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Abstract-The aim of this study is to investigate the students’ perceptions of educational potential of Computer-Assisted 
Language Testing (CALT) conducted through a virtual learning environment within the compulsory English course at 
university level. The participants of the study, 149 non-English major undergraduate students, took a paper-and-pen mid-
term exam and a series of online tests as the final exam. The students' perceptions regarding the educational potential of both 
kinds of assessment procedures are investigated through quantitative and qualitative analysis techniques. The results indicate 
various advantages as well as challenges brought by CALT. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 
Assessment has an important place and it serves 
various functions in second/foreign language 
learning; however, the word assessment, or test, itself 
may have some negative connotations among learners 
and teachers alike. It is not surprising to hear, for 
instance, such utterances from students; “Whew! I’m 
glad that’s over. Now I don’t have to remember that 
stuff anymore!” (Brown, 2004, p. 6), which implies 
that the students studied only for the test and that they 
are bored with it. In addition, research indicates some 
negative effects of testing (aka washback or 
backwash effect) on teaching and learning in terms of 
how lessons are handled and how students prepare for 
the test. Cram courses and teaching to the test are just 
two examples of such negative washback (Brown, 
2004). Test anxiety can also be counted among 
undesirable aspects of testing that affects the 
language learning process negatively.  
With its ever-increasing range of opportunities, 
computer-assisted assessment (CAA) offers teachers 
and learners a variety of assessment tools that can 
reduce the disadvantages of assessment described 
above, provide feedback for both teachers and 
learners for future action, and aid language learning 
process.  
First of all, there is a room for both summative and 
formative assessment in CAA. In other words, CAA 
can be used to measure the skill, knowledge and 
performance of the language learner, with the aim of 
summarizing the growth of the language learning, 
especially at the end of the unit/term/year of 
instruction, as is the case with summative assessment 
(Brown, 2004). In addition, CAA can serve as a tool 
that supports the language learning process by 
providing both the teacher and learner with feedback 
on the skill, knowledge and performance attained as 
the instruction is progressing, with the aim of helping 
the learner improve his/her growth process 
throughout the course, as in formative assessment 
(Brown, 2004; Harmer, 2007).  

Secondly, CAA allows for both fixed point 
assessment, which takes place on a particular day, as 
in midterm and final examinations, and continuous 
assessment, which can be administered on a regular 
basis throughout the course. In this regard, carrying 
out regular assessment, according to Black and 
William (as cited in Gillespie, Boulton, Hramiak  & 
Williamson,  2007), is very motivating and it helps to 
improve self-esteem and results of the students. CAA 
can also be flexible. In other words, students can take 
the online exams at their convenience.  
In the third place, Dunn, Morgan, O'Reilly and Parry, 
(2004, p. 39) state that “online environment opens up 
greater possibilities for interaction, collaboration and 
cross-cultural dialogue”. In this context, learners’ 
engagement in language learning can be fostered with 
various forms of activities within CAA (Karaman, 
2011), allowing learners to study individually and in 
collaboration with others. Therefore, assessment 
seems to prove a tool for language learning in an 
environment where social constructivist principles of 
language learning can be effectively exploited.  
There are several other advantages of CAA such as 
increased motivation, administrative efficiency, and 
lower exam anxiety (Karaman, 2011). Needless to 
say, there are also some disadvantages of using 
computers in language assessment like possibility of 
cheating, computer anxiety, lack of human interactive 
element, especially in oral assessment (Brown, 2006).  
In this study, we probe to investigate the students’ 
perceptions of educational potential of CAA. The 
theoretical framework of this study is comprised of 
social constructivism, hypothesis of output and 
noticing, and motivational effect of technology and 
assessment. Various tools in online courses are 
reported to lead to interaction and collaboration 
(Ioannou-Georgiou, 2005; Kessler & Bikowski, 
2010), higher motivation (Ioannou-Georgiou), lower 
level of anxiety (Özkan, 2011). Salaberry (2000) 
states that text-based online communication helps 
learners to focus on meaning and form 
simultaneously, which can lead them to reflect on 
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their language production as they try to create 
meaning.  
In order to gain more insight into the students’ 
perceptions of educational potential of CAA, five 
research questions are formulated: 

1. What are the differences between students’ 
perceptions about CAA and fixed-point sit-
down examinations? 

2. What do they think about the educational 
potential of both kinds of assessment? 

3. Are there any differences between 
motivational effects of each kind of 
assessment? 

4. How do students prepare for each kind of 
assessment? 

5. Which kind of assessment do students 
prefer? 

 
II. METHOD 
 
Participants and Procedure 
This is a descriptive study which aims to compile 
information about the educational potential of 
computer-assisted language assessment conducted 
through a virtual learning environment (VLE) named 
Moodle within compulsory service English course at 
university level.  
The participants of the study consisted of 149 non-
English major undergraduate students attending four 
different departments of the Muallim Rıfat Faculty of 
Education, Kilis 7 Aralık University. The 
participants, of different age and gender groups, were 
the members of the classes the researcher was 
actually teaching. Their age, gender, social and 
English backgrounds were not taken into 
consideration. 
The researcher and participants had three hours of 
English course a week throughout one semester. Two 
hours were spent in the classroom having face-to-face 
(f2f) language education. In the last hour, the 
researcher and participants went to the language 
computer laboratory of the university, where each 
student had a computer to work with. The researcher 
was with the participants not only in f2f courses but 
also during the online courses in case they might have 
technical and/or task-related problems. 
According to the syllabus of the English course, there 
were two formal examinations in the semester; a 
midterm (aka visa) and a final exam. The participants 
took the midterm exam (a fixed point, time-limited, 
paper-and-pen, sit-down exam) as planned in the 
syllabus of the course. The final exam, on the other 
hand, was conducted online. It was composed of 
various individual and collaborative activities, which 
the participants were able to do whenever and 
wherever they wanted. These activities were 
evaluated as the final grades of the participants. The 
final exam (or rather the ‘activities’, as we called it) 
was flexible in terms of the time limit. The 
participants were allowed to do some of the activities, 

such as individual and collaborative writing activities 
using blogs and wikis, and audio presentations, 
throughout a month. However, there was a limit to 
the number of times students can take certain 
activities, such as multiple-choice and listening tests. 
Although the participants used the VLE from the 
beginning of the course, their efforts and activities 
were taken into consideration for the final grade only 
after the midterm exam in order to make them 
familiar with using the computer, Internet and VLE.  
Instrumentation  
Before and after the midterm exam, the participants 
were given a test anxiety scale adopted from Aydın, 
Yavuz and Yesilyurt (2006). At the end of the term, 
the participants were given a questionnaire 
concerning their test anxiety and the educational 
potential of the online final exam (or rather the 
‘activities, as we call them). After piloting the scale 
and questionnaire, the items were refined, and they 
got their present form. Most of the items in the scale 
and questionnaire were composed of 3-5 Likert scale 
questions. In order to support the data obtained from 
the questionnaires, a semi-structured interview was 
conducted face-to-face with 30 participants in four 
groups after the analysis of the scale and 
questionnaire. 
Both quantitative and qualitative analysis techniques 
were employed while analyzing the data. The scale 
and questionnaire were analyzed with the SPSS 17 
(Statistical Package for the Social Sciences) program. 
The data obtained from the interviews, on the other 
hand, were subjected to content analysis.  
 
III. DATA ANALYSIS 
 
Students’ Perceptions 
The findings indicate that most students regarded the 
final activities not only as a sort of assessment but 
also as a tool for learning English. The midterm 
exam, on the other hand, has a facilitating role in 
terms of language learning according to some 
students, but it seems to be regarded by the majority 
as a formal exam that may have some negative 
effects.  
Table 1 and 2 reflect the participants’ perceptions 
about the both kinds of exams according to the 
interviews. 
 

Table 1: Perceptions about the Final Exam 
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The vast majority of the interviewees state that online 
exams facilitate language learning. Importance of 
learning from and collaborating with others in a 
comfortable atmosphere was also emphasized during 
the interviews. On learning from others and from 
their work, an interviewee stated that: 
“I looked at my friends’ assignments, and I thought 
‘Which word did s/he use? Which word can I use?’ I 
adopted them for my own work. It was not copy & 
paste.” 
In the same vein, another interviewee emphasized the 
way how noticing worked for her as follows; 
“After writing a sentence, yes, I looked at almost 
everyone else’s work in the classroom. When I saw 
that ‘is’ is missing in my sentence, yes, because I saw 
it in my friends (’ work) and noticed that mine is 
missing it, and then I added it. But I don’t think it is 
copy & paste or cheating, because I wrote my 
sentence, and after looking at the others’ work I 
realized that mine was wrong. Then I asked my 
roommate, because we usually study on the Internet 
together, and she warns me ‘You made a mistake. 
You can’t put it here’. I received help.”  
When we examine the perceptions about the midterm 
exam, we can see that although the majority 
commented on the relative easiness of the midterm, a 
significant portion of the comments reflects test 
anxiety and studying for the test on the day before the 
exam. 
 

Table 2: Perceptions about the Midterm Activities 

 
 

In this context, some students stated that they had 
benefited from the midterm and memorized a lot of 
basic vocabulary due to the pressure of having to take 
a formal exam. 
One interviewee commented on the possibility of 
having the final exam just like the midterm, which 
seems like a description of negative washback; 
“If it was like the midterm, you would study for the 
exam, and then you wouldn’t look at a subject after 
the exam because you might not face it after the 
exam.”  
Another interviewee noted the relatively low 
importance they give to English course compared to 
their own departmental courses;   
“If you had held the final exam like the midterm, 
personally I wouldn’t have given importance to 
English final upon seeing in the exam schedule. I 
would have thought to myself ‘Why should I study 
English instead of my Literature (course) or Ottoman 

(Language course) final since (English) will not be 
important for me in the coming years.” 
Educational Potential 
When we compare the educational potential of both 
kinds of assessment, we can see that online exams 
had superiority over the midterm (See Figure 1).  
 

 Figure 1.  Comparison of educational potential of both kinds 
of assessment 

 
An interviewee commented on the educational 
contribution of the final activities as follows; 
“We constantly did search (on the assignments) and 
applied (what we learned) accordingly, and thus we 
remember them. I mean, we wrote a draft first, and 
then put it on the computer. We have them in our 
minds because we continuously repeat this (cycle).” 
Most of the participants (57,3%) indicated that they 
had expressed themselves better in the final activities, 
the rate in the midterm exam is 12,6%. There were 
also some participants (14%) who expressed 
themselves well in both kinds of assessment and 
those (4,9%) who were not so good in either kind.  
Similarly, the majority of the participants (43,6%) 
thought that they would retain the information 
learned with the final activities for a longer period of 
time, while the rate for the midterm exam was only 
2,7%. Some participants (28,2%) believed that they 
would remember the information they learned 
through both kinds of assessment equally well, 
whereas only 9,4% of them stated that they would not 
remember anything at all. 
Motivational Effects 
As for the motivational effects of both exams, the 
students had almost twice as much anxiety in the 
midterm as the final (See Figure 2).  
 

 
Figure 2.  Comparison of anxiety levels in both kinds of 

assessment 
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The main reasons for the anxiety in the midterm are 
as follows; not knowing what sort of questions will 
be asked (59,8%), the time limit (55%), the idea of 
taking an exam (53,1%), and low English level 
(35%). 
An important finding about the test anxiety is that, 
unlike what intuition says, knowing the question 
types of the exam had a more decisive role in test 
anxiety than having low English proficiency level. 
This may be due to the fact that the midterm was the 
first formal English exam the participants had had in 
their university lives.  
The reasons for the anxiety about the final activities 
are as follows; low English level (31,7%), not 
knowing how to do the activities (28,3%), and low 
computer skills (23,5%). Lower test anxiety can be 
counted as an advantage of CAA (Sambell at all, 
1999); however, we should also note that computer 
anxiety may affect test takers negatively (Brosnan, 
1999; Chapelle & Douglas, 2006).  
Preparation for the Exams 
The majority of the participants crammed for the 
midterm exam. In other words, 47,2% of them 
studied for the midterm the night before the exam, 
and 36,1% of them studied for the last few days only 
while only a small percent of the participants stated 
that they studied for about a week (4,9%), for about 
two weeks (6,3%) and for about a month (5,6%). 
Unlike the midterm exam, the majority of the 
participants stated that they had been doing the final 
activities for about a month (50,4%). There are, of 
course, some (33,3%) who did the activities for about 
2 weeks, and those (7,8%) who did them in a few 
days; however, only 3,5% of the participants stated 
that they did their final assignments in just one day. 
Two students’ statements about the way they did the 
final activities are shown subsequently. 
“We skimmed the coursebook carelessly (for the 
midterm). That was all, but in the finals, I skimmed 
the book again and again every time I opened my 
assignment.” 
“We were active throughout a month.” 
The majority of the participants (87,3%, n. 124) 
found it useful to be able to have the final exam in a 
longer period of time and to do it whenever and 
wherever they wanted.  
There was a room for collaboration and support in the 
final activities due to the flexibility of time and space, 
and the participants seem to have benefitted from this 
feature of online exams.  
 

Table 3: Receiving Support from Peers 

 

Table 3 indicates that while doing the activities, the 
majority of the participants received support. The 
frequency of receiving support varies, though.  
In language learning, students may be encouraged to 
receive support from and collaborate with their peers; 
however, doing it while having an exam might raise 
the question of cheating. The flexibility of the online 
exam also increases the possibility of ‘copy & paste’ 
behavior and doing the activities instead of someone 
else.  
 

Table 4: Having the Activities Done by Someone Else 

 
 
The questionnaire and interview results, on the other 
hand, acknowledge such a possibility; however, they 
also reveal that it was not the case for the majority of 
the students. The blog activity in the final exam, for 
example, gave the participants the opportunity to see 
the others’ work, and the vast majority of them 
(90,7%, n. 127) found this application useful in terms 
of learning English. Similarly, the wiki activity, in 
which they were asked to write about a famous 
person collaboratively within more than a month, was 
regarded as useful by 74,3% (n. 104).  
Preference 
Considering the motivational superiority of the online 
exams, it is not surprising to see that when asked 
which sort of assessment they liked, the majority of 
the participants (65,7%, n. 94) chose the final, while 
16,8% of them preferred the visa. There are, on the 
other hand, some participants (11,9%) who wanted to 
have both sorts of assessment together within a 
semester.  
 
DISCUSSION 
 
Online assessment allows for both summative and 
formative assessment methods. Summative 
assessment, as Brown (2004) puts it, fosters extrinsic 
motivation of students, and formative assessment 
generates intrinsic motivation. Therefore, including 
both methods of assessment in an online course may 
have positive effect on foreign language learning. 
Moreover, there are various opportunities for learners 
to be engaged in language learning through the online 
exams, either individually or collaboratively.  
Together with the advantages of the online 
assessment described above, there seems to be two 
major problematic areas with it; anxiety and validity. 
Firstly, not knowing how to do the activities, 
combined with low English level of the students, 
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might lead to anxiety about the online exams. This 
might be alloyed through special focus on the 
complex activities during the online course and 
uploading detailed video/picture instructions about 
these activities on the VLE. Secondly, there may be 
some concerns about the validity of the online exams 
due to the possibility of cheating. In this context, 
Felix (2005) states that the main focus of the 
constructivist applications of educational technology 
is to develop higher order thinking and problem-
solving skills of the learners, therefore the main aim 
in conducting assessment in such environments might 
be focusing on the process of learning rather than 
outcomes alone. This idea is in line with the findings 
of this study in that the participants noted the 
instructive features of the online assessment. Besides, 
as Karaman (2011) puts it, if the online exam is 
relatively low weighted, interactions between 
students should not be seen as a problem, even if it 
happens during the exam.  
Having said this though, the possibility of cheating 
may not be completely eradicated in such an online 
assessment as described in this study, but it can be 
reduced to some extent by holding at least some of 
the online standardized tests in one go in the 
computer laboratory with a time limit. Considering 
that the scores in these tests are automatically 
evaluated by the VLE, reduced workload of the 
teacher can be regarded as another advantage of 
online assessment. Alternatively, online assessment 
can be supported with sit-down exams in order to 
increase the validity. 
In conclusion, despite challenges, online assessment 
proves a promising learning tool that offers a lot for 
language learners and teachers alike. 
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