ELCS-MAN01: Introduction to Management – Dr. Ian Harwood

(School of Management):

Issues of Running Electronic Formative and Summative Assessments
From an interview by Dr. Keir Thorpe (LASS Faculty Learning & Teaching Co-ordinator)

E-Learning Case Studies

The Project Report on E-Learning Practice in the Faculty of LASS produced by Puren Savas Gedikoglu in May 2005 prompted a desire in the Faculty to explore e-learning provision within all of its Schools.  This would not only provide a snapshot of development in this important area of contemporary learning and teaching, but would also enable accurate responses to requests on such issues whether originating from within the University or from outside.  Consequently, a series of interviews has been carried out of those identified as having taken steps to develop e-learning provision and these have formed the basis of short reports each detailing the work of one or two academics.
Readers are also advised to consult Harwood, I., ‘When Summative Computer-Aided Assessments Go Wrong: Disaster Recovery After A Major Failure’, British Journal of Educational Technology, Vol. 36, No. 4, 2005, pp. 587-597.
Range of Uses
Ian Harwood outlined that he uses the Blackboard Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) extensively in his teaching; more than simply for carrying lecture notes.  He includes announcements and additional readings in e-book format which the students can download, as well as using email to communicate with them.  Harwood has studied the Open University course S103 – ‘Discovering Science’ and felt that its use of discussion boards as part of the course was ‘superb’.  Rather than perceiving these as a supplement for frequently asked questions (FAQs), for which he has built up a large collection over the years, Harwood sees discussion boards as a potential substitute to office hours and thus as a way to release more time for himself.  This contrasts with the view of Filippo Lorenzon from the School of Law
 who has warned of the burden that such interaction with students can bring.
Currently Harwood has one piece of video material embedded in his PowerPoint presentations used in lectures, favouring this to open streaming as he had his ‘fingers burnt’ attempting that approach.  Harwood hopes to include more video content in the future but faces challenges in sourcing suitable material.  Most of it comes from the USA where publishers tend to provide content that has a ‘one-dimensional’ view of the issues that Harwood teaches.  There is a need for European-sourced material.  In addition, lecturers are currently dependent on the good will of publishers for accessing and using video content.

The Experience of Online Assessments

Technical Difficulties
Harwood first used the computer-aided summative assessment in Week 6 of his ‘Introduction to Management’ unit in the academic year 2002/3 with 280 first-year undergraduates.  It was originally developed in WebCT before the University adopted Blackboard as its VLE.  The assessment was then migrated to Perception software produced by Questionmark and a pilot formative assessment worked smoothly.  The assessment consists of 25 multiple-choice questions being answered in 30 minutes, testing students on the knowledge gained up to that stage of the course.

One key problem has been the lack of both the necessary physical space and computing capacity at the University to run such an assessment.  In 2002 five rooms across the campus were used and, given the numbers of students involved, two sessions had to be run, with 171 students taking part in the first, the remainder in the second.  This meant there was a need for ‘question pooling’; i.e. the random questions that are provided to each set of students had to be put into two exclusive groups to maintain examination integrity between the first and second sessions.  Whilst the exercise was useful in testing University procedures for online examinations, despite the ‘rolling start’ for groups of students the level of demand on the University system made it crash.  These technical difficulties have been largely overcome and the assessment was used in subsequent years, but the University remains ill-equipped for using such methods.
Pedagogic Issues
The academic year 2005/6 will potentially be the last in which the summative assessment is done in Week 6, this is because it creates an artificial break in the middle of a unit for the sake of a 30-minute examination.
There are some issues about students feeling they are not being treated fairly because they get different questions to their fellow students on the course.  However, this is not a major concern and is likely to fade as new students become more familiar with CAA (Computer-Aided Assessment) at lower levels of their education and at university.

This type of CAA is a difficult one to adjust.  The system randomly selects questions from a bank of 700 for formative assessments and of 130 for summative ones.  Thus, if there is a change in the syllabus the lecturer has to go through and change all the questions which related to what was previously taught which can be very time consuming, negating some of the workload gains that the approach otherwise permits.
The early versions of the assessment were linked to a text book and in Harwood’s field these tend to have a shelf life of three years and if sales do not reach a certain level publishers will discontinue rather than revise the books.  This means the lecturer has to find a substitute book which may use terminology in a different way, again obliging them to amend the questions accordingly.  In addition, the quality of questions provided by publishers are sometimes quite poor and often include typographical errors and flagging of the wrong answers.  They will also set binary response questions which are inappropriate at the higher-education level.
Whilst Harwood is quite an enthusiast for CAA because it can be pretty effective, as an educationalist he is concerned as to whether it properly measures the correct things in students’ study.  Under the previous lecturer, the assessment made up 35% of the mark for the unit; under Harwood it contributes 30% and this may be reduced to 25% in the future.  Overall Harwood asks whether it fits with the policy of seeking to align learning to assessment and feels it does, though only to this limited extent.
CAA tends to address the breadth rather than the depth of a student’s learning, so it is important that it forms part of a mixed package of forms of assessment to which the student is exposed.  Whilst Harwood outlines that the CAA approach can be used with different levels of students and with varied levels of sophistication, it would be unsatisfactory if all students, for example in their first year in the School of Management, were tested like this right across the curriculum.

Formative assessment

A formative version of the assessment is also used.  When the system crashed in 2002/3 the formative results formed the basis of ‘optional substitution’. To obtain a mark, students could choose between using their highest formative mark or sitting a paper-based version of the summative assessment, foregoing their electronic score.  Forty-five of the 280 students involved opted to take the paper-based assessment and for the large majority the result exceeded their electronic formative mark, though this is unsurprising as it is hoped that students learn between their formative and summative assessments.
The electronic formative assessment can be seen as being a good guide for students of their progress through the unit.  Some students do become ‘in tune’ with the CAA approach quickly and those who have studied related topics beforehand are able to score over 70% from attending only two or three lectures.  In addition, Students are free to repeat the formative assessment as many times as they wish, and given that it is only 30% of their unit’s mark, Harwood is happy for students to do this in order to achieve a very high score.  As there are 700 different questions that they could be asked it would be time consuming, but obviously such repetition would be increasing the breadth of the student’s knowledge.
The Need for Support

Given the timetabling of the first run of the assessment, the Examinations Office was not in a position to help with booking rooms and it has proven difficult to secure sufficient capacity to run the assessment.  In addition, given the lack of a suite for use for CAA, Harwood has personally to eject other students from freely-accessible workspaces to allow the assessment to take place.  As a consequence, some students taking the assessment do not view it as a ‘proper’ examination.  Subsequently two rooms have been used, all located in the University’s Murray Building, and this has helped reduce the difficulties encountered in 2002 with the geographical spread over the campus of the rooms used.

Harwood emphasises how alone the lecturer is when CAA fails.  There is little experience at the University of Southampton in tackling such situations.  When the system crashed in 2002, it was left to Harwood to decide how to proceed to ensure that students received marks.
The need for administrative and technical support does not fade quickly.  In this respect Harwood feels there is a potential mismatch between the expectations of senior management and the reality on the ground in terms of using CAA.  Running such activities cannot be simply left to an academic and the building of technical expertise can take years rather than months.  Though 2005/6 will be the fourth year that Harwood has run this form of assessment, he emphasises that the need for help has not yet decreased and that Bill Warburton, the University’s CAA Officer, still has to assist on each occasion.  Warburton is in high demand as it is, having both CAA and standard ISS (Information Systems Service) work.  Such need for support has resource implications for the University especially if there is a move to include CAA on a greater number of programmes.  To some extent, Harwood feels that to overcome this difficulty the University needs to invest sufficiently to move CAA from being the ‘cottage industry’ it is at present with isolated individuals across the University running it on their own for their immediate needs.
Harwood suggests that the administering of the assessment takes as long as setting the course work it seeks to examine.  Harwood states that some parts of the University, such as the schools of Biological Sciences and Physics & Astronomy, have Examination Office support because they use CAA during the examination periods.  Yet scheduling the CAA for these phases of the year is not appropriate for all units.
Conclusion
This example shows that CAA can make an important contribution to the assessment of a unit and can relieve academics of some workload burden.  However, there are implications.  As yet, the University lacks the facilities to properly run an online assessment involving hundreds of students.  Assessment outside the normal examination times is left very much up to individual academics to organise and as a result in the case of difficulties there is really no-one to whom they can turn.  Technically, the learning curve for academics involved in CAA is liable to stretch over a number of years and this means that there will be an ongoing need for close technical support, already very stretched.  Academically, careful consideration needs to be given to the suitability of CAA, as it is currently available, to individual units and subject areas before it is put into place.  Some of these issues will begin to decrease as CAA is more widely adopted across the University, but there are also limits to the extent to which this is possible as students will need to face a mixture of forms of assessment.  CAA cannot be allowed to be the only approach for formative or summative assessment, though given the diversity of programmes it is unlikely that such widespread adoption would ever be seen as appropriate.
Dr. Keir Thorpe, 3rd November 2005.
� See ‘ELCS-LAW01: Commercial Law – Filippo Lorenzon (School of Law): Issues of Appropriateness of E-Learning in Law’.
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