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Abstract

This paper examines the attitudes of undergraduates at An-Najah National University towards computer-based
English language exams. The study adopts both quantitative and qualitative methods. Data was collected from a
paper-based group-administrated questionnaire totalling 27 items and a focus group discussion. The population
of this study consisted of 2021 undergraduates who were taking an English language core requirement course
(English Language Course 1) during Spring Semester 2016/2017. A simple random sample of 513
undergraduates was selected from all of the 49 classes of the course to fill in the questionnaire. Nine students
were randomly chosen to participate in the focus group discussion. The results reveal that while the
undergraduates at An-Najah National University had a positive attitude towards computer-based English
language exams, they preferred paper-based to computer-based exams. This initial study recommends providing
undergraduates with adequate training in computer-based exams, and it offers some suggestions for improving
their experience. It paves the way for further research to find out whether the students’ attitude towards

computer-based English language exams affects their performance.

Keywords: Attitude; Computer-based Exams; English Language Exams; Summative Assessment;
Undergraduates.

1. Introduction

An-Najah National University (ANU) is a Palestinian university located in Nablus City in the Occupied
Palestinian Territories. It is the largest Palestinian university by undergraduate enrolment. In the last decade, the
university decided to computerise the exams of some of its mandatory courses. The first computer-based exam
for a university course at ANU took place in October 2013 when the Language Centre and E-Learning Centre at
the university worked together to computerise the exams of the Remedial English Language Course. There are
many benefits of computer-based exams for college administrators, teachers, invigilators, and students. First,

computer-based exams are cost-saving as they can reduce the expenses spent on paper and printing.

* Corresponding author.
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They are also extremely efficient for assessing large classes of students because they can reduce the burden of
the teachers and the time that they take to evaluate their students. In addition, instead of identifying the
examinees by checking their identification cards, cameras and fingerprint readers can be used in computer labs
to identify the examinees. This would prevent impersonation and ease monitoring. Students can also receive
feedback and their scores instantly upon completion of the exam. In brief, computer-based exams are cost-
cutting and time-saving, and they help prevent academic misconduct. There are, on the other hand, many
drawbacks to computer-based exams that must be taken into account before introducing computer-based
assessments in any institution. First, the automatic generation of more than one exam from a question bank may
result in creating non-equivalent exams. Some studies [1, 2] indicate that there is an increased anxiety among
students who are not familiar with the use of computers, and that computer-based exams may be impeded by the
concern that computer anxiety may affect test performance [3]. Moreover, a limited number of question types
(closed-ended questions) are usually used in computer-based exams because they can be marked immediately
after the exam. Individualised and detailed feedback is not usually offered in computer-based exams. These
question types are not always suitable to assess [4] as they are usually limited to testing knowledge and
receptive skills (listening and reading) without paying much attention to productive skills (writing and speaking)
[2]. Also, students usually find reading passages on a computer to be eye fatiguing and more difficult than
reading the same passages on paper [5]. They indicate that the questions seem harder in computer-based exams
[6]. For these reasons and many others, some institutions are hesitant to use computers in their assessments since
they are concerned about the validity and reliability of computer-based exams.

When the obstacles of implementing computer-based exams are overcome and appropriate measures are taken
to mitigate the drawbacks, computer-based exams may become more valid and reliable than paper-based exams.
First, this is because high quality images and multimedia can be used to incorporate new exam formats. This
helps to present questions that cannot easily be asked in paper-based exams, thereby testing skills that are rarely
examined. Computer-based exams can also offer consistency in terms of grading. Moreover, exam errors in the
questions can be detected and corrected much more easily in computer-based exams than in paper-based exams,
and weak exam items can easily and quickly be removed. Furthermore, using computers in the assessment
provides teachers and college administrators with a great deal of automatically recorded data that can efficiently

be analysed to assess the validity of exam items and to reflect on the students' performance.

1.1. Statement of the problem

The Language Centre decided at the beginning of the Fall Semester 2016/2017 to computerise the exams of the
university’s largest English language course, namely English Language Course 1, with around 2000
undergraduates enrolled on the course every semester. After computerising the exams of the course for that
semester, the university found that the students’ scores in the computer-based exams were much lower than
usual with a higher percentage of the students failing the course. Consequently, in the Spring Semester
2016/2017, the Language Centre decided to temporarily go back to the paper-based exam for this course until
the reasons behind the lower overall scores were found. It is worth noting that most of the question types were

very similar, and that there were no substantial differences in the content of the exam.
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Apart from this problem, there are other reasons for choosing English Language Course 1 in particular for this
case study. First, it is the only English language course at ANU that is compulsory for all undergraduates.
Therefore, investigating the attitudes of undergraduates from various faculties will lead to an understanding of
the differences between them. Second, this course counts towards the students’ GPA, so they usually pay more

attention to it than to the English language courses taken on a pass/fail basis.

1.2. Importance of the study

The successful development of computer-based tests as a form of assessment depends on the acceptance of both
teachers and students [7]. It is essential to investigate students’ level of acceptance of computer-based exams

since their attitude plays a fundamental role in the improvement of these exams [8, 9, 10, 11, 12].

Finding the factors that may have an impact on the students’ performance in computer-based exams is necessary
before introducing the online method of assessment to ensure that computer-based exams test students’
knowledge and skills accurately and fairly and are not affected by other internal and environmental factors. As
previously mentioned, this is the first and only research conducted at a Palestinian university to investigate
undergraduates’ attitudes towards computer-based exams. It aims to contribute to our understanding of

computer-based exams, and it concludes with relevant recommendations for developing them.

2. Literature review

Many studies [13, 5, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18] have evaluated the comparability of computer-based exams to paper-
based exams. They have examined the impact of several factors on the performance of students in computer-
based tests. These include individual test taker characteristics such as gender [5, 1, 16], computer anxiety [1, 19,
3, 20, 21], and computer familiarity and experience [1, 16, 19, 21].

It was also explored whether there was a relationship between the examinees’ testing mode preference and their
performance in computer-based exams [13, 5]. After reviewing the relevant studies, it was found that they reveal
different results regarding the students’ attitudes towards computer-based exams. Many studies [22, 15, 23, 24,
25, 4,11, 12, 26] indicated that students prefer computer-based to paper-based exams. In contrast, some [9, 27,
10] showed that students prefer paper-based exams. Second, some [22, 15] found that students feel less anxious
about taking computer-based exams while others [1, 28, 20, 11] pointed that students feel more anxious about
taking computer-based exams. This lack of consensus is an indication of the need to examine students’ attitudes

more closely.

There is still a dearth of published studies that investigate the attitude of students towards computer-based
exams. There has been no single study conducted at any Palestinian university until now that examines

undergraduates’ attitudes towards using computers in the assessments.

This paper also paves the way for the forthcoming study which explores the impact of gender, major, academic
year level, computer skills, and the students’ level of English on their attitude towards computer-based English

language exams.
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3. Methodology

3.1. Data collection and sampling

The population of this study consisted of 2021 undergraduates. To take a representative sample, around 25% of
the students were randomly selected from each of the 49 classes of the course, taking into account the gender
distribution of the population. The objective of the study was explained to the participants, and they were

assured of the confidentiality of their responses.

The 513 undergraduates (312 females and 201 males) filled in the paper-based questionnaires during the last ten
minutes of their classes, so then all the questionnaires were successfully retrieved. The questionnaire was

composed of closed-ended questions that were divided into two sections.

The first section consisted of 27 items developed based on previous related studies. The participants were asked
to respond to the items based on the 5-point Likert Scale where 1= strongly disagree and 5= strongly agree. The
second section collected demographic data about the respondents, namely their academic year level, major, level
of English, computer skills, and gender, which are explored in the coming paper. After collecting all of the
questionnaires, nine students (five females and four males) were randomly selected to participate in a focus
group discussion. The aim of the discussion was to gain a better understanding of the students’ attitudes and to

get suggestions for the improvement of computer-based exams.

The discussion included predetermined open-ended questions concerning the students’ perspectives of

computer-based exams and the difficulties they face while taking them.

3.2. Data analysis

The qualitative data collected through the focus group discussion was coded and analysed thematically. The
quantitative data collected from the paper-based questionnaire was coded and analysed using the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 23. Cronbach’s alpha was used to assess the internal consistency
of the questionnaire. The alpha coefficient for the 27 items of the questionnaire was .917, which suggests that

the items have a high internal consistency and that the instrument is reliable.

4. Results and discussion

4.1. Paper-based questionnaire

The mean scores and standard deviations were calculated. As the following table shows, the mean scores range

between 2.27 and 3.84, and the standard deviations range between .96 and 1.66.

The average of the responses to the questionnaire is 3.1496 with a standard deviation of .631. This indicates that
the respondents had a positive attitude. As shown in the table, there are 16 out of 27 items with mean scores

ranging between 3.10 and 3.84. There are 11 items with mean scores below 3 that range between 2.27 and 2.98,
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indicating that the students had some concerns.

The highest three mean scores recorded were 3.84, 3.81, and 3.77 for items no. 24, 23, and 26 respectively. Over

70% of the respondents (strongly) agreed with the three items.

This indicates that the students found computer-based exams efficient at minimising marking mistakes, and that
they considered receiving feedback on the screen upon completion of the computer-based exams useful.

The students also thought that basic computer knowledge and skills are sufficient for taking computer-based
exams. Almost 70% of the respondents (strongly) agreed with items no. 14, 22, and 10, whose mean scores
range between 3.75 and 3.70 with standard deviations ranging between .96 and 1.20. This shows that the
respondents thought that computer-based English language exams have many advantages, among which are
preparing them to take international computer-based English language exams, receiving immediate results upon
completion of the exam, and taking the specified amount of exam time. The lowest two mean scores recorded
were 2.27 and 2.40 for items no. 8 and 5 respectively. Around 68% of the respondents (strongly) disagreed with
item no. 8. This indicates that they were afraid of facing technical problems such as computer crashes, power
outages, and Internet interruptions while taking computer-based exams. Almost 60% of the respondents
(strongly) disagreed with item no. 5.

This reveals that they think that computer-based exams have a negative effect on their ability to concentrate.
Fear of facing technical problems and losing concentration are likely to be associated with computer anxiety.
Item no. 27 recorded the third lowest mean score of 2.59 with a standard deviation of 1.36. In response to this
item, almost 53% of the respondents stated that they do not prefer computer-based exams to paper-based exams
while 29% of the respondents expressed their preference for computer-based exams, and only almost 17% of
them had no preference.
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Table 1: The students’ responses to the items of the questionnaire.

No. | ltems Mean | SD
24 Computer-based exams minimise marking mistakes. 3.84 1.01
23 | Receiving immediate feedback upon completion of computer-based exams is incredible and saves time. 3.81 1.04
26 | Basic computer skills are sufficient for taking computer-based exams. 3.77 .96
14 | Taking computer-based English language exams at the university can prepare me to take international | 3.75 .96
computer-based English language exams such as the TOEFL iBT test.
22 Receiving immediate results upon completion of computer-based exams is fantastic. 3.74 |1.20
10 | The opportunity to take the specified amount of exam time is higher in computer-based exams than in paper- | 3.70 | 1.01
based exams.
16 I am competent at using computers, so | am confident in my ability to use them while taking computer-based | 3.47 1.66
exams.
18 It is easy to scroll between questions and sections in computer-based exams. 3.37 1.09
9 Computer-based exams reduce cheating. 3.34 1.22
13 Holding computer-based exams at the university is essential to keep pace with global technological | 3.28 1.10
developments.
2 Computer-based exams promote equality and ensure fairness for all students. 3.27 1.18
15 | The university computer labs and IT infrastructure are good enough for holding computer-based exams. 3.21 1.07
12 It takes less waiting time to start computer-based exams than paper-based exams. 3.21 1.07
4 I take less time to answer the questions in computer-based exams than in paper-based exams. 3.20 1.17
25 Exam errors can be detected and corrected in computer-based exams much more easily and faster than in paper- | 3.10 1.13
based exams.
20 Using a mouse and keyboard makes answering exam guestions easier and faster than using a pen and paper. 3.10 1.13
7 I do not need support from computer professionals while taking computer-based exams. 2.98 1.26
21 My scores in computer-based exams accurately reflect my learning, and computerising English language exams | 2.97 1.14
has no negative impact on my performance.
11 | The testing environment of computer-based exams in computer labs is more comfortable and less stressful than | 291 | 1.19
the testing environment of paper-based exams in classrooms.
6 Computer-based exams help me to manage my time during the examination. 2.89 1.12
19 | Reading questions on a computer screen is easier and faster than reading them on paper. 2.81 1.17
1 Computer-based exams reduce test anxiety. 2.78 1.17
3 Reviewing my answers in computer-based exams is easier than in paper-based exams. 2.69 1.29
17 | have got enough training to familiarise me with computer-based exams. 2.62 1.10
27 If | have a choice between computer-based exams and paper-based exams, | will opt for computer-based exams. | 2.59 1.36
5 Computer-based exams have no negative effect on my ability to concentrate. 240 | 1.15
8 I am not afraid of facing technical problems such as computer crashes, power outages, or Internet interruptions | 2.27 1.20
while taking computer-based exams.
Average of Responses= 3.1496 SD=
631

4.2. Focus group discussion

The results of the focus group discussion are similar to those obtained through the questionnaire. During the
discussion, the participants acknowledged some of the advantages of computer-based exams. The most positive
recurring theme was receiving immediate feedback and results upon completion of computer-based exams. The
participants repeated several times that receiving their results upon completing the computer-based exams
relieved their stress, and that waiting for their results after taking paper-based exams made them feel nervous

during university examination periods.

The two most negative recurring themes during the discussion were unfamiliarity with computer-based exams
and a lack of concentration when taking computer-based exams. One participant said: “We do not take

computer-based exams at schools in Palestine, so it is normal that we feel anxious about taking them now”.
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Another participant explained how, during his first experience of computer-based exams, the computer he was
taking the exam on lost its Internet connection 15 minutes after starting the exam. The student said: “I talked to
the invigilator, and he told me to use another computer. | was worried that it was only me, and that the
computers were working well with everyone else. | was anxious about whether | will be given extra time beyond
the scheduled end time of the exam to replace the time I lost when | moved from one computer to another and
the time | took to log in again. | was also nervous about whether my answers were properly saved or not and
whether | need to start answering all the questions again. If it had occurred to all the students in the exam room

at the same time, [ would not have been afraid, but it was only me”.

Some of the students pointed that they are unfamiliar not only with computer-based exams but also with
computers themselves. One student said: “I usually use my smart phone for surfing the Internet. Although I have
a computer at home, | rarely use it. Many fellow students as well solely rely on their smart phones”. One out of
the nine participants mentioned that she does not have a computer at home. She said: “In Occupied Palestine, we
are not like everybody else. Not everybody has a computer at home. | use a university computer when | need

one, but | do not have a computer at home”.

During the discussion, the participants frequently repeated that they think computer-based exams have a
negative impact on their ability to concentrate. One student said: “In paper-based exams, | can have a quick look
at all questions in few minutes before | start answering them. This is relieving because it helps me to expect the
number of questions | cannot answer. However, in computer-based exams, | need to answer one question and
then press on ‘next’ to move to the next question. I feel scared of not knowing what next will appear on the
screen, and my mind goes blank”. Another student mentioned that she needs to take notes while taking any
exam to help her concentrate, especially when answering the reading comprehension section of English
language exams. The majority of the participants indicated that they can concentrate better when reading

questions on paper.

As can be concluded, some of the findings of this study are in line with [1, 28, 20, 11] which found that students
have a high level of anxiety towards computer-based exams. They are different from [22, 15] which found that
students feel less anxious about taking computer-based exams. Some of the results of this research are also
similar to [9, 27, 10] which concluded that students prefer paper-based exams to computer-based exams. They
are different from [22, 15, 23, 24, 4, 11, 12, 26] which concluded that students prefer computer-based exams.

5. Conclusion

This paper investigated the attitude of undergraduates at An-Najah National University towards computer-based
English language exams. The findings reveal that the students have a positive attitude towards computer-based
English language exams, but they prefer paper-based exams. The majority are concerned about facing technical
problems and losing concentration while taking computer-based exams. However, they believe that using
computers in the assessment is efficient at minimising marking mistakes and preparing them to take
international computer-based English language exams. They also found receiving their results and immediate

feedback upon completing computer-based exams useful and relieving.
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6. Recommendations

During the discussion, the students offered some suggestions that would help them when taking computer-based
exams. First, to reduce the fear of facing technical problems, the students recommended using offline
programmes for computer-based exams, and they indicated that they are most afraid of Internet interruptions
since this is more likely to happen than a power outage. Second, they suggested not displaying an exam timer on
the screen as it increases their anxiety and making it available in case they want to find out how much time is
left. The students also pointed out that they need blank sheets of paper during computer-based exams to take
notes, which, according to them, would help them to concentrate. Furthermore, they emphasised that they need
to skim all questions at the same time in the first few minutes of the computer-based exam to relieve their stress

since, according to them, presenting one question at a time increases their anxiety.

There are other recommendations that can be made to help the students and decrease their anxiety. First,
enabling them to highlight the texts and questions on the screen, especially in the reading comprehension
section, may help to increase their concentration when taking computer-based exams. This can also be useful to
the students who sometimes forget to answer some of the questions in paper-based exams. Taking mock exams
in the university computer labs a few days before the exam date would help to familiarise them with computer-
based exams. The presentation of exam items should be made more attractive and less stressful. Things that can
be improved include the design of multimedia, font type, font size, and the colours used. After holding
computer-based English language exams, teachers should give detailed feedback in class to help their students

develop and reflect on their learning.
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