions 

For OQ exams, a total of 10 themes were identified (see table 3 for an overview of all 

identified themes). Non-sensical or empty responses and those that do not fit into any category 

were excluded from the analysis (n = 6). Additionally, responses from individuals who 

mentioned not experiencing anxiety with this assessment type were also not included (n = 4). 

Firstly, most students mentioned that it was difficult to recall information or specific 

terms. Some students even mentioned that they were scared to experience a black out. For 

example, one student said: “Getting a black out and not remembering certain words that you 

need to answer essay questions.” Students also mentioned that there is no guess-factor involved 

when it comes to OQ exams; it’s either getting the answer right or wrong. Another theme that 

was frequently mentioned was “specificity and terminology.” Students mentioned that it was 

difficult to use the right terms for the right answer. They also expressed that some questions are 

very specific. On the other hand, some students reported that some open-questions are 

ambiguous, allowing for different interpretations. For example, one student said: “it is very 

subjective.” Some other themes that were found were “orientation point,” “weight of questions,” 

and “Completeness of answers.” However, these themes are not discussed in detail as their 

occurrence in percentage was low.  

Performance tasks (written assignments) 
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For performance tasks, a total of eight themes were identified (see table 4 for an overview 

of all identified themes). Non-sensical or empty responses and those that do not fit into any 

category were excluded from the analysis (n = 10). Additionally, responses from individuals who 

mentioned not experiencing anxiety with this assessment type were also not included (n = 6). 

The first theme that was identified was “Time related stress.” Students mentioned that 

they usually experience anxiety as there is a deadline involved when it comes to written 

assignments. They also mentioned that it takes more time and effort to complete the task. For 

example, one student said: “The deadlines, I always finish an essay right before the deadline 

somehow.” Another theme that was mentioned frequently, was “evaluation and subjectivity.” 

This theme involved everything that had to do with the examiner and the bias that might be 

involved. Students expressed that they were unsure if the examiner liked the topic that they 

wanted to write about. One student said: “I dislike written assignments because it feels like 

you're trying to please the person who will review it, which is anxiety inducing.” Some other 

themes that were found were “energy consuming,” “complexity of the assignment,” “difficulty 

starting,” and “creativity and freedom.” However, these themes are not discussed in detail as 

their occurrence in percentage was low. 

Multiple-choice questions     

For MC questions, a total of nine themes were identified (see table 5 for an overview of 

all identified themes. Non-sensical or empty responses and those that do not fit into any category 

were excluded from the analysis (n = 8). Additionally, responses from individuals who 

mentioned not experiencing anxiety with this assessment type were also not included (n = 14). 

One theme that occurred frequently was “doubt between answers.” Students mentioned 

that they often are unsure about which answer to choose. A similar theme that was found, was 
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“similarity of answers.” This theme included the responses of students that expressed that the 

answers of MC questions often look identical to each other. For instance, one student said: 

“when there are two very similar answers and they are both right but one is slightly better, that 

frustrates me as it is not an objective measure of my knowledge.” Another related theme was 

“trick questions.” Students mentioned that some of the answers can be very confusing, leading 

them to the wrong answers. One student reported: “That they are often trick questions or 

focusing on small details I might not know, even though I studied the general topic quite well.” 

Subsequently, the following theme was also found: “lack of clarification.” Students mentioned 

that with MC questions there’s no room to justify your answer compared to OQ exams and 

written assignments. Answers were either right or wrong. Some other theme’s that were found 

were: “misunderstanding,” “guess factor,” “external factors,” and “strictness of grading.” 

However, these themes are not discussed in detail as their occurrence in percentage was low. 

Common themes  

 A theme that emerged in both written assignments and OQ exams was uncertainty. In 

both types of assessment, students expressed that it was unclear what exactly was expected of 

them and how/on what points whey would be evaluated. For example, one student said: “I feel 

like it's hard to estimate the answer the teachers are looking for. Sometimes there are several 

directions to take your answer which makes it hard to choose one.” Another common theme 

across both types of assessments was “writing skills and formulation”. Students mentioned 

difficulty in articulating their thoughts and answers clearly and expressed concerns about making 

errors in sentence structure and spelling. Some students also worried about their language 

proficiency, affecting their ability to effectively convey their ideas. One student said: “I find it 

quite stressful to determine whether I’ve put my knowledge in the right words so it answers the 
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whole question. Sometimes I forget like two words in the whole paragraph, which lowers my 

grade.”  

 A theme that was present in both written assignments and MC question exams was 

“personal blame and doubt.” Students expressed doubting their own abilities. However, in 

written assignments there was a stronger tendency for students to perceive the task as a personal 

reflection of their skills. For instance, one student said: “That it feels more personal and a bigger 

representation of my intelligence and creativity than multiple choice exams. Hence, it might be 

more pressure.” 
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Table 3 

Themes of the Responses to the Question on what Induces Test Anxiety in Open-Ended Questions 

Theme Example quotes Percentage 

Ambiguity of the questions “some essay questions are not specific enough, so then it is difficult to answer the 

question because there is often a lot of learning material.’’ 

7,0% 

Completeness of answers “I worry about writing too much or too little, or leaving out important pieces of 

information.” 

6,3% 

Information retrieval 

difficulties  

“You have to actively recall knowledge and specific terms you may have forgotten 

about.’’ 

20,3% 

Orientation point “It is less directing than Multiple Choice, it needs to come almost completely out of 

you instead of being able to redirect it from the question. It is also harder to asses 

whether I did well or not.” 

3,9% 

   

Probability to right answer “The chance of you just having guessed the right answer is lower compared to a 

multiple choice exam.’’ 

9,4% 

uncertainty “It is sometimes unclear what is expected from you, or how it will be graded.’’ 14,8% 

Specificity and terminology “You usually need to remember specific terms and words. If you write down a single 

wrong word, it immediately affects the amount of points you get for a question.’’ 

11,7% 

Writing skills and formulation “I often understand the question, but I am sometimes afraid that I cannot express my 

understanding properly.’’ 

15,6% 

Weight of the questions “Because I now that the grade depends on my answer and that the grade will be worse 

if I don‘t know enough or anything about the problem in question.” 

3,1% 

Note. nonsensical, unclassified, and people with no anxiety were not included
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Table 4 

Themes of the Responses to the Question on what Induces Test Anxiety in Written Assignments 

Theme Example quotes Percentage 

Writing skills and formulation “That I won’t be able to express my thoughts correctly, as I often struggle with 

wording and organizing what I want to say.” 

18,8% 

Time related stress “What I find anxiety evoking about written assignments is the deadline.” 13,3% 

Uncertainty about sufficiency “Not knowing whether they are deemed sufficient. And sometimes it is hard to 

assess one's own performance. Often, I cannot look at my own work with necessary 

distance”. 

14,8% 

Personal blame and doubt “That you get judged over your writing skills, which i take pretty personal often.” 14,1% 

Evaluation and subjectivity “I was worried that my examiner would not like the topic I chose or would show 

bias in my work due to this.” 

12,5% 

Energy consuming “Starting to work on them, and all the preparation and effort you have to put in 

them”. 

2,3% 

Complexity of the assignment “It is a lot more difficult than tests, because you can do so much wrong.” 7,8% 

Creativity and freedom “There is a lot of freedom. You have to think of a subject and of all the text and 

information by yourself, without a specific example of format.” 

3,9% 

Note. nonsensical, unclassified, and people with no anxiety were not included 
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Table 5 

Themes of the Responses to the Question on what Induces Test Anxiety in Multiple-choice questions 

Theme Example quotes Percentage 

Doubt between answers “That two options both seem to be right and if I´m not sure which one is right it 

makes me anxious about my final grade.” 

17,2% 

Trick questions “That they are often trick questions or focusing on small details I might not 

know, even though I studied the general topic quite well.” 

10,2% 

similarity of answers “Answers can seem nearly the same.” 15,6% 

Questioning own ability “That I sometimes don‘t trust my answers and therefore don‘t know if I was 

right and will get a good grade.” 

10,9% 

Lack of clarification “You can't explain your answers, so I feel like I don't have control of the result.” 10,2% 

Misunderstanding “I'm afraid I won't select the correct answer because of misunderstanding the 

phrasing of the question, which I am likely to do under stress. Otherwise I feel 

inhibited to express what I've learned.” 

3,9% 

Guess factor “There was a guess rate correction, and your answer is either right or wrong.” 6,3% 

External factors “usually being in a room with a lot of people.” 5,5% 

Strictness of grading 

 

“They are graded quite strictly and you often get your mark immediately after 

finishing, which makes you very aware that every answer counts.” 

3,1% 

Note. nonsensical, unclassified, and people with no anxiety were not included
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Discussion 

 In this current study, I examined the preferences of students regarding assessment 

methods, specifically focusing on MC questions, OQs, and PTs. Additionally, the study 

examined test anxiety and its relationship with assessment preference. I also analyzed the 

specific reasons what students found anxiety inducing for each assessment type. Overall, the 

study takes an exploratory approach to these various topics.  

General assessment preference 

The findings revealed that students have a greater preference for MC exams over open 

question exams and performance tasks, which aligns with our first hypothesis that multiple-

choice exams would be preferred. This finding is in line with prior research showing that MC 

exams are preferred (Holzinger et al., 2020; Traub & McRury, 1990; Van de Watering et al., 

2008; Zeidner, 1987). The different subscales were examined to gain a better understanding of 

this finding. Firstly, MC exams were perceived to have higher levels of objectivity. This implies 

that students perceive grading to be less biased compared to the other assessment methods. 

Additionally, MC exams were rated more positively in terms of valence. These findings are in 

line with prior research done by Holzinger et al. (2020), showing that students overall like MC 

exams and it being more objective. MC exams were also perceived as less difficult compared to 

OQ exams and PTs. This finding is also in line with the literature that MC exams are easier to 

complete (Holzinger et al., 2020; Traub & McRury, 1990; Zeidner, 1987). 

Interestingly, in contrast to prior research, PTs are found to be less difficult compared to 

OQ exams. Previous research has found that PTs can be demanding in terms of time and effort 

(Joughin, 2007; Williams, 2014). However, this finding might be explained by the fact that 

performance tasks enable students to learn how to apply their knowledge, mainly emphasizing 
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their strengths (Oliver, 2015). While for MC exams and OQ exams, you have to study the 

material and recall information, which can be more cognitively demanding.   

Assessment preference and test anxiety 

 Consistent with hypothesis 2(a), it has been found that students scoring higher on test 

anxiety showed a greater preference for MC exams over OQ exams and PTs. This is in line with 

the literature showing that students with high levels of test anxiety favor MC questions over OQ 

exams (Van de Watering et al., 2008) and modified essays (Fortun and Tempest, 2020). This 

finding can be explained by the cognitive challenges associated with test anxiety, such as 

difficulties in following instructions and organizing or recalling information (Stankovska et al., 

2018). The structured format of MC questions, with options to choose from, could provide a 

sense of relief for these students by reducing the cognitive load and offering cues of information 

recognition. In contrast, OQs require students to generate their own responses, which can be 

more cognitively demanding. Additionally, students might experience uncertainty, which can 

lead to anxiety as there is a lack of communication about the criteria and procedures involved in 

an assessment. In contrast to the discussed literature, there was no effect found for hypotheses 

2(b and c).  

Anxiety inducing factors 

 Students provided insights into the factors that induce anxiety for MC exams, OQ exams, 

and PTs. Firstly, regarding OQ exams, most of the students gave the following reasoning: 

“difficulties with information retrieval,” “uncertainty,” “being specific/using terminology,” and 

“writing skills and formulation.” This is in line with the previously mentioned literature (Fortun 

and Tempest, 2020; Stankovska et al., 2018). Secondly, when it comes to PTs (written 

assignments), the following most common themes have been found: “writing skills and 
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formulation,” “time related stress,” “uncertainty about sufficiency,” “personal blame and doubt,” 

and “evaluation and subjectivity.” Some of these findings are also consistent with the literature 

(Joughin, 2007; Holzinger et al., 2020). However, the themes “writing skills and formulation” 

and “personal blame and doubt” have not been mentioned in the literature before. These themes 

might be explained by self-efficacy, as they all relate to the level of confidence (Bandura, 1997). 

Lastly, regarding MC exams, most of the students mentioned the following themes: 

“doubt between answers,” “trick questions,” “similarity of answers,” “questioning own ability,” 

“and lack of clarification.” Compared to the other assessment methods, some of the students 

have mentioned that it was difficult to show their knowledge through this format. This aligns 

with the literature that says it is more challenging to evaluate higher cognitive levels of 

knowledge (Hift, 2014). 

Limitations and Future Research 

 This study has several limitations. Firstly, the external validity of the study. Participants 

were drawn from one faculty. It’s important to recognize that the findings may not be fully 

generalizable to other faculties. Additionally, the majority of the participants were recruited for 

the study through SONA, predominantly consisting of first-year students. Students that have 

studied longer (e.g., master students) might give a different response as they have more 

experience with the different assessment methods.  Future research may consider using a 

different sampling method and a different population. Secondly, the statistical analysis used may 

not have been the most appropriate. Due to a lack of statistical knowledge, a two-sample t-test 

was performed to determine the students their preferences. However, a repeated measures 

ANOVA would have been a more suitable method for the analysis. Future research may consider 

using this statistical method for the analysis. Therefore, interpretation of the results should be 
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approached cautiously due to the limitations. Another factor to consider is the number of likert-

scale options in the short form of the Test Anxiety Inventory. Despite the instrument's internal 

consistency, the limited response options might have resulted in small in-group differences. This 

could explain the non-significant results. Given this limitation, future studies might consider 

using a different type of questionnaire. 

 A strength of our study is that both quantitative and qualitative have been conducted. We 

not only examined students their assessment preferences but also explored these preferences in 

combination with test anxiety and what students find anxiety-inducing, which can lead to new 

insights. 

Theoretical and Practical Implications  

 Our study has theoretical and practical implications. Regarding the theoretical 

implications, this study sheds light on students assessment preferences and factors that might 

influence their preferences. It also builds upon prior research on students’ assessment preference 

(Fortun & Tempest, 2020; Holzinger et al., 2020; Joughin, 2007; Traub & McRury, 1990; Van 

de Watering et al., 2008; Zeidner, 1987). In regards to assessment preference, we examined the 

following subscales: valence, potential to show performance, objectivity, and difficulty. In the 

future, these subscales could be further developed. Our study also looked at the association 

between assessment preference and test anxiety, while also considering various perspectives of 

students. This contributes to valuable insights, given the limited existing literature on this topic 

(Sotardi & Dutton, 2022). 

 Regarding practical implications, the results may be useful for universities and higher 

education. To positively influence the learning process, teachers can take into account the 

preferences of students. It is important to remember that assessment methods can influence the 
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way students learn (Amin et al., 2011), and their opinions are crucial in this regard (Van de 

Watering et al., 2008). Furthermore, students with higher test anxiety scores have shown a 

greater preference for MC exams. An implication of this finding is that teachers can offer various 

types of assessment methods that may induce less anxiety in these students, thereby promoting 

inclusivity. Additionally, the identification of various themes related to anxiety-inducing factors 

in assessment methods can serve as valuable information for improving the assessment methods 

by acknowledging the different responses of students.  
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Appendix A 

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. 

Valence 
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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.  
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Appendix B 

Short form of the test anxiety inventory 

This appendix comprises the items of the short form of the test anxiety inventory (Taylor & 

Deane, 2002). Participants rate each statement on a 4-point Likert scale, ranging from “Almost 

never” to “Almost always”. 

1)   During examinations I get so nervous that I forget facts I really know 

2)   I feel very panicky when I take an important test. 

3)   I seem to defeat myself while working on important tests 

4)   I wish examinations did not bother me so much 

5)   During tests I feel very tense
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