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Abstract

Assessment is a significant part of an education system that evaluates
students' learning. Assessment tools have been a topic of interest for
educationists and academicians since the beginning of the education
system, and it is still advancing every day. Therefore, this research
explored the perceived effectiveness of assessment tools currently being
used in open and distance learning (ODL) institutions. This research has
adopted the interpretivist paradigm and used a qualitative approach.
Purposive sampling was used to select the participants; the criteria to select
a participant was the teacher serving in an ODL institute full-time, with a
minimum experience of one year. Data have been collected from 16
faculty members of an ODL institution. A semi-structured interview guide
was used to collect the data. The findings of the study highlighted the
perceptions of the faculty members regarding the effectiveness of various
assessment tools used to evaluate the learning of ODL students. The
study's results highlighted the issues associated with the use of multiple
assessment tools in ODL settings. It has been recommended that the
current Al era has impacted the effectiveness of various assessment tools,
and academicians are suugested to adopt more interactive assessments.
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Introduction

Learning is considered the main objective of an educational institution.
Still, the assessment determines if learning took place and whether it has
enabled the student to implement that learning through cognitive skills.
Assessment tools are mainly used to assess the learning outcomes in the
classroom. The evaluation tools should be informative and effective for
teachers and students to ensure an accurate assessment. These tools help
students know the level of understanding in their learning process
(Anamalai & Yatim, 2019). In today's knowledge economy, expertise
relies on effective learning through knowledge transfer. It is crucial
because the latest information and knowledge are required to solve daily
problems. Brown et al. (2014) rightly stated, "without knowledge you
don't have the foundation for the higher-level skills of analysis, synthesis,
and creative problem solving" (p.18). Assessments play a significant role
in enhancing students' knowledge. That is why designing assessment
activities significantly impacts the motivation of students and their
approach towards learning and enhances their learning experience
(Leenknecht et al., 2021; Cooper et al., 2010). Multifaceted, focused and
challenging assessment tasks not only present rich context and knowledge
to the students but also prepare students for the challenges beyond
graduation. The current technology-based era has changed traditional
assessment practices to meet the requirements of contemporary society.

Open and Distance learning (ODL) has played a pivotal role in the
awareness and adoption of technology-based education. As ODL
dynamics differ from conventional education, the assessment of ODL also
needs amendments. ODL offers various advantages in assessments like
efficient submission, marking and management of assignments, better
record keeping of student achievements, and flexibility in the attempt and
submission of activities (Okada et al., 2019). On the other hand, online
assessment raised some concerns regarding the quality and reliability of
the tools (Mishra et al., 2020). According to Martin et al. (2020), designing
online assessments requires more time and effort than traditional methods
because teachers have to focus more on making them engaging and
rigorous. These concerns can be addressed with the help of sophisticated
software (Langenfeld, 2020).

Generally, learning management systems are not sophisticated enough
to fulfil the needs of ODL teachers to accurately assess students' skills and
knowledge, especially in developing countries. Moreover, unlike
conventional universities, ODL students have little face-to-face interaction
with teachers, which has become a challenge for teachers in assessing the
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students (Hodges et al., 2020). These issues have grabbed the attention of
researchers towards developing efficient strategies in ODL.

Most of the researchers have studied the assessment systems prevailing
in ODL (Chaudhary & Dey, 2013), factors affecting the assessments in
ODL (Ahmad et al., 2022), the effect of digital assessment tools on student
performance (Figaredo et al., 2022) but most of these studies are
conceptual, and literature is scarce on the effectiveness of these tools in
ODL institutions. Moreover, the faculty perspective has not been
considered, as faculty is the most significant part of a university and can
evaluate the effectiveness of an assessment tool in a true sense. Secondly,
most studies are conducted in developed countries, where technological
awareness and adoption are much higher than in a developing country like
Pakistan.

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed the scenario in education as

well. Traditional classroom institutes have also started distance education,
and the Higher Education Commission (HEC) of Pakistan has announced
its first-ever ODL policy. It calls for careful policies, procedures, and
methods to impart distance education. Faculty members are at the front
end of today's tech-driven distance education and are involved in
developing and evaluating student assessments. It is, therefore imperative
to take their perspective and valuable insights to know how well currently
used assessment tools cater to their needs.
The current study will help improve the quality of education, address
unique challenges posed by ODL, enhance faculty preparedness, and
promote continuous improvement. Although sufficient literature is
available on student assessment, this study bridges the gap between theory
and practice by focusing on the lived experiences of the faculty members
involved in ODL teaching. The findings of this study may contribute to
the broader academic community by adding to the literature on assessment
in ODL.

Literature Review

The adoption of Open and Distance Learning (ODL) has accelerated in
recent decades, especially after the COVID-19 pandemic globally. Its
widespread acceptance has also highlighted the issues and challenges
associated with ODL, especially assessments. Ahmad et al. (2022) defined
assessment in education as "the wide range of methods or tools used by
educators to evaluate, measure, and document students' academic
readiness, learning progress, skill acquisition, or educational needs (p.1).
Traditionally, assessment is divided into summative and formative
assessment. Summative assessment is the assessment of overall learning,
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while formative assessment includes the continuous assessment of
learning (Stiggins, 2002). However, in Open Distance Learning (ODL)
institutions, traditional assessment tools often cannot measure student's
learning (Doyle, 2011). Assessments help teachers analyze students'
understanding and learning and use this information to enhance their
knowledge. Universities pay great attention to outlining the knowledge
and skills they want their students to have.

It is evident that the transition to ODL requires a transformation in
traditional assessment methods to align with the digital nature of online
learning environments (Kebritchi et al., 2017). Faculty plays a critical role
in designing and improving the student evaluation process (National
Institute for Learning Outcomes Assessment, 2023). Assessment tools like
online quizzes, assignments, and discussion boards provide flexibility for
students and teachers, allowing asynchronous and synchronous evaluation
(Roddy et al., 2017). Moreover, digital platforms offer automated grading
systems that can enhance efficiency by providing real-time feedback that
helps monitor student perception. (Baleni, 2015). However, the ability of
these tools to measure higher-order cognitive skills is questionable.

According to Alruwais et al. (2018), faculty members perceive online
assessments as less effective in evaluating critical thinking and problem-
solving than traditional methods. Oliver (2015) recommended that in ODL
institutions, traditional assessment tools should be exchanged with
technology-based methods to meet the current demands of a knowledge-
based economy. Chaudhary and Dey (2013) suggested a paradigm shift
from content-based assessment toward problem-solving and competency-
based assessment.

Moreover, issues like academic dishonesty and lack of appropriate
invigilation also challenge the validity and reliability of online
assessments (Bawa, 2016). Another challenge identified in the literature is
the difficulties in creating assessments for a diverse student population
with varying degrees of access to the internet and technologies (Mishra et
al., 2020). These barriers can complicate the evaluation process by
creating disparities in assessment outcomes.

Assessment Practices in ODL

ODL institutions are currently using multiple assessments to evaluate
their students' learning. These assessments include assignments, quizzes,
projects, and mid-term and end-term examinations. Chaudhary and Dey
(2013) studied the assessment practices of five open and distance-learning
universities in different countries. The assessments used in all the
universities were a combination of formative and summative assessments.
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Under the category of formative assessments, universities generally use
assignments, group discussions, quizzes, seminars and workshops, while
under summative assessments, all the universities use projects, mid and
end-term examinations. The weightage of summative assessment is
greater than that of formative assessment in all universities.

Research Objectives
1) To explore the faculty members' perceptions regarding the assessment
tools used in ODL.
2) To examine the key issues and challenges faculty members encounter

while developing assessments in Open and Distance Learning
(ODL).

Research Questions
1) What is the perception of faculty members of Open Distance
Learning (ODL) regarding the effectiveness of assessment tools
used to evaluate students?
2) What are the issues and challenges faculty members face while
developing or evaluating the assessments in ODL?

Methodology

This exploratory study aims to gain insights from ODL teachers
regarding the perceived effectiveness of the assessment tools employed.
Therefore, the philosophical paradigm of this study is interpretivism, and
the research methodology applied is qualitative. The approach is inductive
interpretivism, which best describes the paradigm for this study (Saunders
et al., 2009; Creswell & Poth, 2016).

According to Creswell and Poth (2016), there are five approaches to
qualitative study; as the current study aims to explore the perceptions of
teachers, grounded theory methodology is preferred. According to Glaser
and Strauss (2017), grounded theory extracts the categories or themes
grounded in data. The latest version of grounded theory, the famous Gioia
methodology (Gioia et al., 2013) has been applied. As per (Gioia et al.,
2013), from qualitative data gathered by interviews, initially, 1st order
concepts are developed; from these concepts, 2nd order themes are
extracted, and finally, aggregate dimension is obtained for each category.
The whole process is shown diagrammatically and is called data structure.

Data were collected using semi-structured interviews; an interview
guide was developed to steer the data collection process. Teachers of two
ODL universities were interviewed; at the moment, there are only two
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universities/institutes that are solely distance learning universities. These
interviews were audio recorded with the teachers' consent. The average
duration of the interviews was 25 minutes. Table 1 shows the
demographics of the informants. Teachers from diverse fields, like
management sciences, computer sciences, humanities, and social sciences,
participated in the study; this added to the diversity of the informants as
teachers from all available disciplines were included in the data.

Purposive sampling was used to select the participants; the criteria to
include an informant was a teacher serving in an ODL institute full-time,
with a minimum experience of one year. The sample was diverse in terms
of domain, experience, and gender. The sample size of the study was 16
as after 12 interviews, data saturation was achieved, which determines the
end of data collection; however, 04 more interviews were conducted to
ascertain the data saturation.

Table 01
Demographic Information
Informant Gender Teaching Experience Domain
in years
1 Male 10 Computer
Science
2 Female 03 Management
Science
3 Female 12 Sociology
4 Female 5 Psychology
5 Female 13 Mathematics
6 Male 8 Economics
7 Male 15 Computer
Science
8 Male 1 Computer
Science
9 Male 2 Sociology
10 Female 9 Sociology
11 Female 5 Psychology
12 Male 11 Computer
Science
13 Male 3 Computer
Science
14 Male 2 Management

Science
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15 Male 16 Management
Science
16 Female 3 Management
Science
Findings

The in-depth interviews helped to identify the perceptions of faculty
members of ODL institutions regarding the effectiveness of assessment
tools. Various categories were identified, and a data structure was made
based on these categories. Different themes were identified after multiple
reviews of the interviews. A total of 9 themes were extracted from the
transcribed interviews. These nine themes were further grouped under
three aggregate dimensions.

Figure 01 represents the data structure of the informants' responses
regarding issues affecting ODL assessments. Figure 2 depicts the data
structure of the responses regarding the suggestions of quality
enhancement strategies while developing assessments in ODL. Faculty
members were asked about their perception of the effectiveness of the
assessment tools used in their universities. Most of the faculty members
were dissatisfied with the results.

Currently, assignments, quizzes, graded discussions, projects, and

viva-voce examinations are being used to assess students' academic
abilities in ODL institutions. Faculty members showed their concerns
regarding their effectiveness. They explained that assignments,
discussions, and projects are mostly copied and that we are unable to
evaluate students' true knowledge and understanding. Although a quiz is
an effective tool but, its percentage in the overall assessment scheme is
low. The most effective tool to assess students is through viva of the
project, where the student is assessed regarding his work and academic
knowledge through multiple questions.
Faculty members were further probed about the factors that are impeding
the effectiveness of these tools. The faculty members identified various
issues and challenges creating hurdles in achieving effectiveness. These
issues and challenges are categorized under the learner's approach and
system limitations. Informants have also suggested a few strategies that
can help minimize student assessment issues in the context of ODL.
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1st order Concepts

2nd order themes

Aggregate key
Dimensions

e Out of 1000 only 1 or 2
assignments show true efforts.
We do not evaluate assignments;
we are just checking cheating for
students.

Student
Integrity

Students don’t put efforts in their
work.
Creativity is lacking in our students.

Students don’t think about creative
solutions of an assignment.

Student Learner’s

Capacity

Approach

Students have insufficient time to
study due to their other commitments
that reflects in the quality of
assignments they submit.

They try to submit low quality
assignment with the excuse that they
did not have time to work on the
project.

Students’

I have 1400 students in one course.
High number of students effects the
decisions of assessment type and
style.

Student-
Teacher

We cannot take decisions about the
number of assessments, and we are not
allowed to schedule them on our own
We are required to send an assessment

System
Limitations

Teachers’

after specified lectures no matter we have
rich content in these lectures or not

Autonomy

Students have no face-to-face
interaction with his teacher in
ODL

LMS does not support
customized assignments

e LMS is not interactive

Limitations

Figure 01. Issues and challenges
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Problem solving assignments should
be made

Al tools are unable to answer
scenario based questions accurately.
Peer evaluation increases students*
involvement.

Innovative
Assessments

Plagiarism checking software
should be embedded in the LMS
LMS should allow a teacher to
open multiple assignment under
one subject discomfort

Virtual Class rooms should be
Made to enhance student
involvement

Quality
Enhancement
Strategies

System
Efficiency

Faculty should be trained
regarding the latest development
in Al tools and their usage in
education.

Teachers should be given
training on developing
assessments using latest tools and
techniaues.

Faculty
Developme

=

Figure 02. Quality enhancement strategies

This section will discuss the themes and dimensions extracted from the
data. Two aggregated dimensions were extracted for issues and challenges
faced by the faculty of ODL institutions, namely, learner's approach and
system limitations.

(1)Learner's Approach
In these particular universities, quizzes, assignments and graded
discussions are generally used to assess students during the semester,
while projects, internships, and mid and final terms are used to
evaluate students at the end of a term or a semester. 90% of the
faculty members believed assignments and discussions were
ineffective tools in the ODL settings. As quoted by one of the faculty
members:
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"Assignment is not an effective tool as out of 100 only 1 or 2
assignments show true efforts, same is the case with graded
discussions."

While 60% considered quizzes an effective tool for measuring
student's learning.

Faculty members were further probed as to why these tools
(assignment and discussion) have become ineffective in the current
settings. Based on their responses, the following themes have
emerged.

1.1 Student Integrity
The first theme that emerged from the informants' interviews was
the lack of student integrity. One of the informants said:
"Ironically, we do not evaluate assignments; we are just checking
cheating for students as they are not working or putting any
effort; they are just copying from various sources."

One informant stated,

"Despite multiple announcements, clear instructions on
plagiarism policy, and deduction of marks, students are still
submitting plagiarized work."

A faculty member highlighted that the availability of cheating
opportunities has affected the integrity of our students. He said,
"Many blogs, YouTube channels and websites offer free solutions
to assignments, making cheating an easier task for students."

This behavior of students has affected the quality of learning

and the morale of faculty members.
1.2 Student Capacity
Moreover, the availability of Al tools like ChatGPT, Bing, or

Gemini Al has worsened the situation. Students do not try to
exert any effort; they just use these Al tools to help them submit
their assignments or GDBs. As one informant stated,
"Students don't put effort into their work."

According to another faculty member,
"Creativity is lacking in our students, they just copy and submit
without learning anything."
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One of the informants shared that "an assignment was given to the
students where they were required to design a chip, but no students
came up with a creative solution. They just copied from Google and
submitted the assignment".

1.3 Students' Focus

Another issue highlighted by the faculty was the students'
approach. Many university students are job holders who want to
attain a degree for their promotion or growth at their workplace.
Their primary focus is to earn the degree; learning is not their
priority. That is why the response is very ordinary, no matter how
creative assessment is given.
One of the informants quoted:

"Students have insufficient time to study due to their other
commitments that reflect the quality of assignments they submit."

This issue has been highlighted by the faculty members who
are especially dealing with the courses of projects. According to
a faculty member:

"We generally have more interaction with students who are
enrolled in projects, and it has been observed that at each step,
they try to submit a low-quality assignment with the excuse that
they did not have time to work on the project and expect the
supervisor to accept their assignments".

Another informant quoted:
"Learning is not their priority; degree attainment is."

The above-mentioned themes relate to the learners, but some
system-related issues hinder designing a practical assessment for
ODL students.

The informants were asked to discuss the challenges they faced
while developing and evaluating assessments. Based on their
responses, the following themes have been identified.
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(2)System Limitations
2.1 Student-Teacher Ratio
Almost all the informants highlighted that a higher number of
students limits the teachers while experimenting with assessment.
One of the informants stated:
"Student-teacher ratio is too high; I have many students in one
course".

Another informant said:
"I gave a practical assignment to my students in a graduate level
course where the number of students was less, but the same
assignment cannot be offered in a course where student
enrollment is more than 100."

Creative assessments need the teacher's attention and time.
Still, as the number of students increases, it is not possible for the
teachers to provide extensive feedback to the students due to time
limitations.

One of the faculty members explained that she experimented in
her course by taking group presentations when the number of
students was around 50. She further stated:

"As the number of allocated students increased, I had to
withdraw this activity because it was not possible to schedule
presentations of 500 students along with other semester activities
in a limited time span."

2.2 Lack of teachers' Autonomy

According to the faculty members, teachers' autonomy is an
important factor that restricts them from experimenting with their
assessment techniques. As quoted by a faculty member:
"We cannot make decisions about the number of assessments,
and we are not allowed to schedule them independently."

The study shows that every department has a consolidated
semester calendar, and every course instructor is bound to follow
it. Faculty members have no discretion in this matter.

"We are required to send an assessment after specified lectures
no matter whether we have rich content in these lectures or not;
it limits the quality and creativity of an assessment."
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2.3 Limitations of the ODL system

Open distance Learning has some limitations that hinder
effective assessment. One of the major limitations is the lack of
face-to-face interaction.
"Students have no face-to-face interaction with their teacher
because of that student-teacher bond is not developed; as a
result, teachers are unable to know the students' capabilities and
ultimately are unable to identify if the assessment reflects
student's true efforts or not."

Most of the time, teachers cannot experiment because the
Learning Management System (LMS) cannot support them.
"Our LMS is not interactive and cannot grab students' interest."

Another informant stated,

“We cannot upload customized assignments for our students, one
assignment for all the programs also causes low-quality
solutions from students.”

Faculty members were asked how the assessments can be
improved in ODL. Multiple themes emerged from their
responses, which are discussed below.

(3) Quality Enhancement Strategies

3.1 Innovative Assessments

Faculty members were of the opinion that the quality of
assessment tools can be increased by bringing creativity to the
assignment or quizzes.

"I try to make scenario-based or problem-solving assignments
where students have to think and come up with innovative
solutions. Moreover, Al tools are unable to answer scenario-
based questions accurately, leading towards less plagiarism."

Research-based and practical assignments also provide
excellent learning experiences for students. One of the
informants shared his experience of giving a practical assignment
and said:

"Students were required to invest in the stock exchange with
virtual money. Students attempted this assignment with great
interest, and full participation was observed."
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One of the faculty members included peer evaluation in group
presentations.
"Peer evaluation increased students' involvement in the
presentation of their classmates and increased their learning."

3.2 System support

Technology plays a crucial role in open distance learning as
the system ensures flexibility and convenience. This theme
discussed the faculty perspective regarding the support of the IT
team in increasing the effectiveness of assessment tools.

The most highlighted issue in this study was the copied
assignments. All the faculty suggested that the LMS should be
smart enough to identify the plagiarism first so that the time
wastage can be minimized and assessment evaluation can
become more efficient. As suggested by a faculty member
Plagiarism-checking software should be embedded in the LMS
and should show the percentage of copied material.

Faculty members also highlighted that students from various
programs are enrolled under one subject. A computer science
student might have a different understanding of the course from
a management science student compared to a business studies
student. Evaluating them based on similar assignments affects
the quality of submitted works. As explained by a faculty
member:

LMS should allow a teacher to open multiple assignments under
one subject for students of different programs simultaneously.

Another informant suggested,

"Virtual Classrooms should be developed to give a classroom
environment to the students at their convenience."

3.3 Faculty Development and Autonomy

Faculty plays a pivotal role in the progress and growth of any
institution. It is essential to develop them to stay up-to-date with
the latest trends in education.
“Faculty should be trained regarding Al tools' latest
development and usage in education.”

These trainings will not only bring efficiency in various
teaching tasks but also help them use innovative assessment
techniques.

“We will not be able to respond to the changing dynamics of ODL
unless we learn and adopt the new trends and implement them.”
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Another informant said:
“Teachers should be given training on developing assessments
using the latest tools and techniques.”

Discussion

Assessment is considered an important element in the academic world
because it helps evaluate student learning, his understanding of a concept
and also has a positive or negative impact on his motivation towards
learning (Leenknecht et al., 2021). The current study has highlighted the
perceptions of the faculty members of Open and distance learning
institutions regarding the effectiveness of the prevailing assessment tools.

The study's findings highlighted that assignments and discussions are
not as effective as they should be because of easy access to plagiarism
sources for the students and the student's lack of focus on learning. This
issue has been aggravated after the introduction of generative Al tools like
Chat GPT. Duah and McGivern, (2024) also found that faculty members
are concerned about the usage of generative Al tools by the students.
Considering the ever- increasing usage of Al tools, there is a need in
academics to train students regarding the ethical usage of such services to
enhance the effectiveness of assessment tools and to mitigate the tendency
of copied submissions from students (Richards et al., 2024).

Quizzes and projects were considered more effective as quizzes'
chances of plagiarism were low. Quizzes are considered an effective tool
to assess student learning in ODL settings. By giving a time-limited quiz,
plagiarism can be controlled, and its effectiveness can be enhanced
(Cantiello & Geschke, 2024). In contrast, projects are followed by a viva,
demonstrating students' efforts and capabilities, and the grades are based
on the students' true performance. However, the effectiveness of each tool
may vary from course to course.

The most prominent issues faculty members face in assessment
development and evaluation are plagiarized work and a lack of creativity
in students (Jiang & Huang, 2022). It has also been identified that students
are more interested in getting a degree than learning. The student-teacher
ratio is a big challenge for teachers as it limits their assessment options
and impedes their creativity and experimentation. Some system limitations
also pose challenges for faculty members, like a lack of face-to-face
student interaction.

To minimize the issues mentioned above, teachers should focus on
developing creative assignments, i.e., problem-solving assignments
research-based or peer evaluation group assignments (Fons & Torres,
2021), where students have fewer chances of plagiarism and learning is
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enhanced. It has been suggested that LMS should be made interactive for
students and provide autonomy to the teachers so that they may customize
the LMS of their courses as per their requirements. Lastly, teachers should
be provided with training on the latest trends in the education sector and
involved while making any changes in the system or developing new
policies.

The issues of plagiarism and copying the work are not unique to ODL;
the same practice is found in conventional classroom institutions. As one
of the authors has experience in classroom teaching, the teachers face
similar issues. ODL is a unique education system that features flexibility
and convenience. It enhances the digital literacy of the students along with
the learning. It is high time to focus on improving its effectiveness through
the collective efforts of ICT, students, and faculty.

Conclusion
A qualitative study has been conducted using the grounded theory
methodology to explore ODL teachers' perceptions of the effectiveness of
student assessment. It was found that teachers have serious concerns about
students' submissions in formative assessments. Students use Al tools to
prepare their assignments, which impedes their cognitive skills. To
overcome such issues, it is recommended that teachers should use
scenario-based creative assessments that Al tools find difficult to solve.
Furthermore, teachers should be provided with the latest Al tools and
training to use these effectively. Institutions should strengthen their
Learning Management Systems to cater to the needs of the modern Al era.
Firstly, this study was carried out in the specific context of ODL
universities in Pakistan. Although this context has helped to analyze the
challenges more closely, it also poses the concern of generalization. The
researchers can replicate this study in other universities for more
generalized results. Secondly, this study has been conducted in a
developing country. Although technology acceptance is high in Pakistan,
the technological infrastructure still needs improvements as compared to
developed countries. Future researchers can replicate this study in
developed countries to see the cultural or technological differences that
might affect the assessments in ODL institutions. Lastly, Open and
Distance Learning is an under-explored area in education so, this study
opted for a qualitative study. Future studies can use quantitative methods
to check the reliability of the current findings.
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