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Introduction

Assessment plays a key role in determining the quality of student learning. The assessment practices of a university, faculty or individual teacher reflect beliefs about the processes and goals of teaching and learning and the ways they should be measured. 

A good understanding of learning and teaching leads to effective assessment practices by staff, encouraging students to engage in deep learning rather than approaches adopted for the purpose of passing their assessment. 

Ramsden (1992) contends that assessment should be a reward for integrated understanding, explanation and practice, as it is a critical motivating factor in student approaches to their learning. He advocates a view of teaching that places assessment at the service of education as a process. In this case, assessment of students is about ‘understanding the processes and outcomes of student learning, and understanding the students who have done the learning’. The aim is to improve both the learning and the teaching processes. 

Clearly, in the pursuit of quality educational processes and outcomes, the role of assessment is critical, but it is perhaps even more so when greater flexibility in teaching and learning approaches is being introduced. Universities throughout the world have renewed their focus on assessment, in part because of the problems and opportunities associated with new technologies servicing flexible learning, particularly for learning off-campus. In a sense, there is a new imperative to explore the role of assessment in developing more flexible programs. 

At different stages in the teaching and learning process, assessment is carried out by different people, for different purposes, using different tools and techniques. Depending on the purpose and timing, assessment may provide: 

•
encouragement, direction and reinforcement of learning;

•
reports on student progress; 

•
certification of competence; 

•
ranking of students; and 

•
information for making decisions about teaching. 

It is becoming increasingly possible and desirable to use assessment as a means of creating greater flexibility in programs by choosing appropriate assessment approaches and methods in response to changing environments. Technologies can assist with this. 

Flexibility in assessment

While standard approaches to assessment (tools, methods, times, and places) will sometimes be appropriate, a range of assessment strategies should be available to meet the needs of teachers and learners in a flexible manner. There is a need to be more flexible about:

•
what is assessed, 

•
how it is assessed, 

•
when it is assessed, and 

•
who does the assessing. 

Technologies can assist with these variables.

What should be assessed?

After extensive research and consultation with university teachers, Nightingale et al. (1996) identified clusters of abilities which are considered to be desirable in higher education and which therefore should form the basis of assessment. These are: 

•
thinking critically and making judgments;

•
solving problems and developing plans;

•
performing procedures and demonstrating techniques;

•
managing and developing oneself;

•
accessing and managing information;

•
demonstrating knowledge and understanding;

•
designing, creating, performing; and

•
communicating.

(Nightingale et al. 1996, p. 3)

It is generally more desirable to design assessment strategies for the purposes of reporting on the nature, extent and quality of learning achieved, rather than on assessing purely for grading purposes. This applies particularly in flexible teaching and learning situations. Students learn by being actively involved and reflecting on their action in order to improve in the future. Assessment should therefore help by providing feedback on the process as well as the outcome of learning. 

How should assessment occur?

Assessment is most commonly based on written tasks such as:

•
essays;

•
case study reports;

•
group project reports;

•
laboratory reports; and

•
tests and examinations. 

However, it can also require:

•
an oral response;

•
a performance of physical skill;

•
a tutorial presentation; or perhaps,

•
a defence of theses. 

More recently, computer-based assessment has become more widely available. Irrespective of the approach taken, the key characteristic of flexible teaching and learning is that methods which are less dependent on time, location and the direction or presence of the teacher, are more likely to be linked to flexible learning processes. These factors promote real choice, which is a motivator for learners and encourages independence in learning approaches. 

However, the appropriateness of providing students with a degree of choice in the methods used for assessment is related to the context. It may depend on:

•
the age of the student;

•
the life experience of the student;

•
the nature and importance of the assessment purpose;

•
the subject area;

•
the number of students involved; or 

•
the availability of technologies at various stages in the process. 

Usually, examinations which meet the accreditation requirements of external bodies are less flexible. 

The application of technologies like learning management systems makes it increasingly possible to be more flexible about how assessment is conducted. 

Whatever your discipline area, for a comprehensive guide on how to assess for the particular characteristics above, see Nightingale et al. (1996). 

When should assessment take place?

In universities, it is common for assessment periods to be strictly confined, with the result that assessment tasks depend on time and place. Assignments usually have specific due dates and examinations are usually conducted at the end of semester. There are often very good reasons for this, relating to equity of experience and authenticity of the work produced. However, it is possible to facilitate flexible teaching and learning by ensuring that the timing of assessment is as flexible as it reasonably can be. In some courses for example, academic staff are prepared to be flexible about due dates for particular pieces of work. This may be more appropriate for formative and diagnostic assessment procedures and purposes than for summative assessment. 

Who should assess?

It is generally assumed that teaching staff are the most appropriate people to initiate and supervise assessment of learners, and often this is the case. However, in order to increase flexibility and decrease teacher-centred learning, it is sometimes appropriate that students are given the opportunity to assess themselves, or to be assessed by their peers in response to appropriate tasks. For example, peer assessment could contribute to the overall assessment of a tutorial presentation and it works very well when there are specific criteria against which to assess the work produced. Contrary to popular perception, when given the responsibility for assessing themselves or their peers, students are generally quite critical and realistic in their judgments. 

Choosing methods of assessment

Clearly, not all methods will apply in every teaching situation. To cater for the variability in subjects, learners and kinds of learning, a range of assessment strategies, methods and tools are available for use and need to be considered in the light of particular assessment purposes. 

In choosing methods of assessment for flexible learning, it is important to: 

•
closely relate the assessment tasks to the learning objectives; that is, to assess what was supposed to be learned; 

•
use assessment tasks which increase students’ learning—a key purpose of assessment is to help develop student ability as well as demonstrate it; 

•
use assessment methods which match what is being assessed; 

•
use both continuous and summative assessment methods;

•
ensure that assessment tasks are relevant and meaningful to students; 

•
assess what is important educationally rather than what is easily assessed; and 

•
use a range of strategies to increase opportunities for flexibility, and to cater for different learning styles. 

When using a variety of approaches, the disadvantages of some can be offset by the advantages of others. Furthermore, using a combination of methods strengthens the validity of the overall results. 

Using technologies to facilitate assessment

With the adoption of new technologies in education, there is an opportunity to use assessment tools and approaches which were not previously available. The selection of appropriate technologies for assessment should be linked to the preparation and delivery of assessment tasks. Learning management systems, for example, can facilitate: 

•
test generation, correction and analysis;

•
record keeping and reporting; and

•
formative monitoring of student progress.

Learning management system assessment programs or database-linked tools can:

•
bring about more flexible teaching and learning processes;

•
provide more feedback as part of the assessment process;

•
provide timely feedback for diagnostic purposes;

•
help staff to assess less but assess more effectively; and

•
ensure that assessment is integrated throughout a unit or course and even across courses.

When using a learning management system for assessment purposes, security and authenticity must be considered. These systems can also increase flexibility in assessment by providing opportunities for formative assessment and timely feedback which enhances learning. For example, collaborative group work can be conducted and assessed via computer conferencing in these systems. Similarly, individual pieces of work can be annotated online and quickly returned to students so that feedback is immediately relevant and meaningful. When assessment occurs too long after the learning, it is much less useful. So, too, is late feedback. Learning management systems also facilitate the management of assessment through the use of bulletin boards or email and enables speedy turnaround of assignment feedback. 

Online assessment

What is online assessment?

Online assessment is normally understood to mean the use of a computer to present assessment questions to students and collect their answers via a distributed network system. Multiple-choice questioning (MCQ) is a popular form of test used online. Assessment questions or items are normally created using learning management system authoring tools. The technology enables:

•
automatic marking;

•
automatic report generating;

•
use by students at any time;

•
display of additional information during the assessment;

•
display of suitable feedback comments on screen after the test; and

•
statistical analysis of test items.

A main advantage of online assessment is its speed; the technology provides immediate feedback for students, teachers and other interested parties. In general, online assessment has greater potential than paper-based systems for access and flexibility for students and teachers as well as for the effective management, collation and transfer of assessment information.

Online assessment as a tool for examination, or a vehicle for learning

Like other conventional assessment delivery methods, online assessment can be used for summative examinations for the purposes of assessing larger learning outcomes that have been attained over an entire unit of study, and to grade students. Online assessment can also be used as a vehicle for learning to get the students to reveal their strengths and weaknesses in meeting the purposes of the course of study. Such formative assessments tend to be free of threat and provide feedback to students on their knowledge or performances. Such feedback benefits students, particularly in guiding their further study. Used formatively, online assessment could supply information to:

•
judge students’ mastery of essential skills and knowledge;

•
measure improvement over time;

•
diagnose student learning difficulties;

•
evaluate the effectiveness of teaching methodologies; and

•
motivate students to learn.

Issues in using online assessment for summative examination

Are online assessment methods more suited to summative or formative assessment? Proponents of formative online assessment argue that this form of assessment lends itself more appropriately to student-centred learning, as it enables an interactive learning environment for students to work through at their own pace, without the pressure of punitive marking and with the support of immediate feedback on their performance. On the other hand they express concerns about authentication, fraud, and security problems associated with summative online testing. In addition to these concerns are operational and logistical ones and concerns about system reliability and students’ anxiety in attempting a new form of examination.

Authentication is an issue in all exams and is not specific to computer-based assessment. However, in a computer environment impersonation may be perceived as a greater risk. The most obvious way to control this issue is to set summative online assessment in formal room-based examination conditions, with invigilator(s) to check identities against student cards and to check this against students’ log-on information. Besides the invigilator(s), the presence of a computer officer is necessary in the event of a technical problem. Availability of equipment may present a problem when arranging for all students in a unit with a large enrolment to sit the examination simultaneously. Dividing students of the same unit into different examination time slots is an alternative solution but would raise the question of security since the group tested later could glean some advantage from reports by those tested earlier. There is also additional cost.

Even if summative online examinations could be successfully set for on-campus students, the authentication, security, availability of equipment, and technical reliability of remote off-campus examinations are likely to remain problems.
Assessment ideas to consider

The following is a random selection of approaches, methods and tools for assessment. Consider each in the light of your own teaching situation and determine the extent to which they are, or could be, consistent with a flexible approach to assessment. In particular, consider them in regard to how independent of time, place and teacher control they are, or could be:

•
peer group assessment (e.g. presentations);

•
teacher-moderated self-assessment;

•
oral defence of theses;

•
negotiated project contracts;

•
reflective journal writing;

•
research-based assessment;

•
laboratory report;

•
work folio;

•
work-based and workplace skills checklist assessment;

•
performance-based (criterion-referenced) assessment;

•
case-study analysis;

•
problem-based assessment;

•
take-home resource-based test;

•
multiple-choice test;

•
short-answer examination;

•
computer-assisted learning mastery test;

•
computer-assisted formative (feedback-rich) assessment;

•
diagnostic assessment;

•
simulation or role play;

•
recognition of prior learning (RPL) (credentialled and uncredentialled).

Criteria for any assessment

Methods of assessing students’ learning must operate validly (measure the right things) and reliably (consistently on each occasion). Academic teaching staff need to have a high degree of confidence in the assessment methods they use. 

Some assessment methods will enable the students to monitor their own progress in learning, while others emphasise the measuring of achievement of learning outcomes. All assessment instruments should advise teachers on the congruence of the intended and actual learning outcomes.
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