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Abstract 

Sri Lanka’s educational system has negatively been impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. Especially, drastic changes in the regular 
pattern of learning and evaluation have serious impacts on undergraduates and lecturers in Sri Lankan universities. The aim of this 
study is to explore the state university undergraduates’ and the test administrators’ perceptions of online examinations, thereby 
understanding the challenges and issues of online assessments. To this end, a qualitative investigation was undertaken with forty 
undergraduates of four government universities and seven lecturers of two universities in Sri Lanka. The study used questionnaires 
to gather data from the undergraduates and interviews with lecturers. Thematic analysis was used for data analysis. Ninety percent 
of the undergraduates and university lecturers reported that online evaluation has become ineffective due to their lack of expertise 
in the learning management systems and inadequate knowledge of using digitized internet-assisted platforms. Moreover, under-
graduates’ economical, technical and personal issues have also hindered the effectiveness of online evaluation. Since the online 
examinations could not evaluate undergraduates’ learning outcomes accurately as onsite examinations, the results of online exam-
inations cannot be considered valid and reliable. The current study has implications for the university undergraduates, test admin-
istrators, and university management. 

Keywords: COVID 19 Pandemic, Effectiveness, Online evaluations, State universities, Undergraduates  

INTRODUCTION 

COVID-19 is a newly identified coronavirus that causes an in-
fectious disease. The first patient infected by COVID-19 was 
reported on December 1, 2019, and the patient was admit-
ted to the hospital on December 16, 2019 (Huang et al., 
2020). COVID-19 is caused by Severe Acute Respiratory Syn-
drome Coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2).  The virus has spread to 
every continent except Antarctica since its discovery in 
2019. From then onwards, the virus spread all over the 
world and as of 20 September 2021, 219M people were in-
fected and 4.55M people were dead. COVID-19 has been 
classified as a pandemic by the World Health Organization, 
however, it is identified as a manageable epidemic.  

The pandemic resulted in the destruction of social and eco-
nomic stability in the world, including the world's most un-
expected decline in the economy. Many educational institu-
tions and public places were either partially or entirely 
closed, and many activities were canceled or postponed. 
Many sectors, including education, business, health, and in-
formation technology (IT) industries moved to online plat-
forms during the Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) pandemic. 
The emergence of coronavirus COVID-19 became a chal-
lenge for socializing across the world, and the learning and 
teaching system is no exception (Michael, 2020). As a re-
sult, all the schools, educational and higher educational in-
stitutes, and universities began offering online teaching and 
learning. Due to travel restrictions, social isolation, quaran-
tines, campus closures, and border closures, the spread of 
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the coronavirus has had a significant impact on students 
in the higher education sector. 

Sri Lanka is a developing country that provides its citizens 
with free education. The University Grants Commission 
(UGC) admits students to state universities based on 
their results in the GCE Advanced Level Examination; a na-
tional examination administered by the Ministry of Educa-
tion.  With the spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, Sri Lanka 
has faced issues in incorporating online learning into the uni-
versity curriculum (Gunawardana, 2005). This is mainly be-
cause traditional classroom learning and teaching have been 
the practice of the universities for many years. Conversely, 
most universities could transform their academic and ad-
ministrative activities online with the support of new and 
sophisticated software applications and technological de-
vices. The adaption to online education instead of the tradi-
tional academic paradigm is considered a significant devel-
opment in Sri Lanka's higher education sector (Rameez et al., 
2020).  However, this sudden transformation of conducting 
educational activities online has become a complicated issue 
and a challenge for teachers, students, and other staff mem-
bers of the universities as they have no adequate knowledge 
and skills for using modern devices and technologies. De-
spite these issues, universities are increasingly attempting to 
align with the virtual teaching and learning model (Alipio, 
2020; Hodges et al., 2020) as it is essential to continue the 
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country's education without failure (Basilaia, 2020; Plancher 
et al., 2020).  

Currently, Sri Lanka universities utilize the Learning Manage-
ment System (LMS), Virtual Learning Environment (VLE), and 
the Lanka Education and Research Network (LEARN) to facil-
itate teaching and learning in their respective universities. 
Although only the lectures were conducted online through 
the Zoom Application at the initial stage, given the spread of 
COVID-19 virus, the universities were forced to conduct 
even the examinations online (Rameez et al., 2020). How-
ever, conducting online examinations in a manner that accu-
rately assess students’ course learning outcomes has be-
come a critical issue at present for many reasons. As such, 
online evaluation has developed unfavorable attitudes 
among undergraduates and lecturers in state universities in 
Sri Lanka. On the other hand, as researchers argue (Hath-
thotuwa & Rupasinghe, 2021), a country requires increased 
economic growth and infrastructure development for con-
tinuing online teaching and assessments. In this context, it is 
important to examine how state university undergraduates 
and test administrators view online examinations and un-
derstand the difficulties and problems with online assess-
ments. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Impact of Covid-19 Pandemic on Education 

COVID-19 is transmitted mostly by unknowingly inhaling and 
by close personal connections with the droplets in the air 
(Hamzah et al., 2020). When considering the overall infec-
tions as well as deaths, COVID-19 already has overtaken 
other infectious diseases such as SARS and MERS (Murphy, 
2020; Zu et al., 2020). However, apart from supportive care, 
no particular therapy for COVID-19 has been identified (Yan 
et al., 2020; Hamzah et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2020). In Hubei, 
China, only CT scan data are considered significant evidence 
for COVID-19 clinical diagnosis (Zu et al., 2020). The out-
break of COVID-19 virus recently necessitated the closing of 
educational institutions in 192 nations in the whole world, 
and around 91.4 percent of all enrolled pupils were forced 
to leave the schools for a few days until the issues were 
sorted out (UNESCO, 2020). In Sri Lanka, the conventional 
educational system was the practice of schools and univer-
sities. Given this background, adhering to online teach-
ing/learning and examination has now become a challenge 
for many educational institutions in Sri Lanka. 

 Physical and Online Education 

Physical education is considered the most dynamic and in-
teractive way of learning and teaching.  In a face-to-face 
learning situation, teachers can divide learners into pairs 
and different groups, and monitor everyone concurrently 
(Stanton, 2021). This context allows teachers to understand 
their students better and assess their strengths and weak-
nesses. In particular, students in higher education can pro-
ductively use the discussions in a physical classroom to reach 
competencies and demonstrate them in tests. As Razeeth et 
al., (2019), claim in a conventional classroom, undergradu-
ates can directly “share their perspectives and clear up their 
own inquiries with the educator, in this way getting their in-
quiries addressed immediately" (p. 217).  

Classroom learning and teaching were forcefully disturbed 
as a result of the spread of the COVID-19 virus and every 
higher education institution was advised to continue their 
educational activities through the virtual platform. As such, 
E-Learning came into practice as the most commonly used 

teaching and learning method. E-learning, defined as an in-
structional process that makes a range of resources availa-
ble to online learners, has evolved in tandem with significant 
improvements in information technology (IT) during the last 
two years. 

Currently, online education has been broadly applied in ed-
ucation as well as in higher education (Islam, 2016). Many 
schools and institutions in the world started to offer some of 
their courses online even before the COVID-19 outbreak. It 
is important to note that online education is increasingly 
popularizing in the world “due to the influence of new tech-
nologies, global adoption of the internet, and intensifying 
demand for a workforce trained periodically for the ever-
evolving digital economy” (Palvia et al., 2018, p. 233). In 
comparison to traditional education, e-learning requires 
fewer resources, is accessible to a vast number of students 
due to their expansion, and is simple to execute due to the 
widespread availability of technology. As a result, e-learning 
is increasingly becoming the key viable choice for continu-
ing education during the COVID-19 epidemic. Along with E-
learning, M-Learning evolved.  

Mobile Education 

The spread of the covid-19 virus enabled educational insti-
tutions to expand their reach and provide more educational 
opportunities to students. As indicated previously, through 
the advancements in technology, students received the nec-
essary materials for learning through their computers and 
laptops. Mobile learning (M-Learning) is the next advance-
ment of online learning where the learning materials are re-
ceived via mobile devices by the students. As Luong et al. 
(2021) underscore, mobile learning is a type of learning that 
can be done anytime, anywhere in a handheld or palmtop 
device. The widespread availability and ownership of de-
vices such as iPhones, iPads, and tablets have allowed users 
to access educational resources and activities which are re-
lated to their personal needs. “M-Learning in the open and 
distance learning landscape holds promise and provides ex-
citing new opportunities” (Brown & Mbati, 2015, p. 115). 

With the spread of the covid-19 virus, modes of delivery 
have moved gradually from Physical learning to E-Learning 
and then to M-Learning. All the institutions including the 
state universities in Sri Lanka are advancing ahead with the 
current trend to provide education in an extremely challeng-
ing phenomenon without any disruptions.  

Distance Education 

The term "distance education" refers to a method of learn-
ing in which the learner and the instructor are physically dis-
tanced. It uses a variety of technologies such as e-mail, au-
dio, video, computers/laptops, and the internet (Roffe, 
2004) as the means of delivering at least 80% of course con-
tent  (Allen & Seaman, 2011; Shelton & Saltsman, 2005). In 
fact, over the years, distant education has been described in 
a variety of ways. According to Bri Stauffer (2020), the main 
distinction between online and distance learning is the geo-
graphical location. Students work from home and the 
teacher allocates work, and reports about the progress digi-
tally after student submits them. In other words, students 
continue their studies with the support of an instructor 
while studying their lessons and doing exams through 
online.  

Most importantly, distance learning is carried out in con-
junction with other teaching methodologies as a hybrid 
learning method. The strategy used in teaching can be con-
sidered another distinctive difference between online edu-
cation and distance education. Online learning is meant to 
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be utilized alongside a range of different in-person educa-
tional modalities. It is an extra method to liven things up in 
the classroom and provide the learners with a range of 
learning opportunities.  

 Testing and Evaluation 

Testing has become the practice in the education systems 
for assessing students’ performance. A test is defined as 
“any procedure for measuring ability, knowledge and per-
formance” (Richards et al., 1985, p. 291), “in a given area” 
(Brown, 1994, p. 252). In education, testing refers to the pro-
cess of measuring students’ performance in order to ap-
praise or determine their competencies by comparing their 
work with others or some other standard forms (Weir & 
Roberts, 1994). The performance is mostly evaluated 
through grades which play a key role in determining the pro-
cess' efficiency and quality (Howard & Donaghue, 2015). 
Such an assessment can be presented in the form of a 
graded paper. Language tests usually evaluate learners’ con-
tent knowledge and skills such as listening, speaking, reading 
and writing, and sub-skills such as comprehension, vocabu-
lary, grammar, spelling and punctuations.  

Although tests are commonly used in educational settings as 
a technique of assessment it is also a useful tool for the im-
provement of learning. Test has a significant impact on sub-
sequent retention, hence increases the possibility of re-
trieval later. The recalling practice also increases the capac-
ity of knowledge transfer to novel situations. Transfer can be 
described as the application of knowledge gained in one 
context to another (Roediger et al., 2011). Moreover, learn-
ers can better calibrate their overall knowledge on a specific 
lesson through testing. This means that students can under-
stand the areas they need further improvement, thus they 
will learn more difficult aspects and prepare productively 
(Thomas & McDaniel, 2007; Kornell & Son, 2009). 

Evaluation, on the other hand, is a systematic gathering, 
analysis, and interpretation of data regarding any facet of an 
educational program for the goal of making decisions. Eval-
uation can be utilized as a continuous management and 
learning tool to promote learning with five key components: 
a) outlining the aim of educational system, b) identifying and 
collecting relevant data, c) gathering significant and useful 
ideas of learners in their daily lives and careers, c) interpret-
ing and analyzing students’ data, and d) managing class-
room or decision-making in the classroom (Kizlik, 2010). As 
Howard and Donaghue (2015) claim, gaining a broader un-
derstanding of measurement is the key aim of evaluation. 
This results in a change of attitude as well as the educational 
programmes’ intended outcomes. 

As indicated, testing and evaluation play a significant role in 
teaching and learning. Although online testing is currently 
undertaken for assessment of university undergraduates’ 
performance and learning outcomes due to the covid-19 
pandemic, to which extent such online examinations can ac-
curately measure students’ competencies is a question. 

Student Online Assessments  

As indicated previously, testing is an essential element of the 
educational process, and evaluation systems that are frag-
mented or disconnected from the teaching mode pose a ma-
jor conceptual risk. When this occurs continuously, testing 
creates burden on the learning process as it does not meas-
ure what it aims (Rueda et al., 2021)  

During the Covid 19 pandemic, educational establishments 
all around the world have turned to different forms of legit-
imate alternative assessments to examine if students have 

met the course learning objectives. The practice of conduct-
ing online examinations has accelerated significantly due to 
the impossibility of administering face-to-face closed-book 
written tests (University Grants Commission, 2020). With 
the spread of Covid-19 virus, the University Grant Commis-
sion in Sri Lanka issued a circular for general guidelines for 
conducting alternative assessments in the universities and 
higher education institutions that recommends many alter-
native assessments to assess student achievements instead 
of written examinations such as “open-book examinations, 
take-home examinations, student portfolios, performance 
tests, examinations via zoom, online quizzes, timed-quizzes, 
online group and individual presentations, time-bound ex-
aminations, mini-projects, reflective journals, collabora-
tive/cooperative team-based assessments, participatory co-
creation, online viva and online presentations, e-portfolios, 
project-based assignments and presentations, design pro-
jects, and case studies” (University Grants Commission, 
2020, p 1). The necessary guidelines were provided by the 
UGC to shift the traditional mode of testing and evaluation 
to other alternative methods. The Faculty Boards and the 
Senates of each state university and higher education insti-
tutes were given the authority to decide the method of eval-
uation for instance, “marks for continuous assessments shall 
be increased up to 60 % and final examination marks can be 
reduced to not less than 40% in the final exam” (p.2). 

As indicated in the circular, modifications to the assessment 
criteria should be informed to the students beforehand in 
order to provide them with sufficient time to adapt to the 
new evaluation procedures. The new evaluation process 
should treat the students equitably while the quality and 
standards of assessment activities and results are main-
tained. Most importantly, if any student disagreed with the 
proposed alternative assessments, she/he can postpone 
that examination, and the particular individual can complete 
that unit in the following semester without any academic 
penalty.  

METHODOLOGY 

Context and Participants  

In order to identify the effectiveness of online evaluation in 
the state universities in Sri Lanka, a qualitative investigation 
was undertaken with forty undergraduates and eight lectur-
ers of four state universities in Sri Lanka. As Lichtman (2013) 
points out, a qualitative case study method may successfully 
achieve these goals because it can "bring understanding, in-
terpretation, and meaning" (p. 17) to the whole phenomena 
of undergraduates in Sri Lankan state universities. Partici-
pants in the current study were English medium Science un-
dergraduates who were offered English as a compulsory 
course unit. Participants belonged to the disciplines of Man-
agement, Applied Sciences, Geomatics and Science and 
Technology. The selected group which includes both males 
and females was between the age of 22 and 25.  

As indicated in the literature, for a qualitative investigation, 
the researchers mostly utilized purposeful sampling meth-
ods and gathered data from a smaller number of partici-
pants. The key objective of intentionally choosing respond-
ents is to make the researcher build a comprehensive study 
of "information-rich cases" (Patton, 2002, p. 46). Despite the 
small number of participants (Given, 2008; Hogan, Dolan, & 
Donnelly, 2009), the study thoroughly examines all instances 
to gain a complete knowledge of their perceptions (Savenye 
& Robinson, 2005). Thus, it indicates that the validity of the 
investigation is mostly influenced by the nature of the study 
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and the amount to which it investigates "complex in-depth 
phenomena" (Lichtman, 2013, p. 22). 

Data Collection Instrument 

A structured questionnaire was designed to collect data 
from the university students while the lecturers' perceptions 
were gathered through semi-structured interviews. The 
questionnaire was prepared using Google form and it was 
distributed through online platforms to gather data. The 
questionnaire contained 16 questions. All the questions re-
quired the participant’s opinions and they were requested 
to provide ratings to a statement based on the given Likert-
type scale.  

The nature of qualitative interviews, especially flexibility and 
in-depth inquiries (Cohen & Manion, 1994) can help gain a 
new understanding of a difficult problem (Folkestad, 2008; 
Abeywickrama, 2019; Abeywickrama & Ariyaratne, 2020). 
As previous researchers claim, interviews can be undertaken 
in such a way it encourages the respondents to provide ex-
planatory responses (Ashworth & Lucas, 2000; Cohen & 
Manion, 1994), thereby assisting the researchers to gain a 
more holistic understanding of the phenomena and resolv-
ing misunderstandings. Hence, this instrument "tends to be 
most favoured by educational researchers" (Hitchcock & 
Hughes, 1995, p. 157). Due to this background, semi-struc-
tured interviews were used as the tool for gathering data for 
the current study. 

Data Analysis 

Thematic Analysis (TA) is a type of statistical analysis that fo-
cuses on grouping and finding themes and trends. TA is 
clearly a powerful analytical method for qualitative research 
(Kiger & Varpio, 2020), which can provide scholars with a 
well-defined explanation while preserving the flexibility as-
sociated with its empirical perspective. It can create a wide 
variety of information to understand various issues from the 
point of view of the participants (Teng et al., 2012). TA “in-
volves a constant moving back and forward between the en-
tire data set, the coded extracts of data that you are analyz-
ing, and the analysis of the data that you are producing.” 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.92).  TA has largely been used in 
surveys and educational research (Coldwell & Maxwell, 
2017; Abeywickrama, 2020a, 2020b). Given that, this study 
also utilized Braun and Clarke (2006) six phases of Thematic 
Analysis as its major source of information to recognize, as-
sess and analyze the findings gathered. The following six 
phases were used in order to analyze the findings: a) famil-
iarize with the findings by re-reading them, b) generate the 
initial codes, c) identify the themes based on the codes gen-
erated, d) evaluate the accuracy of the themes, e) outline a 
topic to make the themes noteworthy, and f) prepare the 
report while considering the meaningful contribution of the 
key themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

The researcher first became familiarized with the various 
perspectives of the interview transcriptions and then devel-
oped initial codes that describe the contents of the data. A 
code can be considered a short description of the response 
given by the participant and it is more of an explanatory 
statement than a clarification. In the third phase, the codes 
were used to develop topics based on opinions and signifi-
cance. Later, the major themes were extracted and orga-
nized into developing themes. In this phase, the researcher 
referred to the entire collection of codes, as well as the ex-
tractions which are connected to them, and then organized 
them into broader themes. The topics uncovered in phase 
three were reviewed and improved in step four. The re-
searcher examined all the grouped extracts to check if those 

extracts are validated or matched with the themes. Accord-
ing to Braun and Clark (2006), the content within the themes 
must be logically connected. In the fifth phase, each theme 
discovered in the earlier stage was assigned a topic. During 
this process of refinement, the researcher was able to iden-
tify many ideas and the way they were linked to the primary 
research question (Abeywickrama, 2019). The con-
cluded themes, as per, Braun and Clarke (2006), should be 
detailed and compelling. 

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

The undergraduate in the selected group for the study have 
faced online examinations during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The current study examined their perspectives of online ex-
aminations and the challenges they encountered with the 
sudden transformation of traditional examinations to online 
examinations. Among them, the majority of the undergrad-
uates (51.6%) used the WIFI network while 48.3% of under-
graduates faced their online examinations using the mobile 
network. 58.6% of the undergraduates used laptops and 
41.3% of the undergraduates used their mobile phones to 
attend online lectures and online examinations. They at-
tended online lectures through the Zoom platform and ac-
cessed the VLE for assessment submissions. All the lecturers 
who were taken in this study had assessed students online. 
25% of them used mobile networks while 75% utilized both 
WIFI and dongles during the examinations. 

Undergraduates’ Integrity during Online Examina-
tions  

The term "cheating" is an act associated with academic dis-
honesty. According to Trost (2009), “academic dishonesty 
may include various behaviors like cheating on exams, buy-
ing papers written by others, over-referencing, plagiarism, 
lying about the content of papers, faking references, manip-
ulation of staff to name only a few” (p. 369). As indicated in 
Figure 1, 92% of the undergraduates reported that there is 
a high possibility to cheat during an online examination 
whereas only 8% of the undergraduates stated that the pos-
sibility to cheat during an online examination is compara-
tively low. However, as 2% of the undergraduates claim, 
cheating may not occur during online examinations. 

 
Figure 1: Undergraduates’ Integrity  

The lecturers have also validated these figures through their 
perceptions. The integrity of the undergraduates is doubtful 
due to “less supervision”, and the possibility of cheating dur-
ing online examinations has become a reason for the stu-
dents to refrain from attending the lectures attentively (L 5). 
Similarly, the perspective of Lecturer 3 also supports this ar-
gument, “students always seek to escape from classes be-
cause it is easy to cheat during online tests”. Furthermore, 
the lack of supervision encourages the undergraduates for 
alternative methods to cheat during online examinations. As 
Whitley (1998) argues, motivations for cheating are related 
to students’ environmental pressure, increased need for 
succeeding and scoring, and economic and social benefits. 
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The findings of the study demonstrate that the key reason 
that drives students to copy and cheat during an online 
exam is the need to achieve good grades. “If there is an op-
portunity to cheat, they may do so because their only goal is 
obtaining high marks” (L 4). It is important to note that the 
undergraduates not only copy during the online examina-
tion but also help their colleagues to pass the examinations. 
The response of the undergraduate 10 supports this idea: 
“They exchange answers through the social media applica-
tions and support their friends. I have helped my friends to 
write exams” (U 10). Since students' achievements are de-
termined through the marks and grades they obtain for the 
examinations, undergraduates are forced to cheat when 
they have opportunities to score high marks and grades.  

As suggested by the lecturers, cheating during an online ex-
amination can be controlled to a certain extent only if the 
students keep their videos on during the examination. This 
perspective has been further supported by previous litera-
ture. “In terms of security, online proctored exams provide 
more protection against cheating than online exams without 
any supervision” (Prince et al., 2009, p.53). However, if this 
is really the case, measures need to be taken in order to min-
imize the academic dishonesty during online examinations, 
and thereby creating an environment where each under-
graduate’s performance is assessed accurately.   

Challenges and Issues during Online Examinations  

According to the results obtained through the question-
naires, 15% of the undergraduates stated that they are un-
familiar with the use of technological devices and the related 
software issues. 75% of the participants reported that they 
experienced hardware failures, uninformed power cuts and 
unstable internet connection during online evaluations. Un-
dergraduates’ perspectives such as “laptop and mobile 
phones get frozen unexpectedly making us helpless (U 7) 
and “inadequate time due to poor network connection” (U 
8), reflected this issue. As the University Grant Commission 
(2020) reports, “depending on the hardware/software setup 
on the personal devices, some computers may have perfor-
mance issues” (p.7). 

Similar perception about the challenges experienced during 
an online evaluation was stated by undergraduate 6.  

Sudden and uninformed power failures distract us 
completely when doing online exams. My WIFI takes 
a long time to provide a network after getting power 
back and the mobile data doesn’t provide a strong 
network connection. So, I really felt difficult when un-
dertaking one of my online exams. It was so hard with 
these issues. 

The responses received from the lecturers also demonstrate 
that the undergraduates experienced several technical is-
sues while facing online examinations. Although education 
in Sri Lanka is free, given the issues they encounter, the stu-
dents are forced to spend money in order to continue their 
education without any hassles. Other than the power cut 

and coverage issues, the students require hardware devices 
to access the exam materials and to meet the demands dur-
ing online examinations as in the case of Lecturer 7, “a stu-
dent must have various devices to complete an online exam-
ination; to access the paper, scan and upload the paper and 
a web camera for supervision”. Furthermore, as reported by 
the lecturers, the unstable internet connection and power 
failures hinder the observation of students during super-
vised online examinations. This situation leads students to 
access the materials required for the questions.  This per-
ception was reflected in the comments of Lecturer 5, “as a 
result of the unstable internet connections, the test admin-
istrators are unable to supervise the undergraduates, no 
continuous streaming, so measuring students’ performance 
accurately is doubtful”.  In addition, due to technical issues, 
the time limit provided for the submission seems to be in-
sufficient. In particular, undergraduates experienced diffi-
culties when they have time-restricted assessments and 
online presentations for their final examinations. As Khadka 
et al., (2020) claim, electricity, internet, and network prob-
lems are the key issues and challenges of online examina-
tions. Despite all these, most faculties in government univer-
sities continued online learning and testing. This indicated 
the need, desire and perseverance among teachers to con-
tinue higher studies with the guidelines and video confer-
encing licenses supplied by their respective universities 
(Hayashi et al, 2020). 

In general, as Sri Lanka is a developing country, the infra-
structure facilities and the necessary knowledge and tech-
nical devices that are required for online education and ex-
amination are insufficient (Gamage et. al, 2020). Especially, 
those who have no laptops or PCs accessed Learning Man-
agement System on their smartphones which makes 
them disadvantaged. According to the University Grant 
Commission (2020), “internet (data) connectivity within the 
country is not uniform”, and some areas have not been cov-
ered by the telecom providers (p. 7). Although students are 
forced to find open places to use the internet, maintaining 
continuous connectivity in such settings is difficult, thus con-
ducting long-term testing has become impractical. Even 
though alternative methods such as allowing students to 
download examination papers and submit them upon com-
pletion, and giving students take-home assignments with a 
24-hour submission, can solve this issue to a considerable 
extent, some students may use this opportunity for unpro-
fessional conduct. Enforcing students to answer timed-re-
stricted exams of 1-2 hours duration may negatively impact 
those who have no mobile phone or portable device. Soft-
ware troubles, as well as computer malware-related issues, 
can also hinder students’ examination process although they 
are uncommon. This context points to the need of imple-
menting appropriate mechanisms for online examinations 
that could allow undergraduates to demonstrate their 
knowledge and skills with confidence and effectively.
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Types of Online Examinations vs Preferred Online Examination 

 

Figure 2: Types of Online Examinations

 

As indicated previously, the state universities can select the 
method of online examination based on the circular issued 
by the University Grant Commission. Figure 2 demonstrates 

the alternative assessment methods employed by the uni-
versities for the assessment of their undergraduates’ perfor-
mance. As illustrated in the figure, the majority of the un-
dergraduates (65 %) have faced Online Viva while the least 
percentage (15%) of undergraduates had Online Team-
based Assessments. 

 
Figure 3: Preferred Online Examination

Critically, although, the majority of the undergraduates pre-
ferred Open Book Examination (see figure 3) 65% of them 
had to face Online Viva (see figure 2). Even though 15% of 
undergraduates had Online Team-based Assessments, 20% 
of students considered it their preferred method. These two 
figures clearly indicate the divergence between what under-
graduates expected as the alternative method of assess-
ments and what they gained. For most participants, Open 
Book Examinations are difficult to handle, conversely, they 
preferred Open Book Examinations more than other evalua-
tion methods. It is important to note that 80% of undergrad-
uates were satisfied with the organization and the schedule 
of the online examinations.   

Impacts of Online Assessments  

The study identified some benefits and detriments of the 
online examinations. Many undergraduates (75%) regarded 

online examination as the best solution for the assessment 
of their knowledge and competence during the period of 
COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, as they reported, univer-
sities' compliance with online tests satisfies the present 
world's needs. The majority of undergraduates indicated 
satisfaction as they could finish the academic semester on 
time, without any delays caused by students, academic and 
non-academic strikes, or other physical problems. This view 
is broadly supported by the undergraduates, for instance, 
“we could finish our exams which were postponed due to 
this pandemic” (U 30), “this helped us understand the need 
of aligning with the current world requirements” (U 27) and 
“the syllabus was completed on time” (U 40). 

Similarly, 75% of the lecturers stated that online examina-
tions are beneficial for undergraduates as they have the op-
portunity to undertake the tests from home or any other 
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convenient location. This means that online examinations 
can reduce their exam stress to a considerable extent and 
provide adequate time for preparation. More specifically, as 
Lecturer 7 exposed, “undergraduates suffering from differ-
ent psychological problems and illnesses, and those who 
have physical disabilities do not need to trouble themselves 
or worry about attending exams physically”. As far as the 
benefits of the online examinations are concerned, 25% of 
the lecturers stated that the paper marking has become con-
venient for them as in the case of Lecturer 1, “preparation 
and marking of MCQ papers and extensive oral examina-
tions were easy and quick”. On the contrary, marking open 
book and structured answer scripts was more stressful and 
challenging for the lecturers owing to the health hazards 
they experienced and their inability to deviate from the pre-
vious practices of marking. Similar perspective was shared 
by Lecturer 6, “imagine a teacher who has 100 students 
which means 10-12 pages from each student. Can a teacher 
mark them fairly and accurately is a question?” 

Critically, the findings of the study reveal that the stress level 
of the students can increase as a result of their poor psycho-
logical and financial status, and Covid-19 restrictions. 90% of 
the lecturers reported several reasons that may exacerbate 
undergraduates’ psychological status during online exami-
nations, especially, when undergraduates’ content 
knowledge is assessed through take-home assessments, 
open book examinations and structured questions, many 
have opportunities for cheating, copying and surfing the in-
ternet, this may negatively impact on the students who used 
to perform well in the physical examinations. The under-
graduates also strongly supported this perspective through 
their comments, for example, “bright students are disadvan-
taged because everyone scores better” (U 19), “not an effec-
tive way to evaluate the knowledge gained” (U 12), and “can 
cheat easily” (U 22), and validate their argument. In addi-
tion, a parent or associate being infected with COVID-
19, economical issues and their impacts on everyday life, 
discontinuation of education due to locked down, and sen-
sational news bulletins and misleading news reports, have 
all been recognized as important aspects that may increase 
students' anxiety and psychological well-being. As 
Sundaresan (2020), underscores, undergraduates and stu-
dents who undertake online tests are more prone to stress 
and anxiety compared to the general public. Many case 
studies have been published around the world on the psy-
chological impact of COVID-19 on children as a result of dis-
ruptions in typical assessment processes.  

As Hayashi et al. (2020) argue, undergraduates’ perfor-
mance in assessments was considerably difficult to measure 
without a consistent, high-speed internet connection thus, 
they were psychologically disturbed and stressed. As indi-
cated by the study, the health conditions of the undergrad-
uates are at risk as a result of online learning and online ex-
aminations, specifically, continuous exposure to phone and 
laptop screens can affect the eyesight of the undergradu-
ates. Furthermore, as reported by undergraduates, they suf-
fer from overweight, back pain, and shoulder ache as a re-
sult of remaining in the same position for a prolonged dura-
tion of time. Moreover, the unfamiliarity and the lack of re-
quired tools and applications for the online examinations 
may also significantly contribute to students’ stress (Thomas 
et al., 2002). 

Overall, although most universities in Sri Lanka recently 
switched to Emergency Remote Teaching (ERT) via online 
platforms in order to facilitate teaching and learning it has 
unfavorably affected students’ mental health. This points to 

the need of administering online assessments without giving 
additional pressure on the undergraduates.  

Effectiveness of Online Examinations  

Although the majority (65%) of the undergraduates consid-
ered online examinations to be considered effective, 15% of 
them revealed that online examinations could not accu-
rately assess students’ performance and skills. Especially, as 
there is no other alternative method to carry out physical 
examinations during the Covid-19 pandemic online flat 
forms can be regarded as the most effective means for eval-
uating students’ progress and performance. The participants 
supported this perspective through their comments: “how 
to continue the units of the next semester without complet-
ing examinations in this semester, they all are connected” (U 
28), and “in this pandemic situation we haven't any options'' 
(U 5). Conversely, this does not necessarily mean that online 
examinations are as effective as physical examinations. As 
reported, students have difficulties in answering certain 
questions in the examination without being exposed to prac-
tical sessions as in the case of undergraduate 3, “we have no 
practical, and without them it is difficult to answer the ques-
tions, all are connected, both theories and practice”. Simi-
larly, as discussed earlier, students have high probability to 
copy or make another do their examinations, thus their ac-
tual performance could not be assessed via online plat-
forms. 

Moreover, as participants underscored, current online ex-
aminations are unable to maintain the standards of proper 
examinations, in particular reducing the number of ques-
tions and the time duration of the paper has significantly af-
fected the quality of online assessments. Additionally, as lec-
turers claim, online examinations are not always beneficial, 
for instance, English language skills, in particular, writing 
competencies cannot be effectively evaluated through 
online examinations; “students can copy paste and even the 
plagiarism detection software can be used throughout, es-
pecially if the student number is high (L 5).  Despite these 
concerns, lecturers tended to give additional time to the un-
dergraduates for the submission of their answer scripts and 
assessments as they were aware of the physical, economi-
cal, psychological, and technical issues that undergraduates 
frequently face during this Covid-19 pandemic.  

Overall, as indicated, in order to make the online and alter-
native examination more effective, a) both students and test 
administrators should have the access to the internet, b) 
electricity and other facilities should be made available to 
all, and c) necessary training should be provided to enhance 
technical skills and strategies of using ICT devices.  

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS  

Although the transition is required from traditional assess-
ment methods to online tests in order to keep up with global 
trends and changes, this transition has unfavorably affected 
university students. As revealed by the study, online exami-
nations could not accurately assess the unit learning out-
comes in terms of the undergraduates’ knowledge, skills, at-
titudes, and mindset. Furthermore, students’ knowledge 
cannot be accurately determined given the opportunities 
they have for cheating during online examinations. Besides, 
undergraduates and lecturers have encountered several 
challenges and issues during online testing. According to the 
findings, online tests in Sri Lankan state universities are ef-
fective to a considerable extent, but they can be developed 
as a possible form of assessment with more changes and up-
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grades. The study highlights the need for Sri Lanka to de-
velop a robust online teaching and examination system that 
can cater for any circumstances without affecting the coun-
try's education system. 

The study has implications for the university academics and 
the management to determine the methods of online exam-
inations that can reduce the undergraduates’ stress levels 
during this COVID-19 pandemic. Furthermore, the findings 
have consequences for the University Grant Commission in 
terms of identifying the appropriate standards and methods 
of assessment in order to successfully evaluate student per-
formance and reduce the chances of cheating during online 
examinations. Moreover, the research has implications for 
the school teachers and students to understand the neces-
sary methods to make online evaluation effective. 

Recommendations  

During the current COVID-19 epidemic, online examinations 
are becoming increasingly popular. In this competitive pe-
riod, every university is seeking for high-quality and low-cost 
examination methods. However, universities should plan 
their online assessments in a way that address the require-
ments of both undergraduates and university management. 
The study suggested several ways to enhance the effective-
ness of online examinations. As reported, the number of 
multiple assessments and presentations given for every sub-
ject/unit should be limited and students' learning outcomes 
should be measured through Narrated PowerPoint Presen-
tations and Extensive Oral Examinations rather than written 
assessments.  

Furthermore, the findings emphasize the importance of al-
lowing enough time for students to relax during online ex-
ams in order to improve their psychology and mental health, 
this points to the need of conducting online examinations 
within the necessary time gaps. In addition, as participants 
reported, test designers should prepare questions in a way 
students cannot find answers from Google or any other 
sources during the Open Book examinations. It is also sug-
gested to provide training for both undergraduates and test 
administrators to guide them how to use the necessary soft-
ware during online assessments 

Limitations and Future Research Directions 

Due to COVID-19 travel restrictions and lockdown, the nec-
essary data for the research was collected through Google 
forms and telephone interviews. Since there was no proper 
and official way to contact the lecturers of the other univer-
sities, the current study was limited to the perspectives of 
the lecturers serving in two state universities in Sri Lanka. 
Similarly, the data were gathered only from the undergrad-
uates of four selected state universities in Sri Lanka which 
offer the Bachelor of Science Degree (BSc). If participants 
had been taken from a few other state universities findings 
would have been generalized.   

Future research can be conducted with other degree pro-
grams in the Sri Lankan state universities to explore the ef-
fectiveness of online examinations. Furthermore, a study 
can be undertaken to examine the necessary methods and 
services that need to be implemented in Sri Lankan univer-
sities to ensure that the online assessments are conducted 
in an effective manner. In the "new normal," research 
should focus on the effective methods that can be used to 
assess students' learning outcomes accurately while reduc-
ing their anxiety and negative psychological consequences. 
Concurrently, by gathering data from students and teachers, 
a study can be undertaken to explore the efficacy of online 
evaluation in schools. 
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