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Abstract: Multiple-choice tests (MCTs) are widely used in student 
assessment due to their perceived objectivity, validity, and reliability. In the 
digital age, MCTs have become increasingly popular supported by platforms 
that enable automated grading and real-time feedback. While MCTs offer 
benefits such as quick grading, minimized evaluator bias, and large-scale 
scalability, their effectiveness in providing an accurate assessment of student 
learning, critical thinking, and deep conceptual understanding remains a 
matter of ongoing scholarly debate. Reliance on testing may result in the 
oversimplification of knowledge understanding, the encouragement of surface 
learning, and limitations in assessing higher-order cognitive skills, that raise 
essential questions about the pedagogical value of MCTs, particularly when 
used as the main tool for the evaluation of student achievements. The objectives 
of this paper are to identify the benefits and limitations of MCTs in Higher 
Education as described in literature and to compare the practices from 
Romania and Moldova, with a focus on validity, fairness, and impact on 
student learning outcomes. The study is based on qualitative data collected 
through surveys and interviews with higher education target representatives in 
both contexts. Findings highlight common concerns related to guessing the 
correct answers, the risk of teaching to the test, the misleading design of 
questions, and weak alignment between learning outcomes and assessment 
practices. The study suggests remediation of the identified problems by 
integrating MCTs within a broader, balanced assessment strategy aligned 
with the principles of constructive alignment to support students’ competence 
development. 
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Introduction 

Multiple-choice tests have become a dominant assessment method 
throughout the assessment services market and education over the past 
century. These kinds of tests are valued for their standardization, compared 
to other formats, making them particularly attractive for examinations with 
large numbers of learners (Bateson & Dardick, 2020). Their widespread use 
extends to various Higher Education contexts, including university entrance 
tests, formative assessments, and final-semester examinations. 

The popularity of multiple-choice questions in educational settings 
can be attributed to several reasons. Academic staff and institutions value 
them for their perceived objectivity and possibility to provide rapid feedback, 
ease of administration, scoring and reporting, particularly in large classes.  

Although there is a wide preference for test-based evaluation 
methods, MCTs face ongoing criticism. Some researchers argue they may not 
effectively assess deeper understanding and are vulnerable to guessing, leading 
to recommendations that they should be avoided in summative assessments 
(McKenna, 2018). The balance between the practical value of multiple-choice 
testing and its limitations in assessing complex learning outcomes underpins 
ongoing debates about its pedagogical relevance in educational assessment 
(Berg & Singh, 2024). 

This article explores the dual nature of multiple-choice testing: its 
strengths, its limitations, and the potential misconceptions that may arise 
when such tools are used uncritically and inappropriately, with particular 
attention to its application in higher education settings in Romania and 
Moldova. The authors aim to uncover whether MCTs provide a credible 
insight into learning or an oversimplified approach to assessment. 

The objectives of the research are:  
• To identify the benefits and limitations of MCTs as described in 

literature and perceived by teachers and students with a focus on 
validity, fairness, and impact on student learning outcomes. 

• To investigate whether multiple-choice tests are really objective, or 
whether they risk promoting superficial learning and undermining 
deeper understanding. 

• To compare the practices and attitudes toward the use of MCTs in 
assessment across higher education institutions in the two countries. 

• To provide evidence-based recommendations for improving 
assessment strategies and integrating multiple-choice tests more 
effectively within a balanced and meaningful evaluation framework. 

https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/pad/vol6/iss3/5/
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED590289.pdf
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The study hypothesizes that when multiple-choice tests are used in 
isolation, they tend to promote surface learning and fail to adequately assess 
students’ critical thinking and conceptual understanding. Moreover, the lack 
of alignment between such assessments and intended learning outcomes in 
higher education undermines their pedagogical effectiveness, particularly in 
fostering deep learning and competence development. 

Research methodology 

Research design 

The authors have adopted a qualitative, exploratory research design 
by combining literature analysis with focus group discussions to critically 
examine the perceived objectivity and pedagogical value of multiple-choice 
tests in higher education. The mixed approach enabled both a conceptual and 
practical understanding of how MCTs function as tools for assessment and 
how they are perceived by key stakeholders: students and teachers. 

A literature analysis was conducted to establish the theoretical and 
empirical foundations of the article. Sources included: 

• Peer-reviewed academic journal articles on assessment strategies. 
• Books and articles discussing the design, application, and evaluation 

of MCTs. 
• Institutional policy documents and guidelines from the European and 

the national universities related to assessment practices. 
Documents were retrieved from academic databases including ERIC, 

Scopus, Web of Science, and Google Scholar, with search keywords such as 
“multiple-choice tests”, “objectivity in assessment”, “test design”, 
“assessment in higher education”, “constructive alignment “and 
“formative/summative assessment”. The inclusion criteria limited sources to 
English-language publications from 1990 to 2025 that addressed assessment 
design in higher education institutions. 

Focus group discussions 

Two focus group discussions were conducted with university students 
(n = 60) and with academic staff (n = 30) representing various departments 
from several national universities in Romania and Moldova. The participants 
were selected using purposive sampling to ensure diversity in studied subjects 
and experience with MCTs. Each focus group session lasted approximately 90 
minutes and was moderated using a semi-structured interview guide, which 
included questions, related to: 

• opinions about fairness and objectivity in multiple-choice testing; 
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• experiences with MCTs as learners (students) and test designers 
(teachers); 

• views on the cognitive demands of MCTs (recall, understanding, 
problem-solving); 

• considerations about the students’ workload and questions’ design; 
• suggestions for improving assessment practices in higher education. 

Teachers’ selection methodology 

The objective was to select a diverse and representative sample of 
teachers who are involved in the design, implementation, and evaluation of 
multiple-choice tests in order to explore their perceptions regarding the 
objectivity of MCTs in educational assessment. The following criteria were 
used in the selection process. 

• Teaching Experience. Minimum of 5 years of experience in Higher 
Education. 

• Assessment Involvement. Active involvement in student assessment 
using multiple-choice tests. 

• Subject Area. Priority given to teachers from domains where MCTs 
are commonly used (Psychology, Education, Medicine). 

• Geographical Representation. Teachers from both Romania and the 
Republic of Moldova. 
All participants were informed about the voluntary nature of 

participation, confidentiality of their responses, and their right to withdraw at 
any time. 

2.4. Students’ selection methodology 
The selection of students was conducted to obtain relevant, diverse, 

and insightful perspectives regarding the objectivity of multiple-choice tests. 
It aimed to ensure relevance to the topic, representation across various 
academic levels and backgrounds, and manageability of group size to allow 
meaningful participation. Students were selected based on the following 
criteria. 

• Current enrollment in a university-level course that uses multiple-
choice tests as an assessment tool. 

• Recent experience with MCTs (within the current or previous 
academic semester). 

• Variation in academic results (high, average, and low). 
• Representation from different years of study and academic domains. 
• Consideration for gender balance and socio-cultural diversity. 

Teachers and students were selected through email invitations, and 
direct contact by the researcher. The recruitment message included a brief 
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explanation of the study's purpose, the voluntary nature of participation, and 
assurances of confidentiality and anonymity. Confidentiality was secured 
through anonymized data reporting, and no identifying information was 
collected during the sessions. 

Data analysis 

The data obtained from the literature review and focus groups were 
subjected to content analysis. Particular attention was paid to issues like: 

• perceived objectivity and reliability of MCTs; 
• the alignment of MCTs with learning outcomes and competencies; 
• design correctness and sources of bias; 
• alternative assessment strategies. 

The convergence and divergence between literature-based insights 
and focus groups’ opinions were analyzed to provide a comprehensive and 
balanced view on the considered issue. The findings are context-specific, 
based on a limited participant sample, and may not be applicable to all higher 
education institutions. Moreover, the sample size, while sufficient for 
qualitative exploration, restricts statistical generalization. Nevertheless, the 
combination of literature and empirical cases contributes to a better 
understanding of the perceived strengths and shortcomings of MCTs. 

Theoretical foundation: literature review 

The existing literature from Romania and Moldova offers limited 
coverage of the issue of assessment in higher education. Few scholarly 
resources explicitly address this subject, and comprehensive analyses of digital 
assessment strategies and methods, particularly regarding the suitability of 
multiple-choice testing, are scarce. A bibliometric analysis of Romanian 
Educational Research (RER) in Web of Science was performed recently that 
examines the evolution and structure of RER through a bibliometric analysis 
of 10,396 publications indexed in the Web of Science Core Collection from 
1975 to 2024 (Cretu & Grosseck, 2025). Five primary research clusters 
emerged, including studies on student performance factors, digital 
transformation in education, curriculum development and students’ skills, 
competency-based education and teacher training, as well as advancements in 
teaching, learning, and assessment practices. This extended research did not 
reveal any major studies or comprehensive reviews within the Romanian 
research landscape specifically dedicated to the digital assessment of students' 
competences in higher education. There is a noticeable gap in the analysis of 
assessment strategies, methods, and digital tools pedagogically integrated to 
evaluate learning outcomes and competences at the tertiary level. While some 
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individual studies touch on related topics, a systematic exploration of digital 
assessment practices and their effectiveness remains absent in Romanian 
educational research.  

This subject is especially relevant in light of the increasing emphasis 
on quality assurance and competency-based assessment in European policy 
frameworks, such as the Bologna Process (EHEA, 2020), the Standards and 
Guidelines for Quality Assurance in the European Higher Education Area (ENQA, 
2015), and recent policy guidance promoting the pedagogical integration of 
digital tools to assess learning outcomes and competences in higher education 
(European Commission, 2023) 

A study (Grosseck et al., 2024) addresses teachers’ digital 
competences, their actual use of digital tools for assessing student learning 
outcomes, and their training needs. Respondents were grouped into three 
clusters based on self-rated digital competences. There were clear variations 
across these groups in how frequently and confidently they applied digital 
assessment tools in teaching and assessment tasks. Teachers described using 
digital tests, e-portfolios, peer/self-assessment, gamified elements, and hybrid 
evaluation formats. However, the study does not deeply analyze or compare 
specific assessment strategies or methodology frameworks in terms of 
competence-based outcomes. The study reveals significant obstacles: lack of 
institutional support, insufficient training, limited AI literacy, and uncertainty 
around assessment design aligned to competencies. 

The focus of this study is on teacher perspective and tools’ adoption, 
not on how different assessment methods measure or impact student 
competences directly. There’s no comparative analysis of assessment 
strategies, nor deep exploration of validity or effectiveness of used tools or 
methods in the context of competence-based education. The survey gives 
valuable insight into teachers’ readiness, usage patterns, and training 
requirements regarding digital assessment in Romanian higher education. It 
functions more as a needs analysis rather than as an evaluation of how well 
these digital methods measure student competences. A comprehensive 
understanding of the impact of diverse assessment strategies on students’ 
learning outcomes and competence development necessitates further 
investigation, particularly through empirical or experimental research designs. 

Educational research in Moldova faces similar challenges to those 
identified in Romania, particularly regarding the lack of focused studies on 
digital assessment of students' competences in higher education. One relevant 
study from Moldova addressed student assessment in higher education, 
highlighting the pedagogical dimensions of the topic within the framework of 
a Tempus project (Dumbraveanu, 2006). However, at that time, the digital 
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dimension was not yet a central concern. Moreover, contemporary 
educational contexts have witnessed the emergence of new assessment 
methods, often integrated with digital tools, whose effective implementation 
requires dedicated investigation and supportive policy frameworks. Today, e-
assessment is closely linked to the broader context of e-learning, and its 
effective implementation requires a coherent and unified strategy. 
Unfortunately, Moldova does not currently have a national e-learning strategy 
to guide the integration of digital tools and methodologies into higher 
education, leaving institutions without a clear framework for adopting and 
standardizing digital assessment practices (Dumbraveanu & Peca, 2022). 

National education strategies in both Romania (Strategia Naţională 
pentru Învăţământ Terţiar 2015–2020) (Romania, Ministry of Education and 
Research, 2015)) and Moldova (Strategia de dezvoltare „Educaţia 2030”) 
(Republic of Moldova, Government, 2023) align with EU priorities in their stated 
declarations related to the improvement of assessment systems. However, there 
is a discrepancy between policy objectives and the limited academic attention paid 
to assessment approaches and practices in higher education, as well as research 
priorities; there is a strong necessity for rigorous investigations in this area. 

The objectivity and reliability of MCTs 

In Higher Education, multiple-choice tests represent structured 
assessment tools consisting of a series of questions, each with a stem (the main 
question) and a set of answer options, typically including one or more correct 
answers (the key) and several incorrect but reasonable alternatives (distractors). 
MCTs are used to assess students’ knowledge, comprehension, and cognitive 
processing of course content across a variety of academic disciplines (Rodriguez-
Torrealba et al., 2025). These tests are commonly implemented at bachelor level, 
particularly in large lecture-based courses, e-learning environments, and 
standardized exams due to their scalability and efficiency in evaluation. 

The MCTs have gained widespread acceptance for their perceived 
objectivity and practical advantages (Butler, 2018). One of the primary reasons 
MCTs are viewed as objective is their use of standardized scoring procedures, 
which minimize direct human intervention in grading. Unlike essay-based 
assessments or oral examinations, where interpretation and personal bias may 
influence the evaluator's judgment, multiple-choice items have predetermined 
correct answers. Whether scored manually or via digital platforms, each 
student's answer is assessed against an identical answer key, ensuring uniform 
assessment regardless of who marks the test or when it is marked (Haladyna 
& Rordiguez, 2013). This level of reliability is rarely achievable in other kind 
of so-called subjective assessments, justifying the use of MCTs as fair and 
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impartial measurement tools (Nitko & Brookhart, 2014). This standardized 
scoring seems transparent in academic evaluations; students are less likely to 
question their results when answers are objectively verifiable, thus reducing 
disputes and increasing confidence in the fairness of the assessment system. 

Multiple-choice tests are also regarded as effective tools for the 
assessment flower-order knowledge, such as factual recall, basic 
understanding, and recognition. These skills form the foundation of 
knowledge in most academic disciplines, and MCTs can assess them efficiently 
through well-constructed items. Their structured format makes it possible to 
include many questions in a short time, thereby enabling broad content 
coverage across a curriculum (Rodriguez, 2003). This enhances content 
validity, as teachers can test a range of learning outcomes within a single 
examination. MCTs facilitate the assessment of specific, discrete portions of 
knowledge without requiring elaborate explanations from students. The 
capacity to quickly test and identify gaps in basic knowledge makes MCTs a 
valuable diagnostic tool early in a course or program (Popham, 2008). 

The objectivity of MCTs is justified by their compatibility with 
automated testing systems, which simplify both administration and scoring. 
In large university courses, particularly at the undergraduate level, teachers 
often face the challenge of assessing hundreds of students within tight 
timelines. MCTs solve this problem by enabling automated grading, often 
integrated into learning management systems, which produces immediate 
results and feedback (Pitt & Quinlan, 2022). 

Therefore, the perceived objectivity of multiple-choice tests is based in 
their reliance on standardized scoring, their efficiency in testing factual 
knowledge, and their suitability for large-scale, automated assessments. These 
characteristics make MCTs a tempting choice in higher education, especially 
when reliability, fairness, and resource constraints are the first concern. However, 
while their objectivity in scoring is largely undisputed, ongoing debates exist 
regarding their adequacy in measuring complex cognitive processes. For this 
reason, MCTs are most effective when used as part of a balanced assessment 
strategy that incorporates both objective and subjective formats to capture the 
full range of student learning outcomes (Kent-Waters et al., 2018). 

The illusion of comprehensive assessment by multiple-choice tests 

Despite MCTs mentioned benefits, there is a growing concern that 
MCTs offer only a superficial measure of student understanding (Nicol, 2007). 
The illusion of comprehensive assessment is shattered by their overreliance 
on recognition, vulnerability to guessing strategies, and inability to assess 
higher-order thinking skills (Kuechler & Simkin, 2010). 

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/Kuechler/William+L.
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/authored-by/Simkin/Mark+G.
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One of the main criticisms of MCTs is that they predominantly assess 
recognition memory rather than deep comprehension or application of 
knowledge. In most cases, students are not required to provide information 
by themselves, but rather to identify correct answers from a list of options. 
This format allows learners to rely on hints and previous experience, which 
can lead to correct responses without fully understanding the underlying 
concepts (Scouller, 1998). For example, the students might successfully 
identify the definition of a technical term by recalling its phrasing from a 
textbook or lecture note, even if they are unable to explain it or apply it in a 
real context. As a result, MCTs may misrepresent the students’ actual grasp of 
the material, creating a false sense of understanding. The depth of learning, 
very crucial in higher education, is often not captured by such a fixed format 
(Biggs & Tang, 2011). 

Another aspect contributing to the illusion of comprehensive 
assessment is the influence of guessing strategies. Students’ use of test-taking 
techniques may include the elimination of implausible options, the 
identification of patterns in answer sequences, and the selection of the most 
comprehensive answer when uncertainty arises. These strategies, while clever, 
do not reflect true understanding and can artificially inflate grades (Rios et al., 
2022). Research has shown that students with strong test-oriented skills can 
rank above peers with similar or even greater subject knowledge simply by 
exploiting the structure of multiple-choice questions (Tarrant & Ware, 2012).  

The most significant limitation of MCTs lies in their inappropriateness 
to adequately assess higher-order thinking skills such as critical analysis, 
creativity, synthesis, and problem-solving (Goss, 2022). While it is possible to 
design complex multiple-choice items that require some level of application, 
these questions are difficult to construct and are rarely used in practice. 

Disciplines that focus on interpretation, argumentation, innovation, 
or ethical reasoning require assessment methods that go beyond the selection 
of a pre-determined answer. Competences like constructing coherent 
arguments, analyzing different opinions, or designing original solutions are 
inherently open-ended and cannot be evaluated through multiple-choice 
formats alone (Biggs & Tang, 2011). 

Even though MCTs are widely used, they offer only a limited and 
often misleading image of student learning. MCTs create an illusion of 
comprehensive assessment by focusing on recognition over knowledge 
application, rewarding guessing strategies, and failing to assess higher-order 
cognitive skills. For a truly valid and holistic assessment of student 
achievements, multiple-choice tests should be supplemented with alternative 
forms of evaluation, such as essays, case studies, portfolios, or oral 
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examinations that allow for the demonstration of critical thinking, deep 
understanding, and applied knowledge (Push, 2018).In the context of higher 
education, where intellectual growth and skill development are crucial, reliance 
on MCTs alone is insufficient for assessing the full complexity of student 
learning. 

The misleading question design 

Research indicates that well-designed MCTs can strengthen retention 
of information and effectively measure students' basic understanding across 
various subjects (Douglas & Purzer, 2015). MCTs are often considered 
efficient tools for measuring a wide range of cognitive skills, from basic recall 
to higher-order thinking (Oc & Hassen, 2025). Creation of effective MCTs 
requires careful attention to item design and efficiency of evaluation. The 
quality of MCTs in actual classrooms varies considerably. A study conducted 
at a Canadian university (Dibattista & Kurzawa, 2011) examined 1198 
multiple-choice items across sixteen classroom tests, revealing that many 
items and distractors were poorly constructed, indicating considerable 
potential for improvement in test quality (Slepkov et al., 2021). This indicates 
that, although MCTs offer theoretical advantages, their practical 
implementation often falls short of ideal standards. Item analysis is essential 
to ensure validity, reliability, and fairness of the assessment (Alordiah & Oji, 
2025).  

Misguided question formulations result in MCTs skepticism toward 
the true value of assessments. Poorly formulated multiple-choice questions 
can confuse rather than assess. Questions may include ambiguous wording, 
irrelevant distractors, or double negatives, all of which can distort the student's 
understanding of what is being asked (Tarrant & Ware, 2012). These design 
related inadequacies may lead to incorrect responses even from well-prepared 
students and shift the focus from knowledge assessment to test-taking skills. 
Moreover, questions that rely heavily on memorization of trivial facts rather 
than conceptual understanding do not accurately measure deeper learning 
outcomes (Kaur et al., 2016). When such items dominate an assessment, they 
can result in distorted evaluations of student results, essentially reducing the 
reliability and validity of the test. 

Many MCTs require students to select the best answer among several 
possible options. While this format is intended to promote critical thinking, it 
often leads to confusion when more than one answer seems correct. Students 
with advanced knowledge may see nuances or exceptions not anticipated by 
the test designer and feel penalized for their deeper reasoning (Scouller, 1998). 
This issue uncovers a disparity between rigid answer key expectations and the 

https://www.semanticscholar.org/reader/5f662a6df40f17a21a35f39397616c83a0519fe2
https://ojs.lib.uwo.ca/index.php/cjsotl_rcacea/article/view/6902
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/21582440211016838
https://www.semanticscholar.org/reader/5f662a6df40f17a21a35f39397616c83a0519fe2
https://www.semanticscholar.org/reader/5f662a6df40f17a21a35f39397616c83a0519fe2
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flexible nature of real-world reasoning. When students can defend alternative 
responses with sound logic, marking only one correct answer can be unfair. 
Such scenarios ask for more adaptive assessment formats, especially when the 
learning outcomes include analysis, interpretation, or judgment. 

Constructive alignment and MCTs 

Constructive alignment, a concept introduced by Biggs (1996), is a 
foundational principle in competence and outcome-based education. It 
promotes the alignment of learning outcomes, learning activities (tasks), and 
assessment methods, ensuring that all elements of the curriculum work 
coherently toward the development of intended student competencies. Within 
this approach, the use of multiple-choice questions represents a complex and 
often controversial aspect, criticized for potentially undermining deep 
learning. 

Learning outcomes describe what students should know, understand, 
and be able to do after a learning experience (Schmidt, 2019). In well-
conceived study programs, assessment tasks should provide valid evidence of 
the achievement of these outcomes. MCTs can be a suitable assessment 
method when learning outcomes target lower to mid-level cognitive skills, 
such as remembering, understanding, and applying, according to Bloom’s 
revised taxonomy (Krathwohl, 2002). However, for outcomes emphasizing 
critical thinking, problem-solving, or synthesis, MCTs may fall short unless 
they are carefully constructed to test application and analysis, often through 
scenarios, data interpretation, or sequential reasoning (Pepple et al., 2010). 
This demands not only pedagogical expertise but also time and resources to 
develop high-quality items that truly reflect the complexity of intended 
learning outcomes. 

Learning tasks are designed to help students achieve the intended 
outcomes. If such tasks promote only the passive absorption of information, 
such as lecture memorization or rote learning, the use of multiple-choice tests, 
which primarily assess factual recall, may appear appropriately aligned; 
however, this alignment can be misleading, as it reinforces surface-level 
learning. Passive intake of information refers to a learning approach in which 
students read material without engaging in meaningful interaction, analysis, or 
reflection. This might include watching lectures or reading texts without 
questioning, discussing, or applying the content. Specified learning 
environments tend to foster short-term memorization rather than deep 
understanding. 

In a constructively aligned course, learning tasks should challenge 
students to explore, reflect, and apply knowledge, activities that MCTs often 
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do not mirror. To preserve alignment, academics need to ensure that learning 
tasks prepare students for the types of cognitive engagement required in the 
MCTs (Jovanovska, 2018). For example, if MCTs are designed to assess 
problem-solving, learning tasks should include guided problem-solving 
sessions, case analysis, or simulated labs. Moreover, the role of formative 
MCTs as learning activities should not be underestimated. When used during 
the learning process, MCTs can provide timely feedback and stimulate 
reflection. Online quiz tools, for example, allow students to engage in self-
assessment and identify gaps in their understanding, a valuable practice in 
promoting self-regulated learning. 

Assessment tasks must provide accurate evidence of students’ 
achievement of learning outcomes. MCTs, valued for their objectivity and 
scalability, especially in large cohorts, are particularly effective in diagnosing 
misconceptions, offering feedback, and standardizing evaluation across 
students and teachers (Butler et al., 2007). Yet, the reliance on MCTs can lead 
to disillusionment when they are misused: for example, when they are the only 
form of assessment in courses where outcomes require higher-order thinking. 
In such cases, there is a misalignment; while the course may claim to foster 
critical thinking, the assessment tests just memory or recognition, thereby 
sending confusing indications to students about what is truly valued. 

The objectivity of MCTs, often seen as strength, becomes a limitation 
when depth and nuance are required. Students may learn to "game the test" 
rather than engage meaningfully with the content. Additionally, overuse of 
MCTs can reduce opportunities for students to practice constructing 
arguments, applying theory to new contexts, or engaging in collaborative 
inquiry. 

Results 

Practices from Romania and Moldova 

The educational assessment landscape in Romania and Moldova 
reflects both similarities and differences. In Romania, multiple-choice testing 
gained prominence particularly after the country's integration into European 
educational frameworks following EU accession in 2007. The National 
Assessment and the Baccalaureate examinations increasingly incorporated 
multiple-choice questions as part of efforts to standardize assessment 
procedures. This shift was motivated by practical considerations including the 
need for efficient evaluation of large student populations and the desire to 
reduce subjective grading variations across different regions of the country. 
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Multiple-choice testing was adopted in Moldova, primarily through 
educational reforms beginning in the early 2000s in secondary education and 
continuing in 2010 with introduction of competence-based curricula in Higher 
Education, often influenced by programs’ designers, seeking to modernize the 
country's assessment practices. The assessment system starts a transition from 
the focus on oral examinations, written essays, and practical laboratory work 
to the emphasis on tests featuring multiple-choice items, short-answer 
questions, matching exercises, and fill-in-the-blank tasks. 

Both countries face similar challenges regarding multiple-choice 
assessment validity. Research results from Romanian teachers indicate 
persistent concerns about whether standardized tests adequately measure 
student competence, particularly in fields requiring complex reasoning and 
practical skills. Romanian academics have expressed skepticism about over-
reliance on multiple-choice formats, especially in humanities disciplines where 
nuanced interpretation and argument construction are valued. 

In Moldova, teachers often combine multiple-choice questions with 
short-answer and essay components in an attempt to balance efficiency with 
assessment depth. This hybrid approach reflects ongoing efforts to preserve 
valuable aspects of their educational heritage while adopting standardized 
assessment methods. Assessment practices in higher education institutions 
exhibit significant variation, both across universities and within individual 
faculties. In many cases, standardized tests, administered either manually or in 
digital formats, continue to dominate as the primary method of evaluation. 
Although some faculties maintain the use of alternative assessment strategies, 
such as written assignments or project-based evaluations, the use of oral 
examinations has declined considerably compared to two decades ago. This 
shift reflects broader trends toward standardization, often at the expense of 
more personalized, discursive forms of assessment. 

Romanian university teachers have developed a relatively high level of 
competence in designing and implementing various forms of tests, particularly 
multiple-choice and structured-response formats. Increasingly, academics are 
promoting the use of digital testing platforms, enhancing efficiency and 
accessibility in the assessment process. In some cases, artificial intelligence 
tools are also being employed to support the development, editing, and 
analysis of test items, reflecting a growing interest in integrating technology 
into educational assessment (Grosseck et al., 2024). 

In contrast, university teachers from Moldova have less experience in 
designing well-formulated test questions and appropriate answer options. 
Although many teachers have participated in training sessions through various 
educational projects, related to digital testing platforms, the practical 



Multiple-Choice Tests: Objectivity or Delusion in Assessment? … 
Roza DUMBRAVEANU et al. 

 

518 

implementation of digital assessments remains limited across numerous 
institutions. As a result, the overall quality of test design often lacks the 
necessary rigor in terms of validity, clarity, and alignment with learning 
outcomes. This gap highlights the need for continued professional 
development focused specifically on assessment design and digital evaluation 
practices. Moreover, the use of artificial intelligence in test design and 
administration is still in its early stages within universities from Moldova. Only 
a small number of enthusiastic and tech-savvy educators have begun 
experimenting with AI tools to generate or refine test items. These efforts, 
while promising, remain isolated and are not yet integrated into institutional 
practices or supported through broader strategic initiatives. As such, the 
potential of AI to enhance assessment quality and efficiency is largely 
unexplored in the country higher education context. 

Students’ preparedness for taking tests is generally not a major 
concern, as they tend to adapt quickly to different assessment formats. What 
proves to be more critical is the clarity of test descriptions, the availability of 
detailed guidelines for answering, and the quality of feedback provided after 
the assessment. In Romanian universities, these elements are typically well-
articulated, contributing to a more transparent and supportive testing 
environment. In contrast, Moldovan teachers often do not provide structured 
feedback or clear instructions, which can hinder students’ ability to fully 
understand and engage with the test content. Additionally, biases in question 
formulation and weak correlation between questions and answer options can 
lead to confusion and misinterpretation, further compromising the fairness 
and effectiveness of the assessment. 

Qualitative findings from focus group data 

The presented findings of the study are related directly to the research 
purpose: to evaluate the extent to which multiple-choice tests reflect objective 
and pedagogically sound assessment practices in higher education based on 
literature research and real-life testing practices from Romania and Moldova. 
The results are linked to four key themes that emerged from both the literature 
analysis and the focus group discussions: (1) perceived objectivity and 
reliability, (2) cognitive depth and learning outcomes, (3) fairness and bias in 
test design, and (4) stakeholder preferences for assessment methods. 

Perceived objectivity and reliability 

The literature widely supports the claim that MCTs offer standardized 
scoring, which is often equated with objectivity (Simkin et al., 2005). Teachers 
consider multiple-choice tests as objective tools for assessing student 
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knowledge because they are scored automatically and consistently: answers are 
either right or wrong, eliminating subjective judgment in grading. This 
objectivity is seen as a major advantage, as it helps standardize assessment 
across large groups and reduces the risk of bias that can occur in open-ended 
or essay-based evaluations. 

This perspective was echoed by faculty members in the focus group, 
who emphasized that automated scoring eliminates potential grader bias and 
ensures consistency across large cohorts. However, many teachers recognize 
limitations: while the grading process is considered objective, the questions 
themselves may not always accurately measure deeper understanding or 
critical thinking skills, especially if poorly constructed (Haladyna & Rordiguez, 
2013). Some academics worry that multiple-choice tests reward guessing and 
may not reveal true mastery of complex material, which can affect the 
perceived validity of the results. Despite these concerns, most teachers 
acknowledge that well-designed multiple-choice tests can provide reliable, 
efficient, and useful information about student knowledge when used 
appropriately. 

Cognitive depth and learning outcomes 

MCTs were often criticized, both in the literature and by focus group 
participants, for promoting surface-level learning, particularly factual recall 
and recognition (Biggs& Tang, 2011). Both students and teachers agreed that 
MCTs rarely assess higher-order thinking skills such as analysis, synthesis, or 
critical reasoning. 

Many students remarked: “You can pass some of these tests by guessing or 
pattern recognition, not because you really understand the material. After a short time, you 
cannot remember what you learn”. 

The teachers acknowledged the practicality of MCTs for large groups 
but expressed concern that they fail to capture nuanced student 
understanding. 

Fairness and bias in test design 

A significant point of convergence between literature and participant 
feedback concerned the design flaws and linguistic biases that can 
compromise test fairness (Solano-Flores & Nelson-Barber, 2001). Several 
students reported confusion caused by vague formulation or technical jargon 
that assumed background knowledge not evenly distributed across the class. 
Additionally, students raised concerns about the “best answer” format, 
especially when more than one option appeared defensible. 
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“Sometimes I can argue for two answers depending on interpretation. Choosing just 
one feels arbitrary,” said many students. 

This finding aligns with previous research emphasizing that MCTs can 
unfairly penalize students who apply deeper reasoning than expected by the 
test designer (Scouller, 1998). 

Some students from Moldova pointed out that bias in multiple-choice 
tests may arise from the subjectivity of the test authors. The subjectivity is 
hidden in:  

• irrelevant formulations or questions not aligned with learning 
outcomes;  

• poorly written or ambiguous distractors (incorrect answer choices) 
that mislead even well-prepared students, introducing unfairness into 
the assessment; 

• variation in cognitive load or complexity of questions, yet each item is 
often assigned the same number of points, leading to an imbalance in 
the overall scoring; 

• unequal weighting of content, paired with uniformly distributed 
scores, that results in misrepresentation of a student's actual 
understanding. 
This evidence factors highlight the demand for rigorous test design 

and validation procedures, as unaddressed subjectivity can undermine the 
reliability, fairness, and interpretive accuracy of multiple-choice assessments.  

Stakeholder preferences for assessment methods 

Both focus groups expressed the necessity for more balanced 
assessment practices, incorporating essays, oral presentations, and project-
based evaluations, alongside MCTs. While teachers appreciated the 
administrative efficiency of MCTs, particularly in large-enrollment courses, 
they also acknowledged that alternative formats offer a more holistic proof of 
student learning. 

“Multiple-choice tests have their place, but it should be part of an assessment 
strategy with diversified methods,” some teachers concluded. 

Likewise, students advocated for a combination of methods that 
would allow them to demonstrate understanding in more expressive and 
analytical ways, reducing dependence on test-taking strategies. Almost all 
students expressed dissatisfaction with the test-based assessment, mostly due 
to the excessive workload and time pressure. They reported having to answer 
a large number of questions in a very limited time, which prevented them from 
reading the items carefully or reflecting on their answers. Many noted that 
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they were unable to revisit previous questions, further increasing their stress. 
By the end of the examination, students felt mentally fatigued and unable to 
maintain focus, which negatively affected their results and accuracy. 

Students’ approaches to learning can be categorized into two distinct 
types. The first category includes surface learners called also surfer learners, who 
are generally satisfied with test-based assessments. They tend to focus on rote 
memorization, often preparing by accessing previous cohorts’ tests and 
memorizing the correct answers without engaging deeply with the content. In 
contrast, deep learners aim to understand underlying concepts, question 
assumptions, and construct meaning through critical thinking. For these 
students, the limitations of multiple-choice tests, especially when poorly 
designed, can hinder their ability to demonstrate understanding and may even 
demotivate them. Paradoxically, surface learners often achieve higher scores 
than deep learners in such formats, due to the assessment structure rewarding 
recognition over reasoning. 

The key findings from the qualitative analysis are presented in the 
table 1. 

Table 1. Emergent themes from the qualitative analysis. 

Theme Strengths of 
MCTs 

Limitations of 
MCTs 

Stakeholders’ 
views 

Objectivity & 
reliability 

Standardized, 
unbiased scoring 

Perceived 
objectivity may 
be misleading 

Valued for 
efficiency 

Cognitive depth Efficient for large 
groups 

Promote surface 
learning 

Insufficient for 
deep learning 

Fairness & bias Consistent grading 
Vulnerable to 
design flaws and 
bias 

Concerns about 
unfairness 

Assessment 
preferences 

Practical for 
administration 

Stressful, time-
pressured, limited 
feedback 

Need for mixed 
methods 

Source: authors’ own concept 
These findings suggest that while MCTs are valued for their efficiency 

and reliability, their perceived objectivity may be misleading when test items 
are poorly designed or when they fail to align with complex learning 
outcomes. The reliance on recognition over reasoning, the vulnerability to 
guessing strategies, and the potential for linguistic and cultural bias all point 
to the limitations of MCTs as comprehensive assessment tools. 
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Discussions and limitations of research 

The findings from both the literature and focus group discussions 
confirm that multiple-choice tests are widely regarded as objective, mostly due 
to their standardized scoring and efficiency in large-scale assessments. This 
objectivity is valued in higher education contexts of Romania and Moldova, 
where current institutional tendencies, resource constraints and large student 
cohorts make automated, impartial grading highly attractive. Academic staff 
recognizes that MCTs reduce the risk of subjective bias and grading disputes, 
contributing to a perception of fairness and transparency in assessment. 
Nevertheless, this objectivity is not without its limitations. While MCTs are 
good in assessing factual recall and lower-order cognitive skills, their capacity 
to measure deeper understanding, application, and critical thinking remains 
questionable. Both students and teachers in the focus groups expressed 
concerns that MCTs often fail to capture the full spectrum of learning 
outcomes, especially those associated with higher-order thinking. This aligns 
with the literature, which cautions that an overreliance on MCTs can create a 
misleading sense of comprehensive evaluation. Students from Moldova 
express the opinion that bias in the MCTs may be caused by the subjectivity 
of the test authors. 

Given the objectives of this article, the decision to rely solely on 
qualitative methods is both intentional and methodologically appropriate. The 
central aim — to explore whether multiple-choice tests represent true 
objectivity or a form of educational delusion — require a deep examination 
of how assessment items are designed, interpreted, and aligned with learning 
outcomes. Quantitative approaches, while useful for measuring test results, 
cannot reveal underlying biases, irrelevant content, misleading distractors, or 
misalignment with learning outcomes. In contrast, qualitative methods allow 
for a context analysis across different universities and disciplines, capturing 
the diversity of assessment practices and their pedagogical rationales. Thus, 
the use of qualitative inquiry not only uncovers what quantitative data might 
obscure but also supports a more nuanced and reflective evaluation of 
assessment in higher education. 

Quantitative analysis alone cannot reveal whether assessment tasks are 
truly aligned with the intended learning outcomes. The statistical measures 
item difficulty or test reliability, but they do not assess the relevance or 
cognitive depth of the test items in relation to what students are expected to 
learn. As Biggs & Tang (2011) emphasize, alignment between assessment and 
learning outcomes is essential for effective teaching and valid evaluation, and 
this can only be judged through qualitative review of the content and purpose 
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of each task. Without such alignment, even a statistically reliable test may fail 
to measure meaningful student achievement. 

Quantitative methods, such as calculating test scores, item difficulty, 
or discrimination indices, provide numerical insights into performance but 
cannot reveal potential biases embedded in the questions or answer options. 
These methods often overlook subtle issues such as bias, ambiguous wording, 
or misleading distractors, which may disadvantage certain groups of students. 
Statistical analysis alone cannot account for the contextual and interpretive 
aspects of assessment that influence how students understand and respond to 
test items. Therefore, a qualitative review of multiple-choice questions is 
essential to uncover flaws in content relevance, language clarity, or fairness, 
which purely numerical data may obscure (Rashwan et al., 2024). 

The qualitative analysis within this research is focused on four central 
subjects: 1) perceived objectivity and reliability; 2) cognitive depth and 
learning outcomes; 3) fairness and bias in tests design; 4) stakeholder 
preferences for assessment methods. While this comparative analysis offers 
valuable insights into assessment practices in Romania and Moldova, it is 
essential to acknowledge several methodological and contextual limitations 
that may affect the scope and wider relevance of the results. 

Sample size and representativeness 

The empirical component of this research is based on two focus 
groups: one with university students (n = 60) and one with academic staff (n 
= 30) from several selected universities in Romania and Moldova. The sample 
ensured diversity in academic backgrounds and experience with MCTs, but it 
is relatively small and context-specific that limits the generalization of findings 
to all higher education institutions in these countries or beyond. Also, 
institutional policies, assessment cultures, and educational traditions may 
differ significantly across regions that restrict the applicability of conclusions 
to other international contexts. 

Complexity of assessment practices  

Assessment strategies in higher education are multifaceted and 
influenced by numerous factors, including institutional policy, resource 
availability, and course specificity. The qualitative analysis would not capture 
the full complexity of variables, and the diverse assessment practices across 
all institutions. Moreover, a significant limitation is the lack of open access to 
institutional information regarding assessment practices and specific 
assessment tasks, which constrains a more in-depth and comparative analysis. 
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Focus on higher education 

The analysis is based on the context of higher education, reflecting the 
specific focus and interest of the authors. Even the study does not cover 
secondary or vocational education preliminary observations suggest that 
similar challenges and perceptions regarding multiple-choice assessment exist 
across these educational levels in both Romania and Moldova. Future research 
could usefully extend this investigation to secondary and vocational settings, 
allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of assessment practices 
across the broader educational spectrum. 

Evolving educational landscape 

The rapid evolution of digital assessment tools, online learning 
environments, and educational technologies may alter the role and perception 
of MCTs in the near future. The discussion is based on current practices and 
may require updating as new assessment paradigms emerge. Further research 
is needed to evaluate the effectiveness of other assessment formats in relation 
to MCTs. 

There is a growing awareness among both teachers and students of 
the need to reimagine assessment as a multi-dimensional process that blends 
testing with more authentic, qualitative evaluations. For higher education 
institutions aiming to foster critical thinking and deep learning, a more 
integrated assessment framework is recommended. 

Implications for the policy 

In the absence of national strategies for e-assessment and e-learning 
in Higher Education of both Romania and Moldova, it is essential to develop 
coherent policy frameworks that address these gaps. Such strategies should 
adopt an integrated approach that aligns pedagogical principles with the 
effective use of digital tools for teaching, learning and assessment. These 
documents must also prioritize systematic teacher training to ensure academic 
staff are equipped with the necessary pedagogical and digital competencies. 
Furthermore, the strategies should incorporate mechanisms for quality 
assurance, particularly regarding the design and implementation of assessment 
tasks, and ensure alignment at both the program and course levels within the 
curriculum. These coordinated efforts are critical to enhancing the 
effectiveness, fairness, and relevance of digital assessment in higher education. 
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Conclusions 

This article set out to examine the objectivity and pedagogical value 
of multiple-choice tests in higher education. An extensive literature review 
was combined with qualitative focus group discussions involving both 
students and academic staff from Romania and Moldova that resulted in a 
nuanced understanding of the strengths and limitations of MCTs as 
assessment methods. 

The findings confirm that MCTs are widely perceived as objective and 
efficient, especially in large-scale educational settings where standardized 
scoring and automation are highly valued. MCTs assess lower-order cognitive 
skills, such as factual recall and basic understanding that makes them a 
practical choice for many institutions. The research also highlights significant 
limitations that challenge the use of MCTs as comprehensive tool of student 
learning. The so-called objectivity of MCTs is largely limited to the scoring 
process, while their capacity to assess higher-order thinking, deep 
understanding, and applied skills remains questionable. Both literature and 
focus group participants noted that MCTs often encourage surface learning 
and test-taking strategies, such as guessing or pattern recognition, rather than 
deep mastery of the subject matter. Poorly designed questions further 
undermine the validity and reliability of these assessments, sometimes 
penalizing students with advanced cognitive skills or creating confusion 
through ambiguous wording. 

The research underscores the risk of misalignment between MCTs 
and intended learning outcomes, particularly when those outcomes emphasize 
critical thinking, creativity, or problem-solving. While constructive alignment 
theory supports the use of MCTs for certain types of knowledge, it also 
cautions against their overuse in contexts where deeper learning is the goal. 

Overall, multiple-choice tests offer benefits in terms of objectivity, 
scalability and time saving for grading, but they should not be considered the 
sole or primary method of assessment in higher education. To ensure a valid 
and holistic evaluation of student achievement, MCTs must be carefully 
designed and complemented by alternative assessment formats, such as essays, 
case studies, portfolios, or oral examinations; that are appropriate for the 
demonstration of higher-order skills and deeper understanding. 

For policy and practice, the findings suggest the need for ongoing 
professional development in assessment design, greater attention to the 
alignment of assessment methods with learning outcomes, and a balanced 
approach that integrates both objective and subjective assessment methods.  

Future research should expand the empirical base through larger, 
more diverse samples and explore innovative assessment strategies that better 
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capture the complexity of student learning in contemporary higher education. 
Multiple-choice tests, being valuable for their efficiency, create an illusion of 
comprehensive assessment. Their effective use depends on a balanced, 
constructively aligned assessment approach that develops the range of 
competencies expected in higher education. Thus, although MCTs remain a 
popular choice for large-scale assessments, their continued popularity may 
reflect institutional convenience more than pedagogical alignment. The results 
show that relying solely on MCTs risks narrow the scope of learning 
assessment and undermines efforts to foster higher-order thinking and 
authentic knowledge construction. 

Recommendations 

Based on a review of the literature and insights gathered through focus 
group discussions, the authors present the following recommendations aimed 
at improving assessment practices and addressing the limitations associated 
with multiple-choice tests (MCTs) in higher education institutions across 
Romania, Moldova, and comparable contexts. These recommendations are 
mainly directed toward university policymakers, curriculum designers, 
academic staff, and institutional quality assurance bodies responsible for 
curriculum development and assessment strategy implementation. 

Multiple-choice tests as part of a balanced assessment strategy 

University academics and curriculum designers should ensure that 
MCTs are integrated thoughtfully within a diversified assessment framework. 
Assessments must be closely aligned with intended learning outcomes, 
especially when targeting complex competencies such as critical thinking, 
creativity, and problem-solving. Combining MCTs with other formats, 
including essays, case studies, portfolios, and oral examinations, allows for a 
more comprehensive assessment of students’ mastery across both 
foundational knowledge and higher-order cognitive skills.  

Constructive alignment in curriculum design 

Curriculum committees and quality assurance bodies are encouraged 
to continuously evaluate the coherence between learning outcomes, learning 
methods, and assessment approaches. This constructive alignment ensures 
that teaching and assessment mutually reinforce meaningful and deep 
learning. Active learning tasks engage students in analysis and knowledge 
application and prepare them for diverse assessment types beyond standard 
MCTs. 
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The quality of multiple-choice test design 

Academic departments and decision makers should invest in ongoing 
professional development focused on the design of high-quality MCTs. 
Training should emphasize constructing items that reflect cognitive 
complexity, ensure cultural fairness, and maintain alignment with learning 
outcomes. Systematic tests analysis should be established as a core quality 
assurance mechanism to identify ambiguous, biased, or ineffective questions, 
with mechanisms for revising or removing such items. Additionally, peer 
review processes for test questions should be established to promote rigor and 
diverse perspectives in assessment design. 

Risks of superficial learning and guessing 

Teachers are advised to design MCTs that go beyond mere recall by 
using scenario-based, application, and analysis questions. This approach 
reduces the likelihood of guessing and encourages deep understanding. 
Distractors should be thoughtfully elaborated to require students’ meaningful 
engagement with the content, avoiding easily exploitable patterns that test-
wise students might use to their advantage. 

Transparency and fairness in assessment 

Teachers and test developers must communicate clearly with students 
regarding the purpose, format, and scoring criteria of MCTs, explaining them 
the assessment strategy. Teachers should provide helpful and timely feedback 
to students that highlight what they did well and where they can improve; this 
is important for supporting students’ learning and motivation, beyond just 
their grades.  

Ongoing research and institutional dialogue 

Higher education institutions and policymakers should support 
empirical research on assessment practices, ideally involving larger and more 
diverse student samples. Such research will validate current findings and foster 
innovation in assessment methods. Furthermore, creating collaborative 
forums for sharing best practices, challenges, and policy developments across 
universities in Romania, Moldova, and the surrounding region can enhance 
collective capacity for assessment quality assurance. 

These recommendations aim to guide stakeholders across multiple 
levels of higher education institutions in enhancing the effectiveness, fairness, 
and educational impact of assessment practices, with particular attention to 
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the responsible use of multiple-choice tests within a broader evaluation 
framework. 
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