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Abstract

The implementation of online assessment within the context of emergency remote learning
presents a major practical concern for many students today. This paper aimed to describe the
problems encountered by the students in online assessment amid the coronavirus disease 2019
(COVID-19) crisis. Following the case study as a research design, it involved students in a
higher education institution in General Santos City, Mindanao, Philippines. Drawing from
multiple data sources such as documents observations, and interviews, the researcher initially
presented the case description. The results revealed six themes of problems encountered by the
students in the online assessment. These problems are 1.) incompatibility of browser; 2.)
anxiety over tracking tools; 3.) unstable internet connection; 4.) electric power interruptions;
5.) distractions in the environment; and 6.) unknown accessibility issues. This paper draws
several useful recommendations. It is suggested that, in selecting the application to use for
online assessment, school administrators should consider the complexity of the application but
without compromising its capacity to guard assessment integrity. Moreover, given the
knowledge about the selected application, teachers should prepare alternative measures should
inevitable problems like the ones found in this study occur. Lastly, to keep the students guided
throughout the online assessment, it is proposed that courses should include a test orientation
and provide a test manual for the students.
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1. Introduction

As COVID-19 ravaged the world, educational institutions were forced to shut down and then
slowly reopened in the attempt to continue education despite the situation. Most educational
institutions in almost all countries have turned to emergency remote education, a temporary
alternative of instructional delivery that provides students with necessary instructional support
[1] and a ‘responsibility’ rather than a ‘choice’ in this time of crisis. On the other hand, this
phenomenon has created exceptional challenges when it comes to how instructional
components may be translated into the remote learning modality. Thus, educators are placed in
a sort of experimental quandary, testing which option works given the situation.

The Global Education Monitoring Report [2] has raised educational issues, of which one
concerns the assessment component of instruction and student learning. It was observed that as
the COVID-19 crisis extended from the acute phase, educators also pivoted from stressing
continuous instruction and technology access to one important outcome: grades. As a response
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to such an extraordinary global phenomenon, many educators were quick to caution “do no
harm” methods of assessment [3]. This phenomenon is a part of the new assessment practices
such as using previous grades from mock exams, applying observational assessments of
teachers, and considering prior grade expectations [4].

Within the Philippine context, the Commission on Higher Education (CHED) is the national
body that regulates policies for higher education institutions. Responding to the impacts of the
COVID-19 crisis on education which coincided with the end of the school year, it issued the
COVID Advisory No. 6 series of 2020 articulating guidelines on how assessment can be
redesigned in the acute phase. For one, it authorized the colleges and universities all over the
country to undertake alternative assessments and remediations and consider student assessment
and calculation of grades to be based on current student records and school academic policies
[5]. Such guidelines were adapted or modified by the colleges and universities, with
consideration of their different contextual conditions on the ground.

Within the context of the higher education institution under this study, the student situation
is fraught with various difficulties in remote learning [6] including the assessment process. It
was reported that students encounter unstable internet connectivity, inadequate learning
resources, and electric power interruptions as major hurdles to learning. They also expressed
problems like vague learning contents, overloaded lesson activities, limited teacher scaffolds,
poor peer communication, conflict with home responsibilities, and poor learning environment.
These barriers have taken a toll on their financial, physical, and mental aspects [6].

Compounding the situation is the contamination of assessment of learning called “test
pollution” [7] which has presented negative impacts as confinement [8] and other serious issues
continue to affect students amid forced migration to remote education. Thus, measures are
needed to put both an equitable and valid assessment in place. These measures may be
formulated based on contextual experiences on the problems that beset students in the field. A
few scholarly works set in different countries have tackled this area of interest [9][10][11]. with
the practical purpose to enhance assessment of student learning in the end. However, no studies
have been written to capture problems in online assessment at the present moment of
emergency remote learning. The current paper will contribute to this area of interest through a
description of problems encountered by students in an online assessment set in a country with
a unique structural context and amid the global COVID-19 crisis.

Thus, this case study aims to describe the problems encountered by the college students in
online assessment amid the COVID-19 crisis. With this research aim, the description of the
problems experienced by students in an online assessment in the current context of the study
will be significant. It will serve as practical insight for the continuous improvement of
assessment practices amid the difficult situation and generate theoretical knowledge in this area
of interest.

2. Methods

2.1. Research design

This paper used a case study as a research design. A case study investigates a real and
contemporary single bounded system or multiple bounded systems in a particular period.
Moreover, it gathers evidence through detailed data collection involving multiple sources of
information [12]. It is an appropriate research design for this paper as it provided a more
focused approach and descriptive method in investigating the problems faced by the college
students in the online assessment amid the COVID-19 crisis.
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2.2. Case participants

This research involved a total of 153 students enrolled in an undergraduate program in a
higher education institution during the school year 2020-2021. As research participants, they
were selected through purposive sampling. This sampling technique is suited in this study
because the main criterion was followed in selecting the participants. This study specifically
selected students with direct experience in the online assessment. These participants were
further selected regardless of their age, sex, religion, course standing, socioeconomic status,
and geographical location.

2.3. Case background

This case study was conducted in a higher education institution in General Santos City,
Philippines. On March 13, 2020, amid the COVID-19 acute phase, the Commission on Higher
Education or CHED issued Advisory No. 6 which urged tertiary institutions to arrange flexible
learning and other alternative modalities of instruction to offset traditional campus learning. It
suggested that schools employ responsive approaches to student assessment. Some of these
responsive approaches include changes in the grading component focusing on student
attendance; the grading system shifting to descriptive binary, and requirements for laboratory
and research works significantly modified [5].

2.4. Data sources

The data for this research were primarily derived from documents, observations, and
interviews as prescribed for case studies. The documents used were in the form of preserved
soft copies such as memorandum order, course syllabus, and test manual that were part of the
learning package provided to the students. On the other hand, the researcher also considered
observations in the process of building a continuous record of transactions occurring in the
group. Since most interactions happen online, textual communications in the learning
management system served as observation units. Furthermore, a series of structured online
interviews were conducted as a source of validation of the results.

2.5. Data analysis

The information obtained from multiple sources was subjected to thematic analysis, a
technique “for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns within data.” [13]. This technique
is suited in the process of identifying significant codes which served as a basis for categorizing
the data triangulated from the documents, observations, and interviews. The related significant
codes were then combined and cataloged into themes. Furthermore, the results of the analysis
were presented following a proposed structure [14] in writing case studies. It is advised that in
specifically writing the results of case studies, there are two main sections. These sections are
the case description and case themes.

3. Results

3.1. Case description

Through Advisory No. 3 dated March 11, 2020, the Philippine CHED issued guidelines that
have implications to the assessment practices in higher education institutions. It directed
institutions to facilitate alternative activities to enable students to complete the required
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practicum and evaluate students based on available assessment evidence. This was followed by
Advisory No. 6 dated March 13, 2020, urging tertiary institutions anew to consider ways how
to meet the requirements for the completion of a course or degree [5].

These advisories had authorized higher education institutions to exercise liberty on how
student assessment may be conducted amid the emergency period. The case setting under this
study is one of these higher education institutions. As a result, changes were adapted within the
temporal, logistical, and cultural contexts of the institution. These changes were evident in the
grading components, grading system, laboratory work completion, research work completion,
and grade computation [4].

As the higher education institution reopened a few months ago, one of the challenges that
students have to cope with is the structural requirements for the implementation of remote
instruction which includes the assessment component. The students have to cope with such
challenges in terms of internet connection, electricity access, and learning resources such as
gadgets to use. As a result, they needed to employ various strategies and measures to cope with
the situation fraught with such obstacles [15].

Table 1. Thematic analysis of problems in online assessment

Significant codes Theme
I have a little problem with my browser but which | was able to solve now. Incompatibility of browser
| am using Google Chrome. | just needed to update with a newer browser
version to work.

I still cannot open the online demonstration test even if | have updated my
Google Chrome browser with a new version. | downloaded and tried the
Mozilla Firefox browser and it worked.

The tracking tool displayed messages that there were multiple faces Anxiety over tracking tools
detected though | am alone. | worried that it may affect the result of my
trust report.
| used to verbally read the question to myself especially if | cannot
understand it. However, | have to control myself this time because my
voice may be tracked as a noise.

I am finished with the test but the submit button does not function because Unstable internet connection
my internet connection was suddenly lost. Can | screen grab my test
instead and submit?

We do not have a good internet connection at home. | have to travel to
another village just to find a strong internet connection and so | can take
the test.

We were hit by a magnitude six earthquake this early morning. We are Electric power interruption
badly affected and we do not have electricity within our town right now.

I do not have a power bank. We suddenly lost electricity as early as 5:00 in
the morning. My phone battery was drained even before the start of the

test.
It suddenly poured while | was taking the test. | am disturbed that the Distractions in the
patter of the raindrops on our galvanized roof can be detected by the environment

tracking tool.
My mom already asked our neighbor to lower down the volume of their
karaoke because | am taking the test, but I still can hear it | cannot
concentrate on the test.

I check my device and browser with the online demonstration test every Unknown accessibility issues
day. I do not know why the same device and browser cannot access the test
now.
| was able to access the online test but all it shows is a blank screen. | can
see the tracking tool and the timer is running, but the test questions are not
displayed.
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Considering the situation, teachers should design an assessment that considers the structural
limitations but still maintains the integrity of the assessment [16]. The course under study
employed an assessment through a virtually proctored test application that uses artificial
intelligence. It uses tracking sources such as a camera and microphone. It detects multiple faces,
captures when the student disappears, records suspicious noises, and tracks if a file is opened.
It gives the teacher, in the end, a “trust” report which may be reviewed and made basis whether
to accept the test outcome of a particular student or not.

The test is a cognitive test composed of a hundred items and framed in the format of multiple-
choice intended to measure the level of acquisition of skills of the students. The duration of the
test is approximately 80 minutes which is based on the standards [17] that for objective tests at
the college level conducted online, approximately 45 seconds per question is adequate. As a
preparation for the online assessment, the course adviser created a student test manual to guide
the students throughout the test period.

3.2. Case themes

Five themes on the problems encountered by the students in the online assessment emerged
from the analysis of the data from various sources. They are presented in Table 1 and discussed
as follows.

3.2.1. Theme 1: Incompatibility of browser

The online test application requires a certain browser for a type of device to functionally
work. The problem of incompatible browsers was encountered days before the test as the
students were instructed to test their devices and browsers ahead through the available online
test demonstration.

Many students had a minor problem as they use an old version of a browser for their remote
learning and they have to update it. One expressed that: “I have a little problem with my browser
but which | was able to solve now. | am using Google Chrome. I just needed to update with a
newer browser version to work” (Student 09).

Other students have a problem as they cannot access the online test using their updated
version of the browser. They have to download a new one. A student posted: “I still cannot
open the online demonstration test even if | have updated my Google Chrome browser with a
new version. | downloaded and tried the Mozilla Firefox browser and it worked” (Student 55).

3.2.2. Theme 2: Anxiety over tracking tools

Moreover, students felt anxious over live reports of the tracking tools of the online test
application while they were taking the test. It should be noted that the application uses the
camera and microphone accessories of the device to track anomalies that may present a
potential incidence of test dishonesty.

One student recalled that he was anxious because the online test application tracking tool
kept reporting that multiple faces were detected when he was alone in his room taking the test:
“The tracking tool displayed messages that there were multiple faces detected though I am
alone. I worried that it may affect the result of my trust report” (Student 76).

Another student stated that because the human voice is considered noise, she cannot read the
guestion aloud to herself, a learning style that she employs to better understand the test: “I used
to verbally read the question to myself especially if I cannot understand it. However, | have to
control myself this time because my voice may be tracked as a noise” (Student 12).
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3.2.3. Theme 3: Unstable internet connection

The problem related to poor internet signal is a major issue in the remote learning of the
students. However, it may be more serious in an assessment that is restricted by time and needs
to be submitted on time.

A student reported while taking the test that, due to an unstable internet connection, she is
not able to click the submit button at the end. She recounted: “I am finished with the test but
the submit button does not function because my internet connection was suddenly lost. Can |
screen grab my test instead and submit?” (Participant 98).

Some students are located in remote areas. One of them spoke that she has no stable internet
connection and has to travel somewhere to find a stable one: “We do not have a good internet
connection at home. | have to travel to another village just to find a strong internet connection
and so I can take the test” (Participant 148).

3.2.4. Theme 4: Electric power interruption

At least a quarter of the students took the test on a delayed schedule because of the
unscheduled power interruption in their respective areas. While their device battery may sustain
the entire duration of the test, the internet signal depends on the electricity. Thus, because of
the electric power interruption, they were not able to take the test on time.

Unexpected events caused electric power interruptions. As a result, some students located in
particular areas were not able to take the online test. One of them immediately informed that:
“We were hit by a magnitude six earthquake this early morning. We are badly affected and we
do not have electricity within our town right now” (Student 102).

There was a student who had no electricity for the whole day. This is exacerbated by a device
battery with a low capacity to store power and no power bank. She narrated that:

“l do not have a power bank. We suddenly lost electricity as early as 5:00 in the morning.
My phone battery was drained even before the start of the test.” (Student 139).

3.2.5. Theme 5: Distractions in the environment

Although the students have the time before the test to prepare a test spot with the least
disruptions, some distractions in the environment are inevitable. This problem affected their
concentration and added also to their anxiety over tracking tools reporting detected noises.

One student informed the course adviser that she worried it was noisy because there was
heavy rain in their area on the day of the test: “It suddenly poured while I was taking the test. I
am disturbed that the patter of the raindrops on our galvanized roof can be detected by the
tracking tool” (Student 107).

Another student also reported that she was not able to completely focus on the test because
of the noise coming from their neighbor: “My mom already asked our neighbor to lower down
the volume of their karaoke because | am taking the test, but I still can hear it I cannot
concentrate on the test” (Student 63).

3.2.6. Theme 6: Unknown accessibility issues

There were at least five students who were not able to take the test on time because of
unknown accessibility issues. They were able to previously access the online test
demonstration, but due to unknown reasons, they were not able to completely access the main
test on the day using the same device and browser.
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One of these students explained that, for an unknown reason, she suddenly cannot access the
test application which she used to accessed days prior: “T check my device and browser with
the online demonstration test every day. | do not know why the same device and browser cannot
access the test now” (Participant 24).

A few students reported also that they were able to access the test but there was nothing on
the screen. Someone shared that: “I was able to access the online test but all it shows is a blank
screen. | can see the tracking tool and the timer is running, but the test questions are not
displayed” (Participant 111).

4. Discussion

The implementation of online assessment is a practical concern in the context of emergency
remote learning and there is a scarcity of theoretical knowledge arising from the current context.
Given these needs, this paper aimed to describe the problems encountered by college students
in online assessment amid the COVID-19 crisis. Six themes of problems in the online
assessment were uncovered in this study: incompatibility of browser; anxiety over tracking
tools; unstable internet connection; electric power interruptions; environmental distractions;
and unknown accessibility issues.

One problem is the incompatibility of the browser used in online assessment. It is known
that, in the context of business, cross-browser compatibility testing is essential as technology
is constantly developing [18]. Thus, translating the context to the online assessment of students,
it can be contended that browser compatibility testing enables students to ensure that undesired
experiences can be prevented [19]. Though browsers like Google Chrome and Mozilla Firefox
dominate the market, people are using their older versions, which typically do not work well
with most online proctored test applications.

Another problem is the anxiety over tracking tools during the online assessment. Aside from
some incorrect reports generated by tracking tools of online test applications, some students
resist for the reason that it may be too invasive. Other students feel bothered and intimidated
by the sense that they are being snooped on [20]. A piece of news recently reported testing
systems has made some students scared to click too much or rest their eyes for fear that they
will be branded as cheats. Other students also said they have cried with pressure or urinated at
their desks because they were prohibited from leaving their spots [21].

Furthermore, unstable internet connection has been a constantly reported problem in online
assessment. It has been a perennial problem in developing countries like in the context of this
study where telecommunication systems are not well developed [22] With the rise of remote
learning as an educational necessity that requires an internet connection to different extents, it
causes a problem to implement the online assessment. Among the various problems, this
situation reveals profound digital divides for many students who do not have the necessary
internet services [23] to be able to participate in the online assessment.

The issue of electric power interruptions is another problem in the online assessment. The
weather condition is typically the reason why students face sudden power outages [24] while
they engage in remote learning, or this case, online assessment. What complicates the situation
further is the problem of no electricity at all. A review [25] of reports found out that the statistics
of Philippine households without electricity is around 2,319,660 and 2,399,108 with Mindanao
as having the most.

Moreover, students have problems in terms of distractions in the environment while taking
the online assessment. Whether the noise comes from nature or neighbor, it is argued that
remote learning makes it hard to focus because of distractions in the environment. “There are
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sights, smells, and sounds that are part of daily living at home that make it especially hard to
focus,” as explained [26]. When considering these distractions in online proctored tests, this is
a serious problem. While the teacher can review these distractions as not related to dishonesty,
it remains a distraction that will affect the concentration of the students.

Lastly, there were also unknown inaccessibility problems that some students encountered.
The rush in the need for online proctored test applications has been significant since educational
institutions have migrated to the new reality of remote learning [27]. Amid quandary as to what
tool can best implement the online test, it is said that there is no perfect solution [28] or testing
method [29]. Each online assessment tool has its weakness in its features. Within the case of
this study, this weakness is inaccessibility problems that may be unknown and beyond the
control of the users.

This article descriptively presented the problems encountered by the students in the online
assessment in the context of emergency remote learning. Some of the problems arise from
structural conditions unstable internet connection, electric power interruptions, and
environmental distractions. Other problems are caused by technical aspects such as
incompatibility of browser; anxiety over tracking tools; and unknown accessibility issues.
These points are significant in further gaining insights about the hindering factors in the online
assessment conducted amid the present global crisis.

5. Conclusion

Addressing the practical concerns in online assessment in the current global crisis and the
scarcity of knowledge in this area of interest, the present situation offers an opportunity to
capture problems in online assessment by exploring the experiences of the students at the
present moment. Through a case study, this paper described the problems encountered by
college students in online assessment amid the COVID-19 crisis.

The result revealed six themes of problems encountered by the college students in online
assessment amid the COVID-19 crisis. These themes are incompatibility of browser; anxiety
over tracking tools; unstable internet connection; electric power interruptions; environmental
distractions; and unknown accessibility issues. These themes present points of interest that
should be provided attention in the continuous improvement of assessment practice and amid
the scarce knowledge in this area of interest.

It should be noted, however, that this study is set in a single case, thus the applicability of
the results is restricted within the context of the study. There is a need to investigate the same
area of interest in other contexts as variations in the sample and environment are expected. This
study was also carried out as purely qualitative research. While the results uncovered are valid
to some participants, it cannot be ascertained the same to others. Quantitative research may be
conducted to determine the extent to which these problems were experienced.

This paper offers useful recommendations for educators. It is suggested that the selection of
the application to manage the online proctored test should consider the level of complexity of
the application but still maintain the very features that guard the integrity of the assessment.
Moreover, given the knowledge about the selected application, it is advised that teachers should
prepare plans of possible alternate measures in case inevitable problems occur. Lastly, it is
proposed that courses should include an orientation to the test and a test manual should be
provided to keep the students guided throughout the assessment process. There is no single best
assessment tool for all situations; problems are inevitable. The key is to be proactive.
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