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ABSTRACT 

The current study seeks to discern the impact of test anxiety on English language 
students’ test performance. The major instruments which helped gathering data 
were two different formats of vocabulary test and a questionnaire survey which 
identified the level of anxiety. Participants were fifty female English language 
learners who were studying at intermediate and upper-intermediate levels of 
English. These students were grouped into two groups of MC and EI according 
to their scores in the examinations they were given in the pre-test phase, multiple-
choice test and error identification test. The survey after the pre-test indicated the 
level of anxiety these tests have brought. During a span of twenty-week period 
students received different teaching plans respectively. The same tests in pre-test 
were administered in the post-test phase and the questionnaire illustrated the level 
of anxiety after each student has received particular treatment. The findings 
showed that the level of test anxiety is higher in the group which received and 
tested on error identification format of vocabulary knowledge test. This increase 
of test anxiety was by definition significant in comparison with the other group, 
MC. The other important part of this study was coming to this conclusion that 
while students were given their particular teaching plans, debilitative anxiety still 
impedes them from having a strong and high performance which in turn needs 
more considerations from their teachers and examiners. 

Keywords: Assessment, Vocabulary knowledge, Multiple-choice, Error Identification, 
Test anxiety  

Introduction 

Theoretical and empirical background 

Assessment is a controversial issue; according to Black 
and Wiliam [1] it “is not a simple or innocent term” (p. 
1); it casts a “long, dark shadow”. Wiliam [2] defines 
assessment as “a procedure for eliciting evidence that 
can assist in educational decision making” (6). 
Additionally, this definition can cover various concepts 
of type, purpose and identity of the assessor. According 
to Shepard [3] an assessment which indeed assists the 
learner in his process of learning is instructionally 
supportive. In the end, in order to achieve this 
objective, assessment must be made more informative 
and social meaning of evaluation needs to be changed. 
Pervasive negative effects of tests ought to be 

discovered for a test in order to take advantage of them 
in enhancing the quality of learning and teaching.  
According to Kaewmala [4], good tests reveal whether 
students are capable of applying their knowledge to 
their routine activities. Fulcher and Davidson [5] also 
believe that good tests bring about more positive 
effects in comparison with the negative ones. In line 
with these definitions, reliability and defensibility of the 
tests’ construct are major facets of determining 
effectiveness of a test [6].  
Carroll [7] describes a good test as: an experiment, in 
the sense that it must eliminate or at least keep constant 
all extraneous sources of variation. We want our tests 
to reflect only the particular kind of variation in 
knowledge or skill that we are interested in at the 
moment (p. 319). 
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Aside from the definition of a good test, the impact of 
affective factors plays an important role in determining 
the consequences that a test brings. In terms of test 
anxiety, various factors such as differences in testing 
conditions, fatigue, and anxiety might have an impact 
on learners’ test performance which in turn might vary 
from time to time [8]. Test anxiety is essentially a kind 
of performance anxiety - a feeling somebody may 
experience in an occasion where performance is truly 
essential or when there is pressure to do so.  
The sources of test anxiety can be unclear or inaccurate 
instructions and inadequate time allocation which in 
turn affects test performance [9]. In other words, the 
higher gets the test anxiety, the more fluency is 
observed and the other way around [5]. 
  Test format impacts learners’ response to the test, 
counting test anxiety. With regard to different types of 
language tests, Resnick and Klopfer [10] believe that 
“fill in the bubble or multiple choice tests do not 
represent recent improvements in our understanding of 
what and how students learn” (p. 2). However, the 
above-mentioned kinds of assessments are neither 
considerably useful for gathering various types of 
information nor are adequately precise for assessing 
complex and varied student learning [11, 12, 13, 14, 
15]. Instruction and assessment must complement the 
complex nature of knowledge and take place in a form 
that makes the process of knowledge construction and 
transformation observable to some extent. 
Hudesman and Wiesner [16] found that attrition and 
debilitating anxiety are not in any logical relationship 
with each other. facilitating anxiety however functions 
in terms of a scale to the language learners’ ego 
strength in forecasting workshop attendance. Couch et 
al. [17] also revealed that a relationship does exist 
between the type of test anxiety and language learners’ 
gender. The findings of the study conducted by Zatz 
and Chassin [18] also indicated that test anxiety and test 
performance are in direct correlation. It precisely 
revealed that the higher the test anxiety the poorer the 
students’ results will be. There are also other researches 
which show that there is a relationship between test 
anxiety and test performance [19, 20]. 
The multiple-choice item is the ultimate archetype [21]. 
Multiple-choice tests are fast, easy and they can be 
scored objectively [22] and are more scorable than a 
response to an open-ended writing prompt [21]. 
Error identification items which aim at measuring 
language learners’ knowledge of vocabulary and 
indirectly test their reading comprehension skill, consist 
of a complete sentence in with four vocabulary items 
underlined of which one is inappropriate in terms of 
meaning. Although this type of test is common in 
examining grammatical structures, the researchers 
modified its version of vocabulary knowledge.  
The error identification format has been considered as 
being comfortable and easy to construct, as well as 

being efficient [23]. Nonetheless, error identification 
method can have negative effects because many 
students tend to regard every sentence as having an 
error [24] and they have to read and consider each 
response option carefully and draw on various kinds of 
grammatical knowledge to respond correctly [25].  
Universities and institutions focus on determining 
learning accomplishment and knowledge using tests 
such as multiple-choice, essays, and short-answer tests. 
In this case, alternative assessment techniques such as 
portfolios, interviews, and journals are not commonly 
used in language learning contexts. Moreover, because 
there are institutions which require students accomplish 
and master particular levels and scores on examinations 
such as International English Language Testing System 
(IELTS) or Test of English as a Foreign Language 
(TOEFL), standardized tests are still of utmost 
significance to measure for assessment. 
The impact of test formats on students’ performances 
have not been investigated precisely throughout the 
literature, therefore the current study seeks to evaluate 
the use of multiple-choice test and error identification 
tests in testing vocabulary to find out the effect of test 
anxiety produced by the two types of test formats on 
learners’ performance. 

Research questions 

1- Do the multiple-choice test and error identification 
test produce the same extent of test anxiety? 
2- Is there any relationship between test anxiety 
produced by two test formats and test takers’ 
performance? 

Purpose of the study 

The purpose of this study was to investigate the use of 
multiple-choice test and error identification tests in 
testing vocabulary knowledge to find out the effect of 
test anxiety produced by the two types of test format 
on learners’ performance.  

Research Methodology 

Participants 

Fifty English language learners were selected as the 
participants of the current study randomly from 
Shokouh language institute in Tonekabon, Iran. 
Students were aged between 16 to 24. They were all 
female students and were studying at the intermediate 
and upper-intermediate level of English language.  

Instruments 

Vocabulary knowledge test (Pre-test and post-test) 

A vocabulary test of 60 questions was designed using 
the book Oxford Word Skills by Ruth Gairns and 
Stuart Redman [26] to test students’ vocabulary 
knowledge. This test consisted of 30 multiple-choice 
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items and 30 error identification items which requires 
students to choose the mistakenly placed word choice. 
This test took an approximate time of thirty minutes. 
It was administered twice, at the beginning of the 
course as the pre-test to identify students’ knowledge 
of vocabulary items and also at the end of their term as 
the post-test in order to discern the effect of the 
treatment. According to the results of the pre-test 
phase, students were assigned to two groups of 25 
participants each.  

Teaching plans 

Forty teaching plans were designed to develop 
students’ knowledge of vocabulary. Among them, 
twenty teaching plans were designed using multiple-
choice exercises applying to the group which will be 
called hereafter as multiple-choice group (MC group). 
The other part of this plan was designed using 20 error 
identification exercises that would be implemented to 
the other group, referred to as error identification 
group (ER group).  
Although teaching plans consisted of different test 
formats, multiple-choice and error identification, they 
were aimed at building up the same vocabulary families, 
i.e. learning, people, the world around us, daily life, 
getting things done, and describing things. Each group 
spent twenty 1.5-hour sessions for the teaching plans, 
i.e. one and a half hour for each teaching plan in each 
group.  

Test anxiety questionnaire 

A 5-point Likert scale type anxiety questionnaire was 
adapted, based on the model applied by Scott [27] and 
Cassady and Johnson [28] in order to identify the 
degree of test anxiety each participant has encountering 

the two test types, multiple-choice and error 
identification, before and after the treatment period. 
This questionnaire was consisting of 20 items related to 
how one generally feels when taking the two test 
formats. The items of this questionnaire ranged from 
“Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly agree” with values 1-5 
assigned to them respectively. It is worth noting that 
the items were translated into Farsi in order to avoid 
any possible misunderstandings.  

Procedure 

The vocabulary test was administered to all 50 students 
in the first week, in order to measure their vocabulary 
knowledge and assign them to two groups. Then the 
anxiety questionnaire was given to them to identify 
their attitudes towards two different test formats, 
multiple-choice and error identification tests. During 
their course, the two groups were offered the two 
teaching plans applying error identification exercises 
and multiple-choice exercises in order to build up their 
knowledge of vocabulary items.  
At the end of their course, the same test that was 
administered in the pre-test phase was once more given 
to both groups to investigate the progress in their 
vocabulary knowledge. Likewise, the anxiety 
questionnaire was then administered with the same 
procedure and intention in the pre-test phase.  

Results and Discussion  

The level of anxiety that has been produced by the two 
control and experimental groups in terms of multiple-
choice and error identification vocabulary tests are 
shown in Table 1. 

 
Table 1 
Two subject groups’ test anxiety produced by multiple-choice and error identification 
formats. 

 Before treatment After treatment  Paired-sample t-test 

 𝒙 S.D. 𝒙 S.D.  t-value 2-tail sig 

MC version 3.12 0.29 2.53 0.11 0.59 -1.611 0.175 
EI version 2.98 0.61 2.13 0.38 0.85 -0.989 0.347 
MC version 3.07 0.37 2.71 0.29 0.36 -1.009 0.098 
EI version 3.21 0.52 3.01 0.34 0.20 -1.059 0.164 

 
According to the information illustrated in Table 1, the 
level of anxiety in both groups was approximately the 
same (although the highest level of anxiety was 
observed in MI group and the other group had lower 
level of anxiety). However, the results after the 
treatment are not consistent with the results before the 
treatment. Students’ level of anxiety has dropped in all 
tests albeit this decrease was far more considerable in 
the multiple-choice group and the decreases were 0.59 
and 0.85 respectively. This decrease is significant.  

Consequently, the MC group were less anxious after 
the 20-week treatment in comparison with their 
counterpart EI group who were still more anxious 
although they were experiencing a lower level of 
anxiety compared to their pre-treatment period. With 
this regard, it is shown that practice has had a positive 
impact on learners’ level of anxiety. In other words, as 
they practice more and receive the respective 
instructions they will experience lower level of anxiety. 
This familiarization with the terminologies has helped 
the students be less anxious after the second test. 
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Cassady and Johnson [28] also prove it, showing that 
test anxiety affects test performance.  
With the same regard, Young [29] believe that 
familiarization with the topic can help the learners 
reduce their level of anxiety however the findings of 
the current study added to the literature by showing 
that this reduction can be significant in particular areas. 
According to this, the practitioner would expect lower 
level of anxiety as he gets the learners familiar with the 
topic and assumes still more anxiety giving error 
identification tests rather than multiple-choice items 

which might itself be a result of students’ familiarity 
with this type of question during their studies. 
The other important part of the current study was the 
relationship between test anxiety and test performance. 
In order to observe whether a significant relationship 
exists between students’ performance and the level of 
test anxiety, their scores in both type of vocabulary 
knowledge examinations, the multiple-choice and error 
identification, and their level of anxiety were analyzed 
using Product Moment Correlation Coefficient Test. 
Table 2 shows the relationship between students’ 
scores and their level of anxiety after the tests. 

 
Table 2 
Relationship between test scores and test anxiety. 

 Level of test anxiety 

 Before treatment After treatment 

 Pearson r Pearson r 

MC format 0.121 0.011 
EI format -0.612* -0.235 
MC format 0.281 -0.183 
EI format -0.803* -0.074 

 
According to Dörnyei [30], in order to examine the 
relationship between two variables we should perform 
correlation analysis since it allows us to look at two 
variables and evaluate the strength and direction of 
their relationship or association with each other. With 
regard to calculating the correlation between these two 
variables, Pearson product moment correlation type 
was being used which, according to Dörnyei [30], is 
"the standard type, computed between two continuous 
variables. When we talk about ‘correlation’ in general, 
this is what we usually mean” (p. 224). The Pearson 
correlation coefficient, r, can take a range of values 
from +1 to -1. A value of 0 indicates that there is no 
association between the two variables. A value greater 
than 0 indicates a positive association; that is, as the 
value of one variable increases or decreases, so does the 
value of the other variable. A value less than 0 indicates 
a negative association. That is, as the value of one 
variable increases, the value of the other variable 
decreases. According to Mackey and Gass [31] the 
correlation coefficient (which ranges from +1 to -1) 
gives information about the extent to which there is a 
linear relationship between the variables.  
Among all the correlations shown above in the table, 
those which are related to students’ performance 
before receiving the treatment were significant while 
the rest were not considerably significant.  
In both MC and EI groups the correlation between 
students’ scores in error identification test and their 
level of anxiety was significant. According to the table, 
these statistics were -0.612 and -0.803 which showed 
that a strong negative correlation does exist between 
the two variables of test performance and level of 
anxiety. In other terms, as students’ test performance 

increase their level of anxiety will reduce and vice versa. 
This significant findings, however, is missing for the 
multiple-choice item formats and is merely observed in 
error identification version of the vocabulary test which 
in turn can be explained due to students’ familiarization 
with the multiple-choice format.  
This anxiety which is risen because of the test is known 
as debilitative anxiety which Nugent [32] defines it as 
“An anxiety felt by a person that they see as interfering 
with their performance, such as being psyched out or 
not in the zone” (para. 1). 
The findings of the study conducted by Trifoni and 
Shahini (2011) approves the correlation that is 
observed between the test performance and the test 
anxiety for error identification format of vocabulary 
test.  

Conclusion 

The present study sought to establish a relationship 
between test performance in different formats of 
vocabulary knowledge, namely multiple-choice format 
and error identification format and the level of anxiety 
any of these tests causes. To this end pre and posttest 
phases were designed and the participants received the 
respective treatment during their course which in turn 
aimed at preparing them for the final tests.   
The findings supported previous researches which have 
revealed a negative relationship between test anxiety 
and language learners’ performance [e.g., 19, 33, 34]. 
All these researchers have drawn the conclusion that 
students’ performance and test anxiety level have a 
reverse ratio, meaning that when test anxiety level 
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increases, students’ performance decreases and the 
other way around. 
This study, as delineated in the previous section, had 
two significant findings. The first was that, in 
vocabulary knowledge test the level of anxiety that 
error identification format produces for the language 
learners is higher than that of multiple choice format. 
On the other hand, this level of anxiety is apparently 
significant. This significance is defined in terms of 
students' familiarization with this type of assessment 
although both groups received treatments over a 
twenty-session period.  
The current research study also indicated that the more 
anxiety a test produces the poorer performance the 
student will have. This is defined in terms of 
debilitative anxiety which stands for this in adverse 
relationship between students' performance and test 
anxiety.  
These findings help English language practitioners and 
evaluators to adjust their method of presentation to the 
assessment method and rely more on students' 
familiarization in case they seek a higher test 
performance. In addition, modifying test format can 
lead in lower test performance and requires teachers 
emphasize on the modified version. The knowledge of 
vocabulary is usually assessed using multiple choice 
questions or test which require the learners translate 
each terminology while this modified version, error 
identification test, gets the students to have a 
knowledge of both the word and its pragmatic usage as 
well. The correct word choice is one major point which 
needs more consideration. 
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