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Online school assessments: 
lessons from the COVID-
19 pandemic
KAVITA SANGHVI SHARES FINDINGS FROM AN ACTION RESEARCH PROJECT AIMED AT UNDERSTANDING 
HOW STUDENTS RESPONDED TO ONLINE ASSESSMENTS ADMINISTERED BY THEIR SCHOOL DURING 
THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC.    
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Millions of school-going students across 
the world have been affected by the 
closures of educational institutions during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. Many such 
institutions shifted to online learning in the 
past year with the help of virtual teaching-
learning platforms.  

Assessments play a crucial role in the 
teaching-learning process. A well-designed 
assessment instrument can provide 
insights into a student’s understanding of 
concepts, application, and skills. It helps 
teachers reflect on the curriculum design 
and execution and provides inputs for 
modifications and revisions. It also measures 
an institution’s academic progress and how 
well its students are learning.

 
Till March 2019, as teachers we could 

confidently say that we were familiar 
with effective student assessment methods 
administered in physical classrooms. 
However, the pandemic forced us to assess 
students online, often through unfamiliar 
means. Formative assessments included 
e-book/poster projects, presentations, 
quizzes, and online discussions and debates. 
Summative evaluations initially began 
with simple Google or MS Teams forms 
for objective evaluations with one camera 
monitoring students, and Exam.net or other 
media with two cameras for subjective 
assessments. However, the reality is that 
even after 10 months, we are still wondering 
if students have actually learnt what they 
were taught.

We would like to believe that learning 
experiences were well constructed by 
educators and students attempted all 
assessments honestly, but we cannot ignore 
foul play in certain instances. Moreover, as 
the transition was sudden, many teachers 
were not fully equipped to teach online and 
were consequently apprehensive, leaving 
learners to learn in isolation. Also, using 
different information technology platforms 
led to different levels of competencies and 
proficiences among students (for more

information, read Little-Wiles & Naimi, 
2011; Rucker & Downey, 2016; Schmidt et 
al., 2016; Thorsteinsson, 2013). 

Educators and school leaders need to 
know if the learning curves of individual 
students have moved up or down as a 
result of online teaching and assessments, 
and understand how they can modify their 
assessment approach to improve the validity 
and reliability of online assessments. With 
board examinations arriving in a few 
months, the major challenge is for Grade 10 
and 12 teachers who are preparing students 
for examinations that have significant 
meaning for them. 

Action research project
An action research project was designed 

in my school to understand students’ 
perspectives on:

 the efficacy of school online 
assessments and their impact on learning 

 students’ trust in e-assessment 
 concerns and inputs for online 

assessment.

An online survey (Google form) was 
administered to 616 students in Grades 9−12 
of a school. The first two questions of the 
questionnaire were two closed Likert scale 
questions. The third question was a simple 
yes/no question followed by six Likert scale 
questions and one yes/no question. The final 
question was an explanation for the last yes/
no question. A total of 11 questions were 
asked of students via the survey.

The findings of the project helped our 
teachers understand the strengths of the 
online assessment practices in our school 
and the areas that would require further 
improvements. It also helped them to reflect 
on specific problems of students and take 
action to change the situation. 

Findings
1) Students were asked whether they 

felt that their learning progress had been 
adequately measured through online 
assessments and only about 11 per cent 
strongly agreed. This is rather surprising 
given the advantages and flexibility inherent 
within an online learning environment 
including wide-ranging opportunities for 
conducting effective assessments through 
technological platforms (see Benson & 
Brack, 2010; Broadbent & Poon, 2015; 
Crawford-Ferre & Weist, 2012; Napier et 
al., 2011). This finding indicates that our 
teachers have to investigate in-depth why 
our students are dissatisfied with such 
assessments and work towards improving 
their assessment experience.  
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4) Online assessments demand more 
time. Students have to download papers and 
upload their submissions and our teachers 
often have to stretch the assessment time 
limit from 15 to 30 minutes depending on 
a student’s internet status at home. When 
students were asked whether the time given 
to complete assessments was sufficient, only 
15 per cent strongly agreed, which caused 
our teachers to reconsider the time given to 
students to upload assessments online.

2) When students were asked if their 
study space and movements were effectively 
monitored during invigilation, around 33 
per cent strongly agreed. They felt that their 
teachers were highly vigilant and monitored 
student actions with great scrutiny. 

3) Teachers in our school began by 
assessing students with one camera and 
then started using two to ensure effective 
monitoring of movement. Students were 
asked if using two monitoring cameras 
instead of one was more effective during 
online assessments. Almost 61 per cent 
of them felt that using two cameras was 
more effective. This indicates that our 
teachers have made an appropriate move by 
switching to invigilating with two cameras.

My study-space and movements can 
be effectively monitored during online 
invigilation by my teachers.

Using two cameras instead of one is more 
effective during online assessments.

I found the time alloted for online 
assessments adequate.

5) Students were also asked if the 
assessment feedback given to them 
helped improve their understanding and 
application of concepts taught. Only 13 per 
cent of students strongly felt that feedback 
from teachers helped to address concept 
gaps. So, where did we go wrong? In face-
to-face learning, a teacher can understand 
a student’s body language and gauge how 
well students have accepted any feedback 
and are ready to improve. This is not 
possible in an online learning environment. 
Thus, our teachers realised that they had 
to reconsider their method of evaluating 
student assignments and offer feedback 
that would be considered constructive by 
students.

6) Only 11 per cent of students felt that 
online assessments helped improve their 
academic performance. This result was a 
little surprising for our teachers – many 
students scored much more in online 
assessments than they usually do in paper 
and pen tests. However, the data raises 
concerns; our teachers have to plug large 
learning gaps when students return to 

Feedback given to me on the basis of online 
assessments has been useful in improving my 
understanding and application of concepts 
taught.
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10) Around 45 per cent of students 
preferred online exams even though 
only around 13 per cent felt that online 
assessments reflect their academic progress. 
This is a conundrum for our teachers – why 
do students still prefer online assessments?

My confidence at attempting an offline 
examination has been strengthened after the 
online assessments.

8) The investigation also sought to 
examine if online assessment leaves more 
scope for cheating. If 31 per cent of students 
agreed strongly and 36 per cent agreed, it 
indicates that our school should look into 
minimising the use of unfair means in 
online exams. Academic research has also 
highlighted this point – students often 
search for answers on other devices and 
social media, and seek help from friends 
during online assessments (see for instance, 
Owens, 2015 and Best & Shelley, 2018). 
However, Golden and Kohlbeck in 2020 
found that proctoring technology can help 
prevent such distortions and this could be a 
solution in the future.

9) With the Board exams around the 
corner, one wonders whether students are 
confident about appearing for offline exams. 
Only 9 per cent students showed confidence 
and that is again a worrisome figure.

physical classrooms. Moreover, teachers 
supplemented written exams with viva 
voce examinations that helped identify a 
significant difference in written and oral 
examination performance of students. Such 
variations also indicate that the area of 
online school assessment needs more work 
– an important learning for teachers and the 
management of our school. 

7) Around 25 per cent of students were 
unsure if online assessments measured and 
reflected their academic progress correctly.

I believe that online assessments have been 
beneficial to me in my endeavour to improve 
my academic performance.

I believe that the outcome of online 
assessments correctly measures reflects my 
academic progress.

The process of online assessments which has 
been followed leaves no scope for cheating.

I prefer online assessments to offline 
assessments.
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Conclusion
Students highlighted concerns such as 

‘online assessments are hectic’,  ‘it was 
difficult to create exam like atmosphere 
at home’, ‘too many distractions’, ‘online 
not close to real exam situation’, ‘lots of 
malpractices’, ‘network issues’, and ‘strain 
on the eyes’. They preferred paper and pen 
exams in which students comprehended 
questions better, felt more confident, and 
believed that physical tests measure their 
skills more proficiently. 

On the other hand, online tests helped 
them feel safe and less worried about 
COVID-19 infections. They also believed 
that their teachers had supported them 
during these confusing times. Recording of 
paper discussions helped them work on their 
misunderstandings. The online environment 
offered better utilisation of time and effort, 
helped avoid exam phobia, and offered 
assessments in the comfort of their homes.

 
Students feel that online learning is only 

a temporary solution. Nevertheless, it has 
offered many advantages like going back 
to recordings of paper discussions and 
lessons till one is confident about a concept, 
different modes of assessment, less stressful 
environments, and better utilisation of space 
and time. Thus, teachers and the school 
management of our school will have to take 
into account all these points when students 
return to physical classrooms. Should we 
move to blended forms of teaching-learning 
and assessments?
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