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Abstract

Lecturers tend to assume that their carefully crafted resources will guide stu-

dent learning and that students will work through our materials more or less 

in the manner directed.  However, research into distance students’ use of study 

materials (Merland et al, 1990) and the use of formative activities (Lockwood, 

1995) suggests that there are far more complex behaviours at work.  The 

amount of support services an institution can off er largely depends on that 

particular institution’s capacity and resources at its disposal.  For ODL to be ef-

fective, eff ective management and administration systems need to be put in 

place.  It is particularly important to make sure that ODL students are not iso-

lated though they may be at a distance.  An eff ective system of two-way com-

munication between student and institution is therefore an important element 

of good management and administration.  

Key words:  Open and distance learning; Assessment; Learner support; Com-

munication; technologies.

Introduction

Many diff erent researchers have applied the term “distance education” 

or “distance learning” interchangeably to a great variety of programmes, 

providers, audiences and media. Its hallmarks are the separation of teacher and 

learner in space and/or time (Perraton, 2001), the volitional control of learning 

by the student rather than instruction (Jonassen, 1999), and non-contiguous 

communication between student and teacher, mediated by print or some 

form of technology (Greenberg, 2000).  Michael Moore (2002) defi nes distance 

education as planned learning that normally occurs in a diff erent place from 
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teaching and as a result requires special techniques of course design, special 

instructional techniques, as well as special organisational and administrative 

arrangements, while Desmond Keegan (2000), declares that distance education 

and training result from technological separation of teacher and learner. 

Separation of the student and the teacher is thus a fundamental characteristic 

of distance education.

If distance education is to be successful, then it is imperative that distance 

education systems be designed to permit equivalent learning experiences for 

distance and fulltime students. However, the unique characteristics of distance 

education do not only pose challenges for learning, but also to eff ective 

assessment. The usefulness of many of the assessment approaches available 

for the conventional lecture room is limited for distance education, mainly 

because of the lack of control of assessment conditions, the unique set of 

available resources, and the inherent isolation of the distance student (Suen, 

2005). Assessment must however be an integrated and transparent component 

of the instructional process. If extensive eff ort and resources go into designing 

activities that measure higher order thinking, but the instruction does not 

guide students in achieving the required level of cognition, the assessment 

will fail (Simonson, 2003). Students need therefore be aware of the purposes 

and implications of diff erent assessment tasks, especially the opportunities 

provided for them to show the extent to which they have achieved the 

intended learning outcomes (Airasian, 2001).  

Equitable assessment on the other hand means that students are assessed 

using methods and procedures most appropriate to them. These may vary from 

one student to the next, depending on the student’s prior knowledge, cultural 

experience, and cognitive style (Suskie, 2002).  Creating custom-tailored 

assessments for each student is, of course, largely impractical, but if we are to 

draw reasonably good conclusions about what our students have learned, it is 

imperative that we make our assessment, and our uses of the results as fair as 

possible for as many students as possible.  

Assessment has thus become a challenge to those working with distance 

education. In its defi nition of learning assessment, Bloom, Hastings and 

Madaus (Mendes, 1998), proposed that the assessment process should include 

a great variety of evidences that go beyond the traditional fi nal pencil and 

paper based examination. In a face-to-face context, lecturers use more than 

just formal mechanisms to assess students. Body language, participation, and 
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quality of questions proposed by students are good indicators of learning. 

Because of the lack of accessible mechanisms that can assist instructors in 

assessment only formal mechanisms are applied.

The diverse characteristics of students in Namibia, in 

general and of distance learners in particular, cannot 

be ignored when designing assessment processes and 

when selecting assessment instruments. The success 

of distance learning programmes in higher education 

in Namibia depends on management policies and 

initiatives that are sensitive to the needs of the students, 

while also addressing wider acceptance in the academic 

community (Simonson, 2003). 

The aim of this study was therefore to investigate the 

issue of fair and equitable assessment practices at the 

University of Namibia in order to conceptualise the 

possible design of an assessment management model 

that ensure equitable and eff ective student learning for 

both full-time and distance learners in higher education 

in Namibia.  As a quantitative approach was followed, 

a strategy of inquiry was employed using data on 

predetermined instruments (structured questionnaires) 

that yielded statistical data. Both fulltime and distance 

education students at the University of Namibia were 

randomly selected to participate in this study.  

FINDINGS

Profi le of UNAM students

Regardless of the method of delivery, programmes were dedicated to 

identifi able standards that guided assessment and any impact on programme 

structure and pedagogy that aroused from technological innovation. This 

represented a substantial challenge to the process of setting and applying 

equitable standards. These standards needed to be clear enough to guide 

evaluation and assessment, yet broad enough to accommodate a variety of 

models and innovative approaches to teaching and learning.  Lecturers who 

teach at a distance were faced with challenges such as insecurities founded in 
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fi nancial costs of study, disruption in family life, perceived irrelevance of studies 

and lack of support from employees, lack of communication (feedback or 

contact) between lecturer and student, lack of support services such as tutors, 

libraries, counselling services and technical services, and feelings of alienation 

and isolation. 

The Cambridge advanced learner’s dictionary (2005) defi nes the word 

communicate as “to share information with others by speaking, writing, 

moving your body or using other signals”.  This “sharing of information” in 

higher education takes the form of teaching, assessment and feedback. Moore 

(2003) argues that a communication gap leaded to a space for potential 

misunderstanding between the inputs of the instructor and those of the learner.  

Otto Peters (1993) emphasises “self-study and increased telecommunications” 

while Holmberg (2001) is in favour of a conversational approach.  Keegan 

(1986) agrees to these theories of interaction and communication and called it 

“the use of media to connect teacher and student”.  

Simonson (1990) argues for equivalent learning experiences “that are tailored 

to the environment and situation in which the students fi nd themselves”.  Those 

developing distance education systems should thus strive for equivalency in 

the learning experiences of all students regardless of how they are linked to 

the resources or the instruction they require. The UNAM Students had access to 

computers, internet, e-mail, libraries, telephones, tape players and televisions, 

yet they did not have much communication with their lecturers. Regardless of 

delivery mode, students in higher education are seen as adults.  They want to 

learn experiences they can relate to, and most of all, learning experiences that 

add value to their lives.  

Methods of Assessment

UNAM lecturers mostly used writing of essays, research projects and written 

examinations as methods of assessment.  One should however be careful not 

to keep to one traditional assessment method while assessing diff erent kinds 

of competencies and diff erent learning outcomes.  In addition, students rated 

their study guides as either excellent or good.  Lecturers should also be careful 

not to assume that their carefully crafted study guides will guide student 

learning.  Nor should lecturers assume that students will work through their 

study guides in the manner directed.  Students are many times guided by the 

assessment activities instead.  The challenge for lecturers remained creativity in 
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the choice of assessment methods.  In the end, the emphasis should be on the 

creation of personal meaning and divergent thinking so assessment can refl ect 

what students learn and can do.

Diff erent assessment techniques will also allow lecturers to develop a broader 

picture of the students from a wider range of sources of evidence.  A greater 

array of criteria is applied than those that fi t the narrow context of examinations 

and tests.  These approaches to assessment would consistently have involved 

formative assessment, during which learning would have been guided and 

assisted based on diagnostic methods of assessment.  Authentic assessment 

would then not just include measurement of a learner’s performance but also 

guidance, multiple chances to improve competence and performance, and a 

variety of techniques that would provide learners with a range of opportunities 

to develop and demonstrate what they know and are able to do.        

The relationship between assessment and learning

How the lecturers assessed, infl uenced the way in which students approached 

learning.  Often students second-guessed the assessment and used that as their 

syllabus.  They will under appraise requirements if the assessment tasks allow 

them to do so. Lecturers should use this focus of the students on assessment 

by ensuring that the true curriculum is in fact refl ected in the assessment tasks.  

In aligned teaching, the assessment intensifi es learning and becomes a senior 

partner in teaching and learning.

Although the UNAM students reported that assessment was linked to the 

subject aims, objectives and content in the study guides, it was not structured 

to suit prior experiences of the students or allowed them to monitor and 

improve learning.  In addition, students were disadvantaged by their social 

circumstances and the fact that assessment requirements were not made clear 

to them.

Assessment output

Education is understood to be a meaning-making business carried out through 

human interaction based on communicative rationality (Luckett, 2000).  

Assessment therefore is understood as to be an interpretative, human exercise 

based on professional dialogue and judgement.  If assessment is understood 
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to be dialogue and a meaning-making process, then we need to build the 

context into the picture and take it into account when judgements are made.  

A consequence of this position is the conviction that the closer assessment is to 

the teaching and learning process, the more valid, accurate and fair it is likely to 

be. The UNAM students were not provided with suffi  cient resources to do their 

assessment activities, nor did they have appropriate and consistent interaction 

with their lecturers.

Finding 5:  Feedback to students – Assessment for and of 

learning

As indicated before, the purpose of the assessment should determine its 

design and how to respond to students.  Clearly diff erent kind of responses are 

appropriate for diff erent purposes, for example relaying a grade (summative 

purpose), giving and justifying a grade (summative and formative) and helping 

students to learn (formative) all require diff erent forms of feedback.  

Feedback that contributes to learning:

 Make links with the student’s goals and intentions;

 Set criticism in a context of appreciation of and respect for the stu-

dent;

 Give positive comments prior to giving negative comments;

 Provide rich, descriptive and detailed comments which are justifi ed 

in terms of agreed-upon assessment criteria and based on evidence 

from the student’s work;

 Provide feedback in time for it to be meaningful to student learning; 

and

 Avoid giving a score or grade without providing some qualitative jus-

tifi cation for it.

Feedback is thus a means of communicating with students.  

RECOMMENDATIONS

Many educators continue to question the equivalency of distance education to 
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traditional education.  With the growing integration of technology in education, 

it seems possible though that the diff erences between distance education 

and traditional education will diminish rather than increase.  The mission of 

any educational system should be to focus on creating an educational event 

that causes a marked and sustainable change in behaviour in students.  Since 

knowledge about students, learning and assessment, in addition to the 

design of curricula, contribute to assuring quality higher education in both 

traditional and distance education, time, location and pace of study become 

less important as indicators of quality instruction.  Knowledgeable educators 

who understand students and learning will continue to be the key to assuring 

quality in higher education, whether distance or fulltime. The question is 

not just whether students learned the same information any better through 

distance learning or at less cost than through regular classroom instruction. 

The overlooked and better question is, ‘Did something happen in this particular 

learning environment?’  In other words “Was the education eff ective?”

The introduction of Mobile learning (M-Learning) 

Mobile communication devices off er a unique opportunity for lecturers and 

students through diff erent kinds of instructional settings. Instructional settings 

cover the fl exibility and freedom aff orded by these devices. Furthermore, 

they conceive new pedagogies and new approaches to deliver and facilitate 

instruction (Sethy, 2009).  An appropriate instructional design and its facilitation 

in mobile learning can benefi t students in many ways. For example, they can 

receive materials in digital mode, they can browse materials as and when they 

are free, and they can interact with their peer groups, and with their lecturers. 

The most signifi cant aspect of M-Learning is that students can learn and interact 

while on the move. They can be informed and, hence, update themselves 

by receiving SMS/MMS from the institution, which is very cost eff ective and 

aff ordable. In this context, Vavoula (2005) argues that it is imperative for the 

instructors to learn and adopt the changing environments when and where 

it is appropriate. Mobile technologies can have a huge impact on the learning 

environment in any educational setting.

In addition, Mobile devices allow people to access the web and e-mail from 

any location. Students can play the audio and video fi les on their mobile 
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devices and transfer them to other mobile devices. Therefore, peer group 

interactions continue to exist. Instructors can make better use of the limited 

time and provide the information that provokes learners’ thought through 

mobile devices. Social websites like face book and twitter are ideal to use for 

discussions and the sharing of ideas and information.   Podcasting enables 

instructors to incorporate on demand audio recordings into their curriculum. 

Mobile learning capabilities will continue to expand with the introduction of 

linear, smaller, more sophisticated and powerful gadgets capable of delivering 

data in various formats to any place in no time.

The Development of Cloud works

Cloud works is a social networking site for fi nding, sharing and discussing 

learning and teaching ideas and designs. Anyone can create a cloud at 

cloudworks.ac.uk on the internet.  There are two key concepts associated with 

Cloud works - the notion of ‘Clouds’ and ‘Cloudscapes’ (cloudworks.ac.uk).  A 

Cloud can be anything to do with teaching and learning. Each Cloud is ‘social’ in 

that it is possible to have a conversation around the Cloud. A Cloud could be: a 

short description of a teaching and learning idea, information about resources 

or tools for learning and teaching, detailed learning designs or case studies of 

practice or a question as a starting point for a discussion. 

Clouds can be aggregated into ‘Cloudscapes’ associated with a particular event, 

purpose or interest. For example you can have Cloudscapes associated with a 

conference aggregating Clouds about conference presentations or tools and 

resources referenced. A Cloudscape can be set up for a workshop where Clouds 

might include workshop resources, tools or activities. Cloudscapes can also 

be more general for example to stimulate debate about a particular teaching 

approach. Clouds can be associated with more than one Cloudscape. 

The Introduction of a Computerized Student Assessment 
Management System (SAMS)

The computerised Student Assessment Management System (SAMS) is the 

researcher’s own idea of a computer software programme that could be 

programmed to centrally store a database of all assessment related activities 

at the University.  Assessment related activities include institutional objectives, 

programme objectives, course objectives, assessment objectives, assessment 
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activities, rubrics, feedback, and assessment reports.   

A computerised student assessment management system (SAMS) will allow 

the institution to have clear academic goals be the cornerstone of what we 

choose to assess so that the data we collect will have educational value to 

academics, administration, and the communities we serve.  In addition, the 

system will allow academics to:

 Think in advance about how the assessment information will be used, 

and by whom, so that the information will be connected to issues or 

questions that people really care about.

 Recognize that learning is an extremely complex process calling for 

a variety of assessment tools that must be used over time so as to 

reveal change, growth, and increasing degrees of integration.

 Develop formative, ongoing assessment that entails a linked series of 

activities undertaken over time.

 Assess the assessment process itself to refi ne it in the light of insights 

gained.
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The diagram illustrates what the SAMS should do:

Student Assessment Management System

The fi rst fi eld is developed as a template and should be available on the 

system, preferably on the same screen so you can have the whole picture 

with one glance.  A click on the diff erent sub-fi elds should take you to 

detailed descriptions of the sub-fi eld, for example if you click on the sub-fi eld 

“Instruction”, you should go to a page where the type of instruction is fully 

explained.  If more than one method of instruction is used, all methods should 

be entered into sub-fi elds and explained fully.
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The second fi eld needs to be done for every assessment task.  Whether the as-

sessment is for diagnostic, formative or summative purposes, it is important to 

determine what “good work” means.  Setting up criteria before the assessment 

is done and sharing these criteria with students ensures that the scoring will 

align with the instruction and that the criteria can be used to guide student 

learning as well as assess it.  This makes scoring a critical link in the constant 

interplay between assessment and learning.   

The third fi eld deals with feedback from students, feedback to students and 

feedback to the University Management, Policy Makers and the Public. Feed-

back is information that can be written or oral and should focus on helping 

important areas of strengths and weaknesses.  Feedback should provide a stu-

dent with information on how to improve.  Feedback answers the “what do I 

need to know?” questions about the work and should be positive as much as 

possible.  Guidance, which should follow feedback, is giving directions on what 

to do in order to improve.  Guidance answers the “How do I improve my work?” 

questions that students may often not ask. 

When using the SAMS programme, lecturers should indicate how feedback 

will be provided.  If feedback is provided using cloud works for example, the 

student should click on “cloud works” and be able to get the feedback there.  

Feedback to individual students can be password protected so other students 

are not able to read personal comments. 

Teaching, learning, assessing and feedback are all part of a process that needs 

all the elements in order to work eff ectively.  Assessment is not the fi nal point 

of teaching and learning, but should be used to guide and direct teaching 

and learning.  This is done through the analysis of what has taken place, and 

thus a new cycle of teaching and learning starts.  Feedback to the university 

management and policy makers is therefore important to evaluate and 

improve teaching and learning. 

The Development of an Assessment Model for the 

University of Namibia

Research demonstrates that student achievement is increased when 

assessment features good feedback to students about their performance, sets 

clear standards for learning, is ongoing so it can be used to monitor student 

growth and progress, and is used to modify instruction to meet the needs of 

the student (Butler, 2006).  Such assessment practices promote assessment for 

learning rather than assessment of learning.  Assessment for learning requires 

that assessment occur regularly and that the information gained is used 

to shape teaching and learning.  In addition, assessment for learning helps 

students identify the strengths and weaknesses in their performance so that 

they can improve their achievement.  It is diff erentiated from assessment of 
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learning, which simply provides a means of rating students, or comparing them 

one to another.  

In order to integrate assessment into the teaching and learning process, Stig-

gins (2001:19) suggests the following:

 To assess student achievement accurately, academics and adminis-

trators must understand the achievement targets their students are 

to master.  They cannot assess achievement that has not been de-

fi ned.

 Assessment literacy comprises two skills:  the ability to gather de-

pendable and quality information about student achievement; and 

the ability to use that information eff ectively to maximize student 

achievement.

Recognising that assessment is complex and needs careful management, the 

following criteria is recommended to be included in an assessment model for 

the University of Namibia:

(i) Educational standards specifying what students should know and 

be able to do should be clearly defi ned before assessment proce-

dures and exercises are developed.  For assessment information to 

be valid and useful, assessment must be based on a consensus def-

inition of what students are expected to learn, and the expected 

level of performance, at various developmental stages.

(ii) The primary purpose of the assessment system should be to as-

sist both educators and policy makers to improve education and 

advance student learning.  The assessment system should be de-

signed to provide not just numbers or ratings, but useful informa-

tion on the particular abilities students have or have not devel-

oped.

(iii)  Assessment standards, tasks, procedures, and uses should be fair 

to all students.  Individual assessment results often aff ect a stu-

dent’s present situation and future opportunities.  The assessment 

system and the standards on which it is based should therefore 

treat students equally.  To ensure fairness, students should have 

multiple opportunities to meet standards and should be able to 

meet them in diff erent ways.

(iv)  The assessment tasks should be valid and appropriate representa-

tions of the standards students are expected to achieve.  A sound 

assessment system provides information about a full range of 

knowledge and abilities considered valuable and important for 

students to learn.  A variety of assessment methods is therefore 

required.
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(v)  Assessment results should be reported in the context of other rel-

evant information. Information about student performance should 

be one part of a system of multiple indicators of the quality of edu-

cation.  Multiple indicators permit educators and policy makers 

to examine the relationship among context factors (such as type 

of community, socio-economic status), resources, programs and 

processes, and outcomes.  Statements about educational quality 

should not be made without reference to this information.

(vi)  The assessment system should be subject to continuous review 

and improvement.  Large-scale, complex systems are rarely per-

fect and even well designed systems must be modifi ed to adapt to 

changing conditions.  

The following is an example of a model comprising four diff erent levels with 

a number of elements at each level, though not exclusively so.  Level one is 

where assessment actually happens, with assessment practices occurring in the 

context of students’ and lecturers’ experience of assessment and dependent 

on eff ective course design.  Level two supports this practice and includes 

the elements of staff  development, departmental procedures, programme 

design, and innovation.  Level three represents the institutional context of 

assessment, where resources are allocated, principles, policies and regulations 

are determined, and processes for recognizing and rewarding good teaching 

are put in place.  Level four represents the overall context of the institution, 

including government policies and the expectations of external bodies. 

The model also includes functions that cut across these four levels, namely 

leadership, management and quality assurance.  
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The model is graphically represented by the fi gure below:

CONCLUSION

Assessment is an ever-present reality in the lives of educators and is viewed 

by many as the process of determining student achievement.  This study 

demonstrated assessment to involve a range of purposes.  Assessment could 

serve to support teaching and learning, provide information about the students, 

lecturers and the University, act as a certifying device and drive curriculum and 

teaching.  Therefore, developing assessment needs a clear sense of curricular 

purpose and clear levels of analysis.  The study also confi rmed that assessment 
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must be aligned to clearly defi ned purposes, which in turn aff ect decisions 

regarding the frequency of assessment, design, implementation, marking and 

grading and feedback.  

Moreover, assessment has far-reaching implications in all educational settings.  

Assessment can aff ect students’ lives way beyond graduation.  It is therefore 

important that assessment practices be seen as justifi able and fair to students 

and that they measure and describe what they set out to do in reliable and 

consistent ways.  In order for an assessment programme to be successful, the 

following four strategies are essential:

 Agree on goals and objectives for learning

Reaching agreement about the goals and objectives for learning and having 

an understanding of where and how they are addressed in the curriculum is 

important to successful assessment.  This foundation guides the selection of 

assessment instruments and facilitates the use of assessment results.  It also 

provides explicit information to students and the public about the aims of 

higher education.  Hence the recommendation that the very fi rst fi eld of the 

Student Assessment Management System (SAMS) deals with the Institutional 

objectives that should be linked with programme objectives and course 

objectives.

 Design and implement a thoughtful approach to assessment plan-

ning

An assessment plan captures agreement about what matters for the institution, 

gives direction for actions, and provides a means to determine if progress 

is being made.  Creating a plan helps the institution see the big picture of 

assessment, including its who, what, when and why?  Emphasis should however 

be on the process and discussion that produces and carries out the plan rather 

than on the document itself.  An important consideration when planning an 

assessment programme is to link the results of assessment to other educational 

processes such as curriculum review and planning and budgeting.  Again, the 

recommended SAMS allow for this under fi eld 3 that deals with feedback to 

management and policy makers.

 Select or design and implement data collection approaches

To select among assessment instruments, lecturers must become familiar with 

various assessment methods.  The most important selection criterion must be 

whether the method will provide information that indicates whether students 

are learning.  Assessment methods must be linked to goals and objectives for 
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learning and to the instructional activities that support these goals (SAMS fi eld 

2).  In addition, lecturers need to consider what is known about theories of 

learning when designing assessment strategies.  If learning is enhanced by 

doing, it makes sense to design assessment methods that actively engage 

students.  Such methods should also allow students the chance to receive 

feedback and respond to it, in other words, two-way communication between 

lecturers and students is enhanced.

 Examine, share and act on assessment fi ndings

Assessment should foster conditions in which meaningful questions are raised 

and addressed and in which assessment evidence is valued and used (Butler, 

2006:17).  Well-chosen assessment methods will produce information that can 

lead to improvement.  However, the information must be analysed and shared 

before it can provide a basis for action (SAMS fi eld 3). 

Considering the above mentioned strategies for a successful assessment 

programme, assessment has a much broader purpose.  It can be a mechanism 

for improving teaching, reviewing educational goals, and evaluating 

educational programmes generally.  If we restrict assessment to grading 

students, it has missed most of its potential.  However, if we adopt the position 

that assessment ought to be a mechanism for improving teaching and learning, 

then educational planning, instruction and assessment become connected 

and should be approach as a coherent whole (Stiggins, 2001).  

Distance education assessment is nothing diff erent.  The process of distance 

education only adopts methods and techniques appropriate for particular 

educational goals and objectives.  There seems to be substantial evidence that 

students in distance education can be held to the same academic standards as 

students in traditional education (Miller, 2000; Ryan, 2000; Sener & Stover, 2000; 

Serban, 2000; Gagne & Shephard, 2001; Meyer, 2002; Neuhauser, 2002; Saba, 

2003).  With the growing integration of technology in education, it is possible 

that the diff erences between distance education and traditional face-to-face 

education will diminish rather than increase.  The mission of any educational 

system should be to focus on creating an educational event that causes a 

marked and sustainable behaviour change in students.  Since knowledge 

about students, learning and assessment, in addition to the design of curricula, 

contribute to assuring quality higher education in both traditional and 

distance education, time, location and pace of study become less important as 

indicators of quality instruction.  
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