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Abstract:  

Background: Assessment is an important part of the learning cascade in education. Students realize it 

as an influential motivator to direct and guide their learning.
 
 The method of assessment determines 

the way the students reach high levels of learning.  It has been documented that one of factor affecting 

students’ choice of learning approach is the way how assessment is being performed. Many methods 

of assessment namely multiple choice questions, essay questions and others are mainly used to assess 

basic science knowledge in undergraduate education.                                                                                                                            

Objectives: The aim of this study is to compare multiple choice questions (MCQ) and essay questions 

(EQ) (record the success and failure rate of multiple choice questions (MCQ) and essay questions 

(EQ)) in regards to the Physiology questions.                                                                                         

Methods: A retrospective study was done in which the results of the physiology exams -held in the 

medical college in Baghdad University -in 2010 are recorded. The number of students underwent the 

exam was 255. A total of 100 essay questions (EQs) and 100 multiple choice questions (MCQs) were 

evaluated from the written examinations delivered to second year medical students questions belonged 

to final examination.                                                                                                 

Results: Regarding essay questions that have been answered, 33.5% of the questions were not 

answered as a total.  188 students out of 255 had succeeded which represent 73.7% of the students. 

Out of 78 marks for MCQ, 46.33 had been achieved, and out of 22 marks for essay 12.9 have been 

achieved. the success in MCQ questions was 82.9% while in the Essay questions was 67.7% and the 

failure in both types was 12.5%. Out of 100 questions for both MCQ and Essay questions 55.1±7.9 

questions were answered for the MCQ and 51.1±15.3 Essay questions were answered. In general the 

percentage of the succeeded students was 73. 7% and that of failed students was 26.3%.                                                        

Conclusion: There is no significant difference in the success rate between MCQs and EQs. 
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Introduction: 

 

Assessment has been known as the ‘one biggest 

effect on how students approach their learning’ (1). 

The estimation of the competence of undergraduate 

medical students is a very critical job, because in the 

future, these students are supposed to be physicians 

and have to  be facing  human lives (2). Assessment 

can lead students to focus on certain topics (i.e. it 

can define what students study); it can also change 

students’ learning approaches (and so define how the 

studying is completed) (3).                                                                                                       

Feedback on assessment process has an important 

part to play in underpinning student learning. 

Immediate feedback is provided on wrong and 

incomplete responses, and students are able to use 

this feedback in repeating the attempt to answer the 

question. Students have been observed attempting 

the questions and were seen to answer them in 

different ways, with most students using short 

phrases but some using full and carefully 

constructed sentences and some using note form (4).                                                                                                               

Sadler contend that in order for feedback to be  
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effective, a move must be done to close the gap 

between the student’s level of understanding at that 

time and the level expected by the teacher (5).                                                                            

There are different methods to assess the knowledge 

domain which include free response examinations 

(Long Essay Questions, Short answer Questions, 

Modified Essay questions), Multiple choice 

questions, Key feature questions, Self-assessment 

and peer- assessment. Every one of these ways has 

its pros and cons and is attended to assess different 

levels of bloom's taxonomy. No single method of 

evaluation is better than the other and maybe a 

reliable and valid evaluation needs a combination of 

these methods (6). It is very understandable that 

conduction of a precise assessment is not only 

dependent on the cognitive aspect of question, but 

there are many factors which play a role such as, 

reliability, content and building of questions 

validity, financial and human resources (7).                                                                                  

The objective of this study is to demonstrate and to 

compare multiple choice questions (MCQ) and essay 

questions (EQ) in their failure and success rate.  
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Materials and Methods: 

The study is a retrospective study in which the 

results of the physiology exams -held in the medical 

college in Baghdad University -in 2010 are 

recorded. The number of students underwent the 

exam was 255. All the questions which were in the 

exam were constructed by the faculty members then 

these were put forward to a question review 

committee and after its approval the questions were 

introduced into the question bank. A total of 100 

EQs and 100 MCQs were corrected from the written 

examinations delivered to second year medical 

students questions belonged to final examination.                                                                      

Statistical analysis: SPSS15' program was used to 

tabulate and analyze the data. The Mean ± standered 

deviation was calculated and the percentage of the 

answered questions was measured also. Student's t 

test was used to examine the differences. A p value 

less than 0.05 was considered significant.                                                                                                    

 

Results: 

Concerning the essay questions that were not 

answered, it was found that 19.8% of students did 

not answer one question and 13.7 % did not answer 

more than one question. 33.5% of the questions were 

not answered as a total. Table 1 shows 188 students 

out of 255 had succeeded which represent 73.7% of 

the students.                                                                                                                 

Table 2 shows the Comparison between marks of the 

MCQ and Essay questions, and it shows highly 

significant difference between them. It is obvious 

that out of 78 marks for MCQ, 46.33 had been 

achieved, and out of 22 marks for essay questions 

12.9 have been achieved.                                                                    

 

Table (1): Frequency of successes and failure 

among student 

 

Table (2): Comparison between marks of the 

MCQ and Essay questions 

 

 

Taking into consideration the failure and success in 

each type of questions it was observed that the 

success in MCQ questions was 82.9% while in the 

EQs was 67.7% and the failure in both types was 

12.5% (table 3).                                                                                                     

 

Table (3): Success and Failure according to type 

of questions 
 Number % 

Success MCQ 213 82.9% 

Success Essay 174 67.7% 

Failed both 32 12.5% 

Out of 100 questions for both MCQ and EQs 

55.1±7.9 questions were answered for the MCQ and 

51.1±15.3 EQs were answered. Those were 

compared to each other and no significant difference 

was found between them (Table 4).                                                                                                                             

 

Table (4):  Distribution of the number of 

questions answered. 

 

Discussion: 

It was observed that the percentage of students who 

did not answer more than one essay question was 

significantly less than those who did not answer one 

question which means that a good number of the 

students had answered the EQs. Some studies 

showed that it was difficult to achieve the   mean 

score of 50% (pass mark) in   EQs which suggests 

that the students are weak in essay writing (7). 

Out of 255 only 67 students failed and the 

percentage of success was 73.7%.    The average 

total marks for MCQ was 46.3±9.2 out of 78 marks 

for this type of questions, while for the Essay, it was 

12.9±4.7 out of 22 marks. Which means that nearly 

half of the questions of both types were answered 

correctly, and obviously the percentage of success in 

the MCQ questions was high (82.9%) and the 

success rate for the Essay questions was high too 

(67.7%).This agrees with a study done by T.M. 

Nandan and his teamwork who found that 

achievement in MCQ based assessment was 

significantly better than that in essay kind of 

assessment ( 8 ). Other studies had found that there 

is no significant difference in success rate between 

EQ and MCQ as each one has certain properties 

(9).Other studies found that 51.34% had achieved 

success in the EQ and 64.71% in the MCQs (10) 

.Well constructed MCQs have a greater ability to 

test knowledge and factual recall but they are less 

powerful in assessing the problem solving skills of 

the students. A large proportion of curriculum can be 

tested in a single sitting. The scoring is very easy 

and reliable using computer software, but the 

construction of good MCQs is difficult and needs 

expertise. Generally MCQs stimulate students to 

make a superficial and exam oriented study (11, 12). 

On the other hand the Essay questions need   

training to avoid inter-rater variability (13). Khan 

and Aljarallha had found also that there is no 

significant difference between Essay and Multiple 

choice questions in relation to the type of questions 

(recall ,comprehension or problem solving ),but they 

observed that Multiple choice question is a better 

test of cognitive skills than the essay question 

although when the proportions of the two forms of 

questions addressing the different levels of cognitive 

domain were compared, there was no significant 

statistical difference among the level of cognition 

 Number % 

Student successes 188 73.7% 

Student failed 67 26.3% 

Total 255 100% 

 MCQ mark          

N=78 

Essay mark         

N=22 

P value 

Mean ±SD 46.33±9.203 12.99±4.717  0.0001 

 MCQs     Essay  questions P 

Number of 

questions 
answered 

55.1±7.9  

 

51.1 ±15.3 

 

 0.05 
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tested . It is also inferred that constructing an Essay 

questions might be technically more difficult than an 

MCQ (9).                                                                                 

The finding of this study is similar to that reported 

by Pepple et.al (14) (average score of EQ was 47% 

and 64%for MCQ). On the other hand other studies 

showed that the higher students’ achievement in 

MCQs than in essays could be related to the 

disadvantages of the essays that involve subjective 

judgment of the examiner (having lower reliability 

than the MCQs) (15). MCQs can test the cognitive 

knowledge of students and they can assess a wide 

range of information and understanding of subjects 

(16), however, poor performance of students in 

essay questions may mean inability of presenting 

their knowledge in a logical sequence and an 

understandable way (17). Good MCQ design with 

obvious, clear and logical choices in addition to 

using objectives, and scoring guides for preparation 

of essay questions can improve the reliability of 

these questions and in turn improve the success rates 

of students (18). Encouraging active learning can 

lead to a better performance of students in any type 

of questions included in the exam and it can improve 

success rates in general (19).                                                                                                                   

The general success of students was 73.7% which 

represented 188 students out of 255 students.                                                                        

 

Conclusion:  
The success rate for both MCQ and EQs had no 

significant difference as compared to each other.                                                                                          
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