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SUMMARY 

 

The focus of this study is on the quality of assessment practices in assessing student 

achievement in institutions of higher education in Lesotho.  The purpose of the study 

was to investigate the quality of assessment practices in assessing student 

achievement, and also to determine the extent to which alternative assessment 

practices are used in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. Five institutions were 

selected to take part in the research. The design of the research is a descriptive 

survey. The study further employs a multi-method approach, within which quantitative 

and qualitative methods are combined.  

 

A literature study was undertaken to provide the background and the context of the 

problem. The empirical study employed a survey in which separate questionnaires for 

students and lecturers were compiled. The questionnaires were used to gather data on 

the quality of assessment practices and the extent to which alternative assessment is 

used in higher education in Lesotho. Interviews were also used to determine the 

initiatives of the Lesotho government in improving the quality of assessment in 

institutions of higher education in this country. Three instructional leaders from the 

selected institutions of higher education were interviewed.  

 

Pilot studies were carried out to test the clarity and feasibility of both the questionnaires 

and the interview protocol. Request to conduct the research study was sought and 

permission was granted. 

 

The Department of Statistics at the University of Free State assisted with the analysis 

of the quantitative data collected through student and lecturer questionnaires, while the 

researcher analysed the qualitative data collected through the interviews held with 

Lesotho government officials from the higher education sector.  

 

The study has uncovered that the quality of assessment practices in institutions of 

higher education is satisfactory in some aspects, while in others quality is not 
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acceptable. It has also been revealed that the use of alternative assessment is very 

limited in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. The quality of assessment 

practices need to be maintained, enhanced and continuously improved to meet the 

emerging contexts. It was concluded that the use of alternative assessment practices 

can enhance the quality of assessment in higher education in Lesotho. 

 

Key words: Assessment; quality; quality assurance; alternative assessment; 

performance assessment; product assessment. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

ORIENTATION 
  
1.1 Introduction  
When focusing on trends in higher education, the quality of higher education 

features as one of the most controversial issues and the main cause of the 

concern for the quality of higher education world wide. Despite the fact that the 

issue of quality and the related aspects of quality are not new in higher 

education, the renewed focus on the quality of higher education stems from 

several forces which impact on the quality of higher education (Lewis & Smith 

1994: Preface). The issue of quality has come to mean so much to all the 

stakeholders because education is valued for the contribution it makes to 

students as valued citizens who are better prepared to meet future academic and 

business challenges. As a consequence, assessment should provide valid 

evidence of students’ capabilities to the stakeholders. Quality improvement and 

assurance have become extremely important objectives in education, including 

all its processes such as assessment of student achievement. In confirmation, 

Sallis (1993:35) contends that quality is at the top of most of the agendas in all 

educational institutions worldwide. Baijnath, Maimela and Singh (2001:11) 

extrapolate that improving quality is one of the most important tasks facing every 

institution of higher education. Most importantly, students’ achievement and 

assessment are important aspects (indicators) of any quality framework in higher 

education (Cox and Ingleby 1997:88).  

According to Erwin in Thackwray (1997:6) a useful definition of assessment is 

that it provides a systematic basis for making inferences about the learning and 

development of students; it is proof of defining, selecting, designing, collecting, 

analyzing, interpreting and using information to increase student learning and 

development. 
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The definitions of quality and quality assurance are highly contextual and 

multidimensional; this is because the problems of individual institutions are also 

contextual (Arcaro 1995:12; Parsons 1994:34; Ecclestone 1996:56; Bowering-

Carr and Burnham 1994:26; Salisbury, Wilson and Goldsmith 1990:53; Harris, 

Bennet and Preedy 1997:165; Baijnath, Maimela and Singh 2001:31). The 

operational definition of quality in this study is fitness of purpose. Other 

definitions of quality (2.2) are descriptive of the fitness of education systems and 

their processes for their purposes.    

 

This chapter takes off by presenting the background of the problem of the study 

focusing on an exposition of paper and pencil assessments and alternative 

assessments, the impact of the trends in assessment of students in higher 

education in Lesotho, including a brief description of the selected institutions of 

higher education and their mission statements. The aims for quality 

improvement, the quality improvement policies and the challenges of higher 

education in Lesotho are further identified and discussed. The initiatives of the 

Lesotho government (through the Ministry of Education) towards improvement of 

the quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho 

were also examined.  The strategic goals and cross-cutting issues in higher 

education in Lesotho, as well as the emerging innovative modes of instruction in 

higher education are presented. The chapter proceeds by stating the problem 

and the purpose of the study. The significance, delimitation of the study, as well 

as the methodology and research methods of the study, are described. Lastly, 

validity and reliability, definitions of unusual terms, a list of abbreviations and the 

structure of the study are finally addressed.  
 
1.2 Background 
 A history of quality and quality assurance practices indicates that quality was 

adopted from the industrial sector and that the aim of quality is to prevent 

problems before they start (Arcaro 1995:5; Cornesky 1992:29; Bradley 1993:172; 

Taiti 1994:36; Parsons 1994:22) (cf. Chapter 3). Furthermore, according to 
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literature, quality and issues related to quality are re-emerging global issues in 

entire education systems (Sallis 1993; Ecclestone 1996; Nasta 1994). The issue 

of quality improvement is on the agenda of every educational organisation, and 

all activities and processes in quality improvement systems are targeted 

(Arcaro1995:6).  The need for quality improvement and maintenance in higher 

education and its activities and processes, are influenced by emerging issues 

such as massification, increased autonomy of institutions, accountability, 

globalisation and others (Calder 1994; Craft 1994; Loder 1990; as well as Cox 

and Ingleby 1997). As a result, the concept of quality in education also changes 

as a result of these trends (cf. Chapter 2). Fourie, Strydom and Stetar (1999:11) 

emphasise that the purpose of quality assurance systems is to develop uniform 

procedures and to improve student learning experiences across faculties and 

institutions. 

 

The subsequent section considers traditional assessment and contemporary 

assessment as represented by paper and pencil assessment and alternative 

assessment respectively. 

  

1.2.1 Traditional and contemporary assessment practices 
There is a growing mistrust of paper and pencil examinations. This form of 

assessment is criticised all over the world for its detrimental effect on instruction 

and students, as well as for many other weaknesses (Heynemann and Ransom 

(1992:105; Brown and Gasner 1997:21). Some common deficiencies of paper 

and pencil assessment are presented in this section. Eckstein and Noah (1992: 

preface); Smith (1996:88) and Adams (1996:127) point to the following problems 

and weaknesses of paper and pencil assessment, and in particular tests and 

examinations: 

 

• Irrelevance: This implies that some questions in paper and pencil 

assessment may focus on irrelevant concepts that do not impact directly 

on students’ lives. In other words, examinations are not contextual.  
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• Bias: This can be explained by the fact that bias in paper and pencil 

assessment always results from factors such as use of foreign languages, 

gender bias, favour of certain ethnic groups and others. 

• Discrimination: This implies that examinations discriminate against other 

learners such as deprived students and students who live in poor socio-

economic conditions which may cause learning problems. Learners from 

disadvantaged areas may experience discrimination. Examinations may 

also discriminate against the gifted and the less gifted learners. As such, 

examinations may destroy self-esteem.  

• Academic overloading: Academic overloading entails that voluminous 

factual knowledge is provided to students in preparation for examinations. 

• High failure rates: It can be deduced that high failure rates are caused by 

academic overloading, bias, unreliable grading and others.  

• Superficial learning: Most paper and pencil assessment lacks content, 

construct, and face validity because it tests sub-skills in an isolated and 

decontextualised way, directly contradicting the schematic nature of 

learning. 

• Limited interaction when learning: Examinations fail to assess student 

ability to negotiate meaning in social contexts. 

• Rote learning: Paper and pencil assessment relies heavily on factual 

information. Learning thus becomes more focused on rote learning in 

order to pass.  

• Negligence of higher order thinking skills: Very little attention if any is 

given to the development of higher order thinking skills such as reasoning, 

imagination and independent inquiry.  

• Mismatch between education and job market: Graduates are often not 

prepared for the demands of higher order cognitive skills such as 

reasoning, problem solving and other competence skills in the workplace 

or adult life. 
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McMillan (2004:16) argues that what is necessary in assessment practices is a 

balanced approach to assessment in which appropriate techniques are 

administered, varied and used in a credible way for decision-making. As a 

consequence of the foregoing exposition, abandoning total dependence on 

traditional assessment practices is necessary.  Despite all the criticism of paper 

and pencil assessment, examinations in particular still play a prominent role in 

most countries worldwide. It is clear that since there is a growing mistrust in 

paper and pencil assessment, alternative assessment practices that may provide 

reliable evidence of the competences that are developed in the prospective 

labour force, are necessary in higher education.  

In contrast alternative assessment entails a range of assessment methods 

designed to take the place of or to supplement paper and pencil tests and 

examinations (Hart 1994:105; Schwartz and Webb 2002:61). Alternative 
assessment includes the following: projects, extended essays, paper 

presentations, examinations and tests. It must be noted that the use of 

alternative assessment emphasises the use of varied assessment strategies and 

approaches, including the appropriate use of high quality examinations and tests. 

 
The benefits of alternative assessment (or most importantly, the quality indicators 

of student assessment) include: achievement of subject, course or the program 

objectives, consistency, practicality, reliability, fairness, validity, multiple 

approaches to assessment and others (McMillan 1997:76; Cox and Ingleby 

1997:79; Brown and Knight 1994:46).  

 

Although the above attributes are lacking in paper and pencil assessment, paper 

and pencil examinations are still considered the best way to assess student 

achievement in some institutions of higher education, despite the international 

move towards the use of alternative assessment. 

 
 Assessment is one of the cornerstones of higher education and it is subjected to 

several challenging and emerging socio-economic factors worldwide (1.2). These 
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factors or trends hit hard on the quality of assessment practices in higher 

education and they are both challenging and problematic (Lewis and Smith 1994: 

preface).  

 
1.2.2    Trends in assessment of students in higher education 
The deep concern for quality and quality assurance has become an imperative 

for every institution in education because of the increasing call for accountability 

and other challenging driving forces for quality.  This is indicated in sources that 

include McNay (1998:126); O’Neil and Kitson (1996:53); Calder (1994:36); Ellis 

(1997:75); Maharasoa, Strydom and Van der Westhuisen (2002:3); Erwin in 

Brown and Knight (1994:135-6), and others. Scott (1994:48) points out that 

accountability is closely related to quality control in education and it is about 

keeping and fulfilling the promises to the society served by a particular education 

system. 

 

According to Adams (1996:236); Furlong and Smith (1996:33); Linn and Miller 

(2005:7); Halpen in Anderson and Specks (1998:6); Greenwood (1994:15); Lewis 

and Smith (1994: preface); Sallis (1994:92); Arcaro (1995:95) and Vedder 

(1992:135), some of these challenging and problematic factors include inter alia: 

  

• Accountability for public funds: Higher education plays an important role 

in society, and as a result there are increasing demands for accountability to all 

stakeholders, who include students, government, parents and employers. There 

is a growing dissatisfaction with the performance and the quality of higher 

education worldwide.  As a result there is increasing pressure for more 

accountability in the use of public funds. Furthermore, the alarming rate at which 

the enterprise of higher education is expanding challenges accountability with 

regard to the quality of higher education. Brown, Race and Smith (1996: Preface) 

further indicate that funding bodies demand high standards. Brown et al. (1996: 

Preface) also highlight that the students have high expectations and that there is 

new emphasis on competence-based assessment practices. In Lesotho, the 
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government is concerned about the standards and the value for money spent on 

education by the public (Ministry of Education Report 2000:32). The latter report 

also indicates that parents and other stakeholders complain that the education 

system is wasting their hard-earned money for poor educational returns. What 

expires from the exposition of the way in which accountability for public funds 

influences quality is that assessment practices are obliged to provide justifiable 

evidence that the graduates of higher education can meet the demands of the 

workplace and adult life in general. 

• The changing nature of higher education: The world in which institutions of 

 higher education is operating is changing. The structure and the environment of 

higher education is changing because of, among others, increased participation 

of parents, students and other stakeholders, student diversity, as well 

technological advancement. The demands for new programs of study that fit well 

into the ever-changing job market also impacts on the quality of assessing 

students in higher education. 

• Economic growth: A need for the continuation of economic growth generally 

demands a better educated workforce that is capable of delivering improved 

public services. To achieve in an economically adaptive workforce calls for high 

quality assessment practices that may provide valid evidence and proof of the 

capabilities of the graduates (the quality of the product) of higher education. 

• Market forces: Against the background of increasing market forces, 

competition for finances, students as well as other resources in higher education 

demand high performance standards to satisfy all stakeholders. Most importantly, 

the changing financing structure of higher education is a major cause of financial 

constraints, which result in tight competition for enrolling students. Another 

competing factor for finances is that governments are faced with the challenge of 

the equitable distribution of finances between education and other human 

services in society. It must also be noted that the impact of the alarming 

expansion of student numbers on public expenditure is also becoming a 

controversial issue. 
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• Financial constraints: A lack of financial resources due to declining public 

support and increasing competition for donor support necessitates seeking 

cheaper but valid ways of assessing learning in higher education. Lesotho is also 

experiencing this problem. However, higher education in Lesotho enjoys a large 

portion of education expenditure. The major sources of finances for higher 

education in Lesotho are the government and the donor community. As such 

higher education should be accountable to the parents, the donor community, 

and the nation at large. 

• Increasing student numbers (massification) and diversity: The needs 

of an increasingly diverse and changing population also necessitate varied 

assessment strategies to meet these differing needs. The problem of 

diversification and massification is aggravated by increasing participation in 

higher education. All these necessitate that the quality of assessing many 

students with the available resources is assured. Equity issues also need to be 

addressed. 

• Existing policies: The changing and existing policies in higher education  

also impact on the quality of educational delivery and assessment practices. In 

Lesotho, existing policy statements emphasise quality improvement in all sectors 

of education (1.1.3.3).           

• New and innovative ways of instructional delivery and changing  
knowledge: There is strong argument that the current theories of learning, such 

as Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences, constructivism and theories on  

learning styles are not compatible with traditional assessment since current 

theories of learning emphasise how learners think and how they apply thinking 

skills (Adams 1996:236).  Adams (1996:236) alleges that the “hows” that are 

emphasised by current theories of learning cannot be satisfactorily addressed 

with traditional paper and pencil examinations only. Since knowledge is not static 

and changes in every aspect of life, the implication is that ways of assessing 

students’ achievement should respond accordingly and therefore move away 

from traditional assessment practices. 
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• Globalisation and internationalisation: Globalisation and 

internationalisation demand the formulation of global standards, objectives and 

principles of good practice as well as development structures and mechanisms 

that particularly enable the countries to cooperate in the field of education to 

improve quality. Smith (1996:89) holds that globalisation forces countries into 

greater international interdependence, which demand skills such as critical 

thinking, analysing divergent cultural perspectives on given issues and creative 

problem-solving across cultures. Smith continues by emphasising that the 

memorisation of facts and one-dimensional interpretation of social issues are no 

longer sufficient. Based on this exposition it is clear that balanced and varied 

assessment practices that enable graduates to fit into and adapt to the world of 

work, both locally and internationally, are imperative in higher education systems.  

• Technology: There appears to be a general view that assessment of student 

achievement in higher education should change to adapt to ever-changing 

technological demands that continually change the world of work and societies. 

Moeletsi (2005:2) is of the view that the assessment of student achievement in 

higher education should be in line with changing job demands so that it (student 

assessment) provides valid evidence that the graduates of higher education are 

prepared for the labour market. Furlong and Smith (1996:33) maintain that there 

is a global perspective that quality and quality assurance systems are not static 

and that it changes within changing contexts and the changing requirements of 

the environment and technology. Wilnut and Rainbow (1991:178) emphasise that 

social, political, economic and educational factors force institutions in higher 

education to review their activities. 

 

These trends impact on higher education to the extent that the nature of higher 

education is in a continuing flux, and this is indeed the case with the society at 

large (Furlong and Smith 1996:33). Flexibility, creativity and abandonment of all 

outmoded practices in education, as well as in practices of assessment, are an 

imperative (Furlong and Smith 1996:33). It seems that the quality of assessment 

practices cannot be divorced from the entire enterprise of higher education. The 
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dynamics and challenges of higher education as such impact on assessment 

practices, and therefore call for rethinking strategies to improve the quality of 

assessment of student achievement so that higher education fulfils its mission 

both locally and internationally.  Furthermore, the implication of the foregoing 

exposition for this particular study is that overdependence on traditional 

assessment practices, such as paper and pencil tests, should be reduced so that 

the assessment of students becomes balanced. The general opinion is that there 

is growing pressure on lecturers in higher education to provide alternative 

assessment practices that are for example, fair, varied, valid, reliable, efficient 

and effective. 

 

Some of the above-mentioned problems and trends and their impact on the 

quality of higher education, and in particular on assessment practices of student 

achievement, apply also to Lesotho. More than fourteen years ago, Kellaghan 

and Greaney (1992:65) indicated that the problem of the unsatisfactory quality of 

education was not new to Lesotho. In response to this problem, and other related 

challenges, which jeopardise the quality of higher education in Lesotho, the 

government is currently striving to improve training in all institutions of higher 

education in this country. The government and all stakeholders are working 

together to develop and establish national accreditation mechanisms for higher 

education institutions in Lesotho (Ministry of Education: Lesotho Education 

Sector Strategic Plan 2005-2015 2004:80, 81).The latter includes the practices of 

assessing student achievement. 

 

The focus of this study is consequently on the quality of assessment practices 

and the extent to which alternative assessment is utilised in higher education in 

Lesotho. Since alternative assessment allows for the use of varied forms of 

assessment, it may be necessary to balance the assessment practices of 

students by incorporating alternative assessment in the higher education system 

of Lesotho. A brief background of higher education in Lesotho is subsequently 

provided.  
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1.2.3 Higher education in Lesotho 
Higher education in Lesotho is a sector comprising of post high school 

institutions which offer diploma programs, with the exception of an institution 

which also offers degree programs. There is one national university, one national  

college of education, one national health college for nurses, one agricultural 

college,  a pollytechnical college, institute of manpower development, institute for 

center for accountancy, one technical college, institute of public administration  

and institute of extra mural studies. The selected sample of the institutions of 

higher education is briefly described in the following section. For generalisability 

of the results of the study, five institutions of higher education were selected for 

this study. The names of the institutions are not mentioned for the sake of 

confidentiality; and they are designated as institutions A, B, C, D and E. 

 

1.2.3.1 The mission statements of the selected institutions of higher 
education  
Literature reports that the mission statement of an institution is central to the 

implementation of quality improvement systems at all levels of education 

(Bowering-Carr and West-Burnham 1994:26; LEC Calendar 2002:17; Craft 

1992:12; Ecclestone 1996:139). It is therefore important to present the 

institutions of higher education and their mission statements. Only a small 

number of higher education institutions exist in Lesotho. Almost all of the ten 

public institutions of higher education are situated in Maseru, except one 

institution, which is about thirty-five kilometers north-west of this city. The 

institutions in the Maluti area could not be accessed easily because of financial 

constraints and the difficulty of traveling in mountainous areas. The selected 

institutions of higher education are briefly outlined below: 

 

• Institution A is the only institution that offers technical education at a diploma   

level. Its vision is to become the leading institution in the region, offering the 

highest quality of programs, relevant to both local and international markets, 
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and to equip their graduates with the skills that will allow them to adapt in life 

(Ministry of Education Strategic Plan 2004-2015).  

• Institution B is also the only one of its kind in Lesotho. It trains Lesotho 

students to be competent personnel for the agricultural sector of the Lesotho 

government. In addition, it trains secondary teachers to teach agriculture in 

Lesotho secondary schools (Lesotho Agricultural College: Academic 

prospectus 2006/7:2). According to the prospectus of this institution, the 

mission statement is to  produce high caliber graduates: 

o who are well-trained in various fields of agriculture, home economics, 

and natural resources management at diploma and certificate level;  

o who have a strong knowledge-base and foundation of practical   

orientation and competitiveness in commercial agricultural production; 

and 

o whose technical contribution will impact on, and be reflected by 

sustained increase in agricultural productivity and production.  

• Institution C is the highest academic institution in the Kingdom of Lesotho. In 

its strategic plan the institution envisages to address both qualitative and 

quantitative aspects of its services. The mission statement of this institution  

is to meet the needs of Lesotho, Southern Africa and the world by producing 

competent and skilled graduates (National University of Lesotho Calendar 

2006-2007: 4).  

• Institution D aims to promote educational development by responding to the 

changing societal needs in the context of lifelong learning.  The vision of this 

institution is to become the leading institution that provides professional 

services for the higher education system of Lesotho.  

• Institution E is the only teacher training college in the country. The college is 

charged with the responsibility of training primary and secondary teachers at 

diploma level. In its mission statement the college indicates that it strives to 

train and produce competent teachers for the school system of Lesotho, who 

are able to offer the necessary services in their communities, as well as in 



 13 

international communities (Lesotho College of Education Calendar 2006-

2007:3). 
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               

What expires from the mission statements of the selected institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho is that they are all committed to quality improvement.  The 

mission statements of these institutions emphasise aims that indicate devotion 

and commitment to excellence.  
 

The above mission statements and their focus imply the following: 

• Development of programs which are relevant and responsive to local as 

well as international markets,  provision of high quality programs to meet 

the needs of the students, the needs of the country as well as of the 

international communities and development of adaptive skills that may 

permit graduates to perform competently both locally and internationally. 

• Development of a competent personnel that is able to provide high quality 

service both locally and internationally as well as consideration of equity 

in program development with regard to gender bias as well as 

discrimination in program delivery 

 

The foregoing presentation of the selected public institutions of higher education 

in Lesotho is a clear indication that the system has its own ideals, aspirations and 

expectations. As mentioned previously, the study focused only on public 

institutions of higher education in the Maseru area. Some institutions of higher 

education are complex in nature in that they offer short-term in-service courses, 

which may run for two to four weeks on average. As a result, only a small 

number of students (4 to 12 in total) attend the courses. The students come for 

training sessions intermittently and are always in the minority. For this reason, it 

was not practical to include such institutions in the sample of this study.    
 

To fulfill their mission statements, efficient planning and clearly documented 

specific aims are essential in institutions of higher education. What follows is a 
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summary of the aims pertaining to quality improvement in higher education in 

Lesotho. 

 

1.2.3.2 Aims of quality improvement in higher education institutions in 
Lesotho 
A number of international aims of higher education include increased 

participation to achieve higher standards and the effective use of available 

resources (Ellis 1997:7). Some of the aims of higher education in Lesotho also 

indicate a striving towards quality and excellence. These are: 

• To equip high-level personnel with the knowledge and skills required for 

the economic, social and political advancement of the Kingdom of 

Lesotho, and by full realisation of their abilities, to fit them into their 

communities and the life of the entire nation (Ministry of Education: 

Educational Policy Guidelines).  

• To improve the quality of education and training, to establish quality 

assurance and improvement mechanisms and to improve efficiency in 

institutions of higher education and the relevance of higher education and 

to make it responsive to the demands of the labour market.    
 

The aims pertaining to quality in higher education in Lesotho thus indicate that 

the government and the nation at large have high expectations with regard to the 

quality and the standards of performance. The challenge is how to implement 

these good intentions. The aims inevitably lead to the formulation of policies. The 

policies of higher education in Lesotho, related to quality, are discussed in the 

next section. 

 

1.2.3.3 Policies of higher education related to quality 

One of the main expectations of higher education in Lesotho with regard to 

quality enhancement and improvement is to supply high quality human resources 

for the labour market. The aims and expectations of higher education in Lesotho 
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have therefore led to the formulation of policies that may enhance quality 

improvement strategies. 

  

The formulation of relevant policy frameworks is necessary to achieve the aims 

and the goals of the higher education system in any country. In Lesotho quality 

related policies of higher education include the following: Increased access to 

higher education on equitable terms, improvement of efficiency in higher 

education and improvement of the relevance of higher education to be 

responsive to the demands of the labour market, both locally and internationally. 
 

These policy issues indicate the good intentions of the Lesotho government to 

deliver high quality higher education. However, there are always challenging 

areas that need to be addressed immediately and with caution. 

 
1.2.3.4 Challenges of higher education in Lesotho  
Higher education systems are generally subjected to three main challenges. 

These are attempts to increase the numbers of students, failure of governments 

to financially support mass participation systems at affordable rates, as it was in 

small elite systems, and the call to demonstrate that the standards are 

maintained and enhanced (Evidence to Enquiry into HE: 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk./about  quad/ evidence.hum). 

 

The Lesotho higher education system has a share in these global challenges. 

However, the system is also faced with its own unique challenges and problems 

that include the following:  

• Enhancing the quality of higher education through well-programd and 

well-structured curriculum improvement. This includes assessment of 

student achievement, which is integral to well-structured curricula. A 

change in curriculum necessitates a change in the assessment of student 

achievement. 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk./about%20%20qaa/
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• Improving the developmental relevance of higher education by involving 

all the stakeholders, including the private sector (NGOs and others), in 

revising and developing the curriculum and relevant assessment practices 

in higher education.  

• High staff attrition, which refers to the problem of high staff turnover. 

Employees will always look for greener pastures where they are paid 

better salaries. 

• Inadequate funding, which demands institutions of higher education to 

rationalise their expenditure and find ways of generating revenue as well 

as inadequate infrastructure, which calls for the construction of additional 

buildings such as hostels and classrooms. 

• Massification of higher education, which results in the increase of student 

enrolment that may impact negatively on the quality of assessment and 

other instructional activities. More importantly, massification becomes 

even more problematic because of the unmanageable workloads that are 

aggravated by downscaling of posts. 

 

In view of the foregoing, it is clear that Lesotho has a share in some of the 

problematic global trends. These challenges and problems have become a major 

concern since it impacts negatively on the quality of higher educational provision 

in Lesotho, and particularly on assessment practices.  

 

The concern of this study is the quality status of the assessment practices and 

the use of alternative assessment in the higher education system in Lesotho. For 

institutions of higher education to successfully face these issues and challenges, 

rethinking of the quality of assessment practices in higher education, among 

others, is an imperative. To this effect the Lesotho government, through the 

education sector, has taken the initiative to improve the quality of higher 

education. However, the question of the effect of what the government is doing to 

improve the quality of assessment practices, and the extent of the use of 

alternative assessment, still remain unanswered. 
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1.2.3.5 Quality initiatives in the higher education system in Lesotho 
According to the Higher Education Act (one) of the recently formed Council of 

Higher Education (CHE), Lesotho is charged with the responsibility to promote 

quality assurance audit (QA) mechanisms in higher education institutions and 

accredit higher education programs and to monitor and evaluate performance of 

academic programs and publish information on higher education development on 

a regular basis as well as to promote access and participation of students to 

higher education. 

 

Against the background of the foregoing exposition of the quality initiatives in 

higher education in Lesotho, little evidence could be found of specific intentions 

to improve the quality of the assessment of student achievement.  To provide a 

clear picture of the intentions of the Lesotho government towards quality 

improvement of higher education, and to unfold the problem of this study further, 

the strategic goals of higher education and crosscutting issues are briefly 

presented in the following section.    

 
1.2.3.6 Strategic goals of higher education in Lesotho 
According to Ecclestone (1996:138) a strategy is a systematic series of steps for 

achieving quality in an educational institution. On this basis some of the main 

strategic goals of higher education, which are geared towards the improvement 

of the quality of higher education in Lesotho: Education Sector Strategic Plan 

(2004:79), includes: Establishment of national accreditation means for higher 

education in Lesotho, adoption and implementation of quality mechanisms and  

preparation of higher education staff development plans and improvement of the 

relevance of higher education through relevant review of programs.       

  

Against the background of the strategic goals, the focus on quality improvement 

seems to be a controversial issue, which cuts across almost all the sectors of 

government and necessitates immediate action. However, the improvement of 

the quality of the assessment of student achievement is still condoned. The study 
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consequently focuses on the quality of higher education and the assessment of 

student achievement.  

 

1.2.3.7 Cross-cutting issues in higher education in Lesotho 
According to the Lesotho Government: Education Sector Strategic Plan 

(2004:96), crosscutting issues in higher education in Lesotho include 

development and establishment of a national framework for curriculum and 

assessment (still in the development stage) as well as deciding on development 

of an evaluation strategies.  

 

However, innovative modes of instruction and new theories of learning demand 

new ways of assessing student achievement. 

 

1.2.3.8 Emerging innovative modes of instruction in higher education 
Cunningham, in Anderson and Specks (1998:61), as well as Abruscado 

(2000:32) indicate that according to theories of learning, each person has his or 

her own way of learning, and an understanding of individual learning styles can 

assist in preparing experiences that allow students to approach assessment 

tasks differently. 

 

Because students should be prepared for the future adult world they need 

abilities that will enable them to solve day-to-day problems, to make informed 

decisions, to learn new things, and to adapt and change (Smith 1996:179). 

Smith’s assumptions about the future of the students imply that assessment 

practices must be appropriately adapted to their needs so that, as graduates of 

higher education, they could fit properly into the world of work and adult life in 

general. More details on the compatibility of alternative assessment and 

innovative current modes of instruction are provided in Chapter four (4.3).  
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1.3 Problem statement  
There is a continuing overdependence of assessment practices on paper and 

pencil tests and examinations in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. 

Assessment practices in higher learning are often limited to paper and pencil 

tests, and as a result, traditional assessment dominates other techniques and 

approaches to assessment and little recognition is given to alternative 

assessment. The problem of overdependence of assessment practices on paper 

and pencil assessment is perpetuating despite the worldwide call to move away 

from traditional ways of assessing student achievement. The reality is often that 

paper and pencil assessment scores (tests and examinations) weigh more than 

coursework scores. 

 

According to the Lesotho Government Report, in Kellaghan and Greaney 

(1992:135), the Lesotho government has been aware of many problems with 

current instruction that stem from inordinate emphasis given to preparation for 

summative examinations, which undermine the attainment of objectives that are 

critical to the country’s economic development. 
 

The former Lesotho Minister of Education and Training, Mr. Lesao Lehohla, 

raised the issue that for many years, since the beginning of formal education in 

Lesotho, paper qualifications have been used to certify knowledge, skills and 

attitudes attained through formal systems, and little has been done to recognise 

knowledge and skills acquired through other forms of learning and assessment 

practices (Public Eye: Policy to Improve Education System, Friday July 30, 

2004). The Minister continued that this has to change so that qualifications may 

represent what a person knows and can ‘do’ rather than mere completion of a 

course to obtain a certificate. The emphasis is on the ability to perform or to 

transfer and apply knowledge in real contexts rather than memorisation of 

knowledge to obtain certification. 
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New ways of assessing students in higher education should be sought to strike 

the balance between paper and pencil assessment with other alternative 

assessment techniques within the scope of available resources in Lesotho. 

 

Against the background of the stated problem of the research, the following 

problem question and subsequent sub-questions  will guide this study and may 

be answered  : 

 
What is the quality of assessment practices in assessing student 
achievements and to what extent are alternative assessments utilised in  
higher institutions of Lesotho? 

 
Sub-questions: 

• What are the theoretical perspectives underlying quality in education 

(Chapter 2), assessment practices in higher education (Chapter 3) and the 

use of alternative assessment (Chapter 4)? 

• What are opinions of lecturers and students on the quality of assessment 

practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho? 

• To what extent are the alternative assessment practices utilised in the 

assessment of student achievement in institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho? 

• What policy guidelines exist with regard to the assessment of student 

achievement in institutions of higher education in Lesotho? 

• What are the initiatives of the Lesotho government to improve the quality 

of assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho? 

• What recommendations can be made with regard to quality improvement 

of assessment practices and the use of alternative assessment in the 

higher education system in Lesotho (Chapter 7)? 
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1.4 Purpose of the study 

Given the background of the problem of the study and the emerging questions, 

the purpose of the study is to investigate the quality of assessment practices, the 

extent to which alternative assessment is utilised in the assessment of student 

achievement in higher education in Lesotho, and the Lesotho government’s 

initiatives to improve the quality of assessment of student achievement in higher 

education in this country. 

 

The following objectives will direct the study to achieve this purpose: 

 

• To provide theoretical perspectives on quality issues in education, with a 

more specific focus on the quality of practices of assessment and the use 

of alternative assessment in higher education.  

• To determine lecturers’ and students’ opinions on the quality of 

assessment practices and the way in which the students experience the 

quality of assessment practices in Lesotho. 

• To determine the extent to which alternative assessment is utilised in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho.  

• To investigate the existence of policy guidelines with regard to 

assessment of student achievement in higher education in Lesotho. 

• To determine initiatives undertaken by the government to improve the 

quality of assessment of student achievement in higher education in 

Lesotho. 

• To make recommendations on the basis of the findings of the study. 

 
1.5 Significance of the study    
Significance provides the rationale for the importance of the study for the 

selected audience (Creswell 2005:113). For this reason it is necessary to provide 

reasons why the study is valuable. According to Adams (1996:235) appropriate 

ways of gathering information about the skill-levels of students continue to be a 

persistent issue debated by educators globally. Adams continues and points out 
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that the debate on how to assess comes to the surface with each new trend in 

education. In view of the forgoing exposition, the research is necessary for the 

following reasons: To establish the relationship between the assessment of 

students in higher education in Lesotho and quality improvement and to expand 

on the scarcity of literature on the quality of assessment practices in Lesotho 

higher education.  

For this reason, this research may close the hiatus in the existing knowledge on 

quality improvement and enhancement of assessment practices with regard to 

higher education in Lesotho and other areas with similar problems. 

 
• To make informed inferences and recommendations on the quality of 

assessment practices with regard to student performance. These, together 

with the findings of the study may be utilised by other institutions of higher 

education in wider areas in Lesotho, South Africa and other countries on 

the African continent. 

• The study may also be a valuable source of data for training and 

development within larger areas with similar problems regarding quality 

improvement of assessment practices. 

• To provide  a better understanding of the quality of assessment practices 

in higher education in Lesotho, as well as the extent to which alternative 

assessment is utilised to assess student achievement. 

• To identify policy gaps in the quality of assessment practices in institutions 

of higher education in Lesotho. 

 

Baijnath et al. (2001:65) affirm that assessment of quality has always been done 

on an ad hoc basis, and not systematical. Therefore, more systematic 

approaches are necessary for improving the quality of assessment practices in 

higher education.  In this particular study more systematic ways to explore the 

quality of assessment practices and the use of alternative assessment to 

supplement and balance the current modes of assessment, were sought. 
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The next section addresses the research methodology and the procedures that 

were followed in this particular study. 

 

1.6 Research methodology  
Methodology may be defined as a distinct way of approaching research with a 

particular understanding of purposes, foci, data, analysis and relationships to 

data, and what they refer to (Guba & Lincoln 1998:61; Scott 1998:61). This study 

adopts a quantitative research methodology, which has its roots in positivism. 

Positivism is a family of philosophies, which are characterised by positive 

evaluation of science and scientific methods (Wiersma 1995:91). In line with this 

methodology, the study attempts to quantitatively evaluate the quality of 

assessment practices in the higher education system of Lesotho, and the extent 

to which alternative assessment is utilised to assess student achievement in 

higher education. 

 
1.7 Research design 
According to Goddard and Melville (2005:1) research is about answering 

unanswered questions or creating idea(s) which do not exist, while on the other 

hand McMillan and Schumacher (2001:8) add that research is a process of 

systematically collecting and logically analysing information for the particular 

purpose of trying to gain a better understanding of a complex human interaction. 

The purpose of this section is to explain the procedures and the methods 

followed in conducting this particular study.   

 

The exposition of the procedures and the design include a literature review, data 

collecting and sampling procedures, data collecting instruments, presentation 

and analysis of data (more details are provided in Chapter 5).  

 

This study is exploratory. It explores theoretical perspectives on quality in 

education, and conceptual perspectives of quality in the assessment of student 

achievement. The study can also be viewed as descriptive for it attempts to 
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describe the status of the quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho. Lastly, the study is suggestive as well as analytical. The 

data collected through a literature review, the semi-structured interviews and 

questionnaires were analysed (Chapter 6). Ways to improve the quality of 

assessment practices are suggested as recommendations (Chapter 7). The 

procedures and the methods followed in this particular study were mostly related 

to quantitative survey methods. The quantitative survey methods were used to 

collect data over a large area. The rationale for this choice is that a survey 

permits collection of data from a large population (Scott 1998:54). Lecturers and 

the students in institutions of higher education in Lesotho make up quite a large 

population. The research method is however injected with some qualitative 

procedures whereby semi-structured interviews and semi-structured 

questionnaires were employed to enable individuals to express their own 

experiences about the status of the quality of assessment practices in Lesotho 

higher education. The study further probes the extent of the use of alternative 

assessment in institutions of higher education in Lesotho, as well as initiatives by 

the Lesotho government to improve the quality of education in the sector of 

higher education.  
 
1.7.1 Literature research   

The literature review is an essential component of any research. The aim of the 

literature review in this study was to investigate the emerging issues to support 

and validate the problem of the study.  It has many beneficial functions (cf. 

Chapter 5), which include the support and validation of the problem of the 

research. In this study, a literature review was conducted to identify general 

theoretical perspectives of quality in education (Chapter 2). Emphasis was 

placed on the quality of assessment practices (Chapter 3). Lastly, a more 

focused literature exploratory review was undertaken to focus more closely on 

the use of alternative assessment (Chapter 4). According to literature there is 

general consensus that the use of alternative assessment may contribute 

positively towards the improvement of the quality of assessment practices and 
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the products (the graduates) of higher education. The conceptual perspectives 

which have been extrapolated with regard to the problem of the study include 

quality in education (Chapter 2), quality in assessment practices in higher 

education (Chapter 3), the use of alternative assessment (Chapter 4) and certain 

issues related to these broader topics. 

 
1.7.2 Empirical research 
The empirical investigation is central to this study. McBurney (1994:6) argues 

that empirical research is based on the direct experiences of the participants. 

This study investigates the perspectives and experiences of the lecturers and the 

students regarding the quality of assessment practices in higher education in 

Lesotho. A multi-method approach, embracing both qualitative and quantitative 

methods, was employed in this study. This approach was used to validate 

(among others) the collected data and the findings of the study (cf. 5.4.1; 5.5.1 

and 5.6). 

 
1.7.2.1 Quantitative approach  
The aim of quantitative research is to determine facts, to enhance valid statistical 

analysis and to demonstrate relationships between variables and predictions 

(Usher 1998:12). In this study, the quality of assessment practices in higher 

education in Lesotho and the use of alternative assessment are investigated. A 

quantitative survey was conducted to obtain information (5.4.1). Data was 

collected through semi-structured (open-ended and close-ended) questionnaires 

to collect both quantitative and qualitative information on lecturers’ and students’ 

opinions on the quality of assessment practices, as well as on the use of 

alternative assessment to evaluate student achievement in higher education in 

Lesotho (Appendices A and B). More detail on the methodology followed in this 

study will be provided in Chapter five.  
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1.7.2.2 Qualitative approach 
The qualitative approach was also found appropriate for this study because the 

object of this approach is to generate data while digging deeper into the 

phenomenon of the status of the quality of assessment practices and the use of 

alternative assessment in higher education institutions in Lesotho (cf. 5.3; 

5.3.2.2).  
 

The main purpose of using interviews, as a qualitative instrument, was to 

complement and validate data collected through the questionnaires, and 

consequently also the findings of the empirical study (cf. 5.3.2). For this reason 

semi-structured interviews were used to provide an in-depth understanding of the 

research problem by probing more deeply into the experiences and the general 

perceptions of the instructional leaders on the status of the quality of assessment 

practices and the initiatives of the Ministry of Education to improve the quality of 

such practices. As such the interviews assisted to obtain information about the 

quality of assessment practices and the initiatives of the Ministry to improve the 

quality of these practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho (Appendix 

B).  

 

1.7.2.3 The sample of the study 
The target groups for the survey were lecturers and students in the selected 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho (cf. 1.1.2.1). The target group for the 

semi-structured interviews comprised of three instructional leaders (Heads of 

Departments or Deans) and the sector of higher education of the Ministry of 

Education of Lesotho (cf. 1.4.2). The five selected public institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho served as the sample population of this survey (cf. 5.7). A 

detailed description of the procedures followed in conducting this study is 

presented in Chapter five.  
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1.7.2.4 Data presentation and analysis 
Appropriate methods of data analysis were employed for both qualitative and 

quantitative data (cf. 5.11; 5.11.1 and 5.11.2). Data collected through semi-

structured interviews were presented qualitatively, while data collected through 

semi-structured questionnaires were presented in tabular and text-form. More 

details are provided in Chapter six. 
 

Validity and reliability are important issues for the generalisability of the results 

and the findings of the study. 

 
1.7.3 Validity and reliability 
 The validity and reliability of the research findings are important aspects of the 

research study. Triangulation of different data collection techniques enhanced 

the validity and the reliability of the findings of this study (Babbie and Mouton: 

2001:78). Triangulation was achieved through a literature review (cf. Chapters 1; 

2 and 3), the application of a mixed-method approach and procedures in which 

unstructured interviews and questionnaires were used (Appendices A and B). 

Reliability was further enhanced through a test-retest pilot study to determine the 

feasibility of the study (cf. 5.10). Furthermore, the interview protocol was 

pretested (cf. 5.2.2), while the interviews were rechecked to refine the collected 

data. More details on validity and reliability will be provided in Chapter five. 

Evaluation is further necessary to coordinate the study.  

 
1.7.4 Evaluation 
The last chapter in this study evaluates the research to establish whether the 

questions of this study have been answered (Gay and Airasian 2003:531). In the 

evaluation of the research, the results of the study were used to report the 

findings, to make deductions and to draw conclusions (Chapter 7). Lastly, the 

recommendations were made on the basis of the findings (Chapter 7).   
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The next section addresses the way in which the boundaries of the study were 

set. 

 
1.8 Delimitation of the study 
Delimitation entails a demarcation of the study to present the way in which the 

study was narrowed in scope (Best and Kahn 2003:37; and Creswell 1994:110). 

According to the above authors it is necessary to set the boundaries of the study 

within manageable limits. The study therefore focuses on the quality of 

education, with specific emphasis on the quality of assessment practices and the 

use of alternative assessment practices in institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho, within the sub-discipline of Curriculum Studies. The specific topic of this 

study is “Alternative quality assessment practices in Lesotho”. 

 

The boundaries of the research will be set and explained for a better 

understanding in Chapter seven. 

• The study is limited to higher education in Lesotho. Higher Education 

entails post secondary education (tertiary education), which includes 

colleges and universities. The participating institutions fall under this 

category. 

• Five institutions of higher education in Lesotho were involved in the study. 

Institutions A, B, D and E are all found in the city of Maseru, except 

Institution C, which is situated about thirty kilometers north-west of 

Maseru. However, despite the distance, the institution is still part of the 

Maseru area. The above public institutions of higher education were 

selected because of their stability, as opposed to private institutions which 

may not be sustainable. 
 

1.9 Exposition of terms 

Definitions of the terms used in the study are of vital importance since unfamiliar 

words used in the study are explained and clarified (Creswell 2004:65). A brief 
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explanation of unfamiliar words used in this study is consequently provided in the 

following paragraphs.  

 
Assessment is a process of gathering, analysing and interpreting information 

about students, their learning and progress (Kruger and Van Schalkwyk 1998:88; 

and McMillan 1997:16), as well as using the information to make informed 

judgments. 

Quality is the totality of features and characteristics of a product or service which 

bear on its ability to satisfy stated or implied needs, including a predictable 

degree of uniformity and dependability at low cost and suited to the market 

(Loder 1995:30). Quality is therefore fitness for purpose. (cf. Mayhew, Ford and 

Hubbard 1990:5; Ellis 1999:11; O’Neil and Kitson 1996:60; Taiti 1997:30; and 

Thackwray 1997:20), depending on the required quality attributes of a 

phenomenon. 

Quality assurance comprises all the policies, systems and processes directed at 

ensuring the enhancement of the quality and standards of educational provision.    

Alternative assessment refers to alternative assessment procedures that 

provide alternatives to paper and pen assessments or methods designed to 

replace or to supplement standardised traditional tests (Gronlund 2003:223; and 

Hart 1994:6). These include alternative assessment such as performance 
assessment, which requires students to demonstrate their achievement of 

understanding and skills by actually performing a task or a set of tasks (Gronlund 

2003:6), and product assessment, which requires students to create a product 

and portfolio (McMillan 2004:400).  

 

1.10 Course of the study 

The focus of this research is to investigate the quality of assessment practices 

and the extent to which alternative assessment is used to assess student 

achievement in higher education in Lesotho. This study is composed of seven 

chapters, and these are: 



 30 

Chapter one outlines the background of the study, including the problem 

statement, the purpose, the scope, as well as its significance. A brief background 

on the quality of education assessment practices in higher education was 

provided to support and justify the problem. The chapter also presents a brief 

description of the research methodology, methods and the procedures that were 

followed in this study. Finally, the chapter presents the course of study by means 

of a brief outline of the chapters of the study. 

In Chapter two quality in education is reviewed in a wider context to provide a 

broad perspective of quality and related issues in education. The chapter 

explores relevant literature, focusing on broad perspectives on quality in 

education and its processes as the broad base of an inverted pyramid. This 

chapter lays the foundation for Chapter three.  

Chapter three narrows its scope and focuses on quality in assessment practices 

in higher education and related aspects. It considers the concept of quality in 

assessment practices. The chapter unfolds by presenting the directives for 

movement towards alternative assessment and the principles of quality 

assessment. Finally, the hallmarks of quality assessment practices were also 

presented and discussed. 

Chapter four further focuses the study by addressing the use of alternative 

assessment to improve and balance the quality of assessment practices in higher 

education. The chapter continues by comparing paper and pencil assessments 

with alternative assessment. The benefits of alternative assessment are explored 

and discussed. The chapter further provides an exposition of portfolio 

assessment and its benefits. Lastly, the chapter relates new and innovative 

theories of learning with the use of alternative assessment in improving the 

quality of assessment practices in higher education.  

Chapter five provides a description of the application of the research design that 

was proposed in this study to investigate the quality of assessment practices and 

the use of alternative assessment in higher education in Lesotho.  
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Chapter six focuses on the presentation and analysis of data collected through 

the questionnaires and the interviews. This is followed by an interpretation of the 

results of the empirical research.  

Chapter seven portrays the findings of the research, which entails primarily the 

quality status of assessment practices as well as the extent to which alternative 

assessment is implemented. This chapter also provides conclusions regarding 

the status of the quality of assessment practices and the use of alternative 

assessment in the higher education institutions in Lesotho. Recommendations for 

improving the quality of assessment practices and the use of alternative 

assessment in higher education institutions in Lesotho are also presented.  

 

1.11 Conclusion 

This subsection summarises the orientation of the study. A brief introductory 

background about higher education in Lesotho was presented. This included 

mentioning of the selected institutions of higher education and statements of their 

mission statements. The quality aims and policies of higher education in Lesotho 

as well as the challenges of higher education were subsequently examined. The 

theoretical framework that places the problem into the scholarly literature was 

addressed. An exposition of traditional and contemporary assessment, 

challenges and trends such as accountability, new market forces and others (cf. 

1.1.3), were discussed to support the problem statement. This assisted in 

defining and stating the problem of the study as well as in the formulation of the 

questions that arise from the problem. The purpose of the study and the 

objectives that helped in achieving the purpose of the study were also stated. 

The chapter continued by addressing the details of the research methods and the 

procedures that were followed in the study. The significance of the study, as well 

as the issues of validity and reliability, was described. The chapter further 

unfolded by addressing the research boundaries through demarcating the area of 

the study. An exposition of unfamiliar terms used in this study, as well as a list of 
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the tables used in this report was provided. Lastly, the outlay of the study was 

given. 

The next chapter provides a general theoretical perspective on quality in 

education and its processes. 
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   CHAPTER 2 

QUALITY IN EDUCATIONAL SYSTEMS AND PROCESSES 
 
2.1 Introduction  
The previous chapter provided an orientation and background to the study of 

investigating the quality of assessment practices, and the extent to which 

alternative assessment is employed in assessing student achievement in higher 

education in Lesotho. The purpose of this chapter is to explore and provide a 

general overview of quality in educational systems and processes and to shed 

more light on quality issues in education. The following themes will be 

addressed: definitions of driving forces for quality; history of quality; quality 

assurance in education systems and the hallmarks in implementing a quality 

assurance system. The chapter will also address the role of leadership in 

implementing quality assurance systems, staff development and quality 

improvement, as well as quality as a process of change. 

 

The notion of an inverted pyramid will be adopted in presenting a literature 

review. This implies providing broader perspectives on quality in education 

systems and processes initially, moving to more specific perspectives of the 

theme of quality in education and related issues. 

 

According to Ade Ajayi, Lameck, Goma and Ampah (1999:23) a mismatch 

between what higher education produces and the labour market has been 

argued for well over 100 years worldwide. To this effect Ade Ajayi et al. 

(1999:24), comment that deteriorating quality and accelerating demands of 

labour indicate that most of higher education institutions in Africa are a mere 

shadow of their earlier glory, despite the growing demand for high quality 

services and accountability. The above-mentioned and several other driving 

forces influence the quest for quality in higher education, and this has become a 

global controversy. According to Baijnath, Maimela and Singh (2001:83;156) 
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there is a growing need for accountability. This implies that the government, 

parents, taxpayers and all concerned groups need to be convinced that 

education is worth their money. Lello (1990:57) thus affirms that all institutions 

are accountable to a variety of stakeholders, who include students; employers; 

teaching and non-teaching staff; parents; government funding agencies; 

creditors; validators; editors; curriculum designers; assessors and others. Lello 

proceeds to indicate that each of these stakeholders have their own perspectives 

on quality. The changing purposes of higher education, as a result of the 

changing workplace and emerging career channels are other challenging issues 

to quality in higher education (Radford 1997:67).  

 

Emerging mega-trends and issues of internationalisation (globalisation) also 

demand quality in all national and international activities and processes 

(Maharasoa, Strydom and Van der Westhuizen 2002:3).  Internationalisation is 

important for the international mobility of students and international skills-share 

programs. Whisker and Brown (1994:151) emphasise that changing national 

employment patterns are increasingly demanding success from students; hence 

there is pressure for improved quality and success. Radford (1997:149) concurs 

that what the employers demand from higher education is technical expertise, 

which combines the ability to learn as new developments come forth; 

transferability of skills; positive personal traits; the communicative ability to work 

with others; adaptability; self reliance; diligence; proactive and general attitude to 

work.  
 

Against the background of the foregoing reasons and others that will be 

discussed later, it is necessary to provide a background to quality in education. 

The next section subsequently considers definitions of quality in education.   
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2.2 Definitions of quality 
As indicated in Chapter one (1.1), quality is a multidimensional concept. The 

definitions of quality change with the context, purpose and stakeholder 

perception hence they are highly dynamic ( Westerheijden; Stensaker;Rosa 

2007:210). Bradley (1993:65) affirms that it is indeed the client who determines 

the operational definition of quality. Research reports different definitions that 

vary due to contexts. Some of these definitions are, inter alia: 

 

• Quality as fitness for purpose (Mayhew, Ford and Hubbard 1990:5; Ellis 

1999:11; O’Neil and Kitson 1996:60; Taiti 1997:30; Rosa, Tavares & 

Amaral 2006:153). 

• Quality as stakeholder satisfaction (Diamond 1989:4; Ellis 1997:11; 

Mayhew et al. 1990:5; West-Burnham 1993:18). 

• Quality as a degree of excellence at an acceptable price and the control of 

variability at an acceptable cost (Mayhew et al. 1990:5). 

• Quality as achieving or reaching for the highest standards (Taiti 1997:30). 

• Quality as being exceptional (Taiti 1997:30; Du Toit 2002:159). 

• Quality as a way of management and organisation (Thackwray 1997:35). 

• Quality as perfection and constancy (Taiti 1997:30; Harvey and Green in   

Ashcroft 1995:6). 

• Quality as transformation (Harvey and Green in Ashcroft 1995:6, Taiti 

1997:30). 

• Quality as value for money (Harvey and Green in Ashcroft 1995:6; Taiti 

1997:30). 

• Quality as value-addedness (Harvey and Green in Ashcroft 1995:6; 

Thackwray 1997:35; Taiti 1997:30). 

• Quality as correcting and preventing loss, and not living with loss (Hoshin 

in Thackwray 1997:35). 

• Quality as context (Baijnath et al. 2001:84). 

• Quality as the minimal loss imparted by the product to society from the 

time the product is shipped (Taquchi in Thackwray 1997:35). 
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• Quality as threshold implies that it involves setting minimal norms and 

criteria (Baijnath et al. 2001:84). 

• Quality as transformation (Harvey and Green in Ashcroft 1995:4; Taiti 

1997:30). 

• Quality as a benchmark (Harvey and Green in Ashcroft 1995:6 and 13). 

• Quality as excellence notions of high-class operations (Ashcroft, 1995:4).  

 

The above definitions of quality provide evidence that quality is a 

multidimensional phenomenon. UNESCO (2000:30) affirms that quality in higher 

education is a multidimensional concept, which embraces all the main activities 

and functions in education. The multidimensional criteria of what quality in 

education entails are adopted in this study because the researcher holds the 

view that all these criteria enhance fitness of purpose, which is deemed to be the 

major and central aspect of quality in education and its processes. According to 

Radford (1997:150), quality in higher education also involves the product of 

higher education. He asserts that the issue is whether the students succeed and 

obtain qualifications. Radford further holds that quality involves educational 

values, what education ought to be about and what sort of product higher 

education is seeking. This implies providing learners with high quality 

experiences through the utilisation of best practices or principles in all the 

processes of higher education and in the assessment of student achievement in 

particular.  
 

According to the researcher’s point of view, quality is in education is the mind of 

the clients. It involves what the stakeholders perceive as the best practice or 

characteristics of a phenomenon, which adds to the value of a product and or a 

service. Most importantly, quality is not static; it changes with the changing needs 

of the stakeholders. It must be noted that new needs, problems, interests and 

contexts emerge and subsequently affect what is defined as quality at a specific 

point in time. 

 



 37 

The multiple definitions of the term “quality” demonstrate how diverse, contextual, 

multidimensional and dynamic the term is. In education and its processes, such 

as assessment among others, quality is determined by guiding principles (3.6). 

As a result quality may be judged against the principles as best practices. The 

differing contexts and the driving factors for quality also influence quality and 

determine the multidimensional nature thereof. Moreover, the concept of quality 

is perceived and experienced differently by different people.  

 

Against the background of the above, a broader view of quality in education is 

adopted in this study since the researcher is of the opinion that the purpose of 

every activity in education determines what quality in context entails. Hence the 

ultimate definition of quality is considered as fitness of purpose while there is a 

continuing controversy of referring to students as customers(Lomas 2007 

:38,39), the students as main stakeholder are considered as main clients and 

partners in education in this study. Several reasons come to the fore as push 

(driving) factors with regard to enhancing quality improvement in education and 

its processes. Some of the important driving factors for quality are discussed 

next. 

 

2.3 Driving factors for quality 
For organisations to adopt the philosophy of quality education there are always 

some driving forces (Nightingale and O’Neil 1994:35; Scott 1994:80; Bowering-

Carr and West-Burnham 1993:5).  

 

2.3.1 Existing policies, mission statements and quality in education 
A mission statement is a list of goals or general objectives which are meant to 

describe what the institution hopes to achieve in general terms (Radford 

1997:140). Radford (1997:40) further indicates that breaking down practical goals 

is necessary for putting theory into practice. 
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According to Kruger and Van Schalkwyk (1997:49) the role of a policy is to 

provide guidelines for every activity and behavior. In this way, a policy serves as 

the foundation for every educational activity and process, including quality. For 

every quality system there must be a policy to provide direction and clear 

guidelines (West-Burnham 1993:78; Arcaro, 1995:98). 

Freeman (1993:15) argues that sometimes there are unclear or confusing aims 

and expectations among colleagues (fellow workers), hence there is a need for a 

quality assurance policy so that the institution’s approach to quality is well-

defined and clearly documented. 

 

The researcher’s point of view is that a policy and its implementation seem to be 

aimed at achieving societal objectives. In line with this, a policy is also about the 

intentions of the legislature with regard to the expectations of society (Radford 

1997:41; West-Burnham 1993:79). Existing policies enhance accountability and 

in turn; accountability itself provides evidence that the policies are implemented 

successfully to achieve the goals, which means that the practices fit the purposes 

of the education systems. 

 

2.3.2 Accountability and quality in education  
To be accountable, means making public what one is doing or what one has 

done for judgment by others; in education this includes publication of results, 

pass rates, recruiting figures and student numbers as examples of the kind of 

information which might be involved in being accountable (Calder 1994:45). 
Accountability is the voluntary or compulsory responsibility of reporting to other 

people about what one does, and being answerable to other people, both juniors 

and seniors ( Lello 1993:1). 

 

According to Loder (1990:1 and 2) and Lello (1993:43)   issues of quality and 

accountability are closely related  and they have become the heart of reform and 

control since they play an important role in improving and maintaining the quality  

of education.  The emphasis is that education is a tax supported service (Lello 
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1994:3) and institutions of higher education as part of the community must  

publicly demonstrate the high standards of their products such as the curriculum, 

learning and graduates(Sallis 1996:5). Ornstein and Hunkins (2004: 355) 

conclude that education is expensive, and the public is increasingly concerned 

with getting the best for their education dollar.    

resources 

The researcher is of the view that attaining high academic standards is a 

challenge and most importantly, accountability also implies that the quality of 

education should satisfy the taxpayer and all stakeholders for mutual 

understanding. 

. 

2.3.3 Globalisation and internationalism 
In the context of education, globalisation is exhibited as recognition of credits as 

well as internationalisation of qualifications and multicultural curricula; dramatic 

growth of distance education and student exchanges (Lemmer 1999:35). 

Moreover, the social and economic consequences and  competitive market will 

also lead individuals to demand a greater deal from the global education service 

(Abuashake and Tamimi 1996:180; Calder 1994:46; Sallis 1994:4). The 

emphasis is that the aim of educational reform worldwide is to become 

economically competent (Pretorias in Pretorias and Lemmer 2004:128).  

 

In the researcher’s point of view, globalisation refers to all operations where 

countries world-wide cooperate beyond borders. This implies removing borders 

such that the world would become one village. The implications of globalisation 

on education include illustration of the value-addedness and fitness for purpose 

to meet both national and international demands. Another driving factor for 

quality in education is the increasing autonomy of institutions of higher education. 

 

2.3.4 Increased autonomy of institutions of higher education 
Academic freedom and institutional autonomy are essential for the preservation 

of an institution as a community of free enquiry, in order to be able to perform its 
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creative, reflective and critical functions in society by selecting and matching 

community-related goals to the available resources to meet these goals (Aspin, 

Chapman and Wilkinson (1994:178 & White Paper (1992:8;9). What expires from 

this exposition is that academic autonomy, academic freedom and accountability 

cannot be divorced. For these reasons the researcher holds the view that there is 

a need for the institutions of higher education to set internationally accepted 

standards of performance and improved quality education for universal 

recognition.  

 

2.3.5 Increased access to education 
Increased access is also a threat to the quality of higher education systems since 

it contributes to mass education, which in turn compromises quality in higher 

education. According to Loder (1990:75) higher education is being opened up to 

school leavers who are not sure of their own motivation and who have not 

performed particularly well in secondary education. Loder further indicates that 

higher education is also being opened up to adults who have not studied 

seriously for several years. This necessitates greater responsibility to ensure that 

educational experiences are worth having and suited to the needs and interests 

of the students. Radford (1997:7) argues that higher education has expanded 

dramatically and that this is likely to continue. Higher education is therefore 

charged with the responsibility to find affordable ways of assessing student 

achievement while still maintaining high quality in education. Access has resulted 

in mass higher education, which is discussed in subsequent paragraphs. 

 
2.3.6 Paradigm shift from elite to mass education 
Mencken and Harvey (in Maharasoa et al. 2002:3; and also Baijnath et al. 

2002:83) allege that one of the mega-trends, which constantly impact on higher 

education, is the rapid move from elite to mass or universal higher education.  

Lemmer (1999:185) refers to massification of education as the extraordinary 

growth in involvement, which marks the transition from elitist education to mass 

education and eventually (in some countries) to universal higher education. As a 
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result there is also a worldwide concern that mass education may have negative 

effects on the quality of education by lowering the academic results. Several 

reasons contribute to mass higher education. They include:  

• More expanded and diverse student body; there are now greater numbers 

of students with varying entry qualifications, prior achievements, as well as 

experiences, needs and abilities.  

• More diverse institutions of higher education in terms of mission and 

purpose, student profile, size and provision and new subjects of study 

have been introduced. 

• New curricula structures (modularisation and unitisation), reorganisation of 

the academic year, new modes of instructional delivery and assessment 

are replacing traditional methods ; 

• Less funding from central government and greater pressure on academics 

(to teach greater numbers, to produce more research, to meet the 

demands of external accountability and quality assurance arrangements) 

are present (Radford 1997:89). 

 

Against the background of the above reasons, the challenge of all the 

educational systems is to maintain the high quality of education despite  

increased massification and diversity. 

 

The impact of information technology on the quality of education is addressed 

next. 

 

2.3.7 Information technology and its impact on the quality of education 
Du Plessis and Traebert (in Pretorias and Lemmer 2004:123) define technology 

as the actions by means of which man transforms national resources and energy 

to serve his needs and applications. Information technology impacts on the 

quality of education in several ways, some of which are presented next: 
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Pretorias and Lemmer (2004:123) argue that since information technology is 

used in instruction and since students are equipped with skills in information 

technology; quality is enhanced in higher education. Furthering this argument, 

Maharasoa (2002:3) holds that the rapid change in technology impacts on 

education to such an extent that education has become more dynamic. 

According to UNESCO (1995:16), the dramatic and rapid development in 

information technologies resulted in a growing need for the applicability of 

various functions and needs in higher education.  In a similar trend, the above 

authors indicate that this is pertinent for the reorganisation of teaching and 

research activities in higher education. UNESCO (1990:17) further declares that 

technology results in training programs and teaching methods at an ever-

increasing pace.  It is clear that education and its activities should be adapted to 

the ever-changing technology. Continuous and regular review of quality in 

education is imperative to improve the quality of education. However, UNESCO 

(2002:12) points out that information and communication technology must be 

harnessed to support educational goals since they have great potential for 

knowledge dissemination, and the effective learning and development of more 

efficient education services. UNESCO (1996:13) holds that information 

technology enhances quality in education.  

 

Tipler (in Furlong and Smith 1996:70) argues that it may be possible to regard 

computers as persons in the near future. Furlong and Smith (1996:70) also insist 

that technology is transforming work to such an extent that the nature of the 

workplace is changing more rapidly. New jobs emerge and these jobs demand 

higher levels of skills. The ever-changing skills are another controversial issue. 

Education and its activities, such as assessment practices, should be adapted to 

the changes that come with information technology and other technologies. The 

implication of information technology has thus initiated certain changes and 

transformation in educational institutions and activities.  

 

 



 43 

2.3.8 Transformation and winds of change in politics 
From the researcher’s point of view, transformation always comes about as a 

result of political changes. What follows is a discussion of transformation and 

political change to point out their interrelatedness as driving factors of quality in 

education. 

 

According to Seepe (1998:58) transformation is defined as the act or process 

whereby the form, shape or nature of a phenomenon is completely changed or 

altered. Lemmer (1999:185) elaborates that transformation and change in 

education entail transforming structures, contents and processes. In this view, 

transformation implies a massive change (Ainley and Bailey 1997:98). 

Transformation of higher education has a dual purpose, which includes: 

• Transforming in order to stay relevant and competitive in the international 

arena; and 

• transforming to live up to the expectations of those who were previously 

denied access to higher education (Hay and Fourie in Maharasoa 

(2001:3). 

 

The NCHE (1996:13) declares that to preserve what is valuable and address 

what is defective requires transformation. The NCHE (1996:13) further indicates 

that higher education can play a pivotal role in political, economic and cultural 

reconstruction and development. The aforesaid purposes of transformation might 

be politically, socially and economically driven because in a democracy, when 

new political structures come to power, they always introduce changes in the 

education system. The political manifestos change as the needs; problems and 

interests of the society change. Transformation in education results in the 

emergence of new purposes of higher education. For this reason, transformation 

is an essential process because it always comes with the improvement of quality 

in education. 
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2.3.9 Diversification in higher education 
One of the driving forces for quality in higher education is diversification (Du Toit 

2002:159; Brown and Knight 1994:45; Lemmer 1999:185). According to 

UNESCO (1995:16) diversification in higher education refers to differentiation 

within the system with the main focus on institutional structures, programs, 

student population and funding sources. 

 

UNESCO (1995:16) 7) reveals some of the main reasons for diversification: 

• Increased social demand for higher education and the need to cater for a 

much diversified clientele. 

• Drastic cuts in spending on higher education, thus compelling institutions 

to design alternative, more cost-effective programs and delivery systems. 

• Constantly changing labour market needs that require higher education 

institutions to make provision for training in new professions, technological 

and managerial fields in new contexts, as a result of globalisation.  

 

Furlong and Smith (1996:70) conclude that social diversity seems certain to 

continue to grow, and this is likely to include growing wealth differentials as well 

as other forms of diversity. Furlong and Smith (1996:70) declare that 

diversification will need continuous system reform. Student numbers are 

increasing since more students are being recruited from groups who have not 

traditionally participated actively in higher education (Brown and Knight 1994: 

45). UNESCO (1995:18) concludes that although diversification is the most 

welcome trend in higher education systems, it must be underpinned by the 

concern to ensure quality of institutions and programs. 

 

The researcher holds the perspective that, in spite of the concern that quality and 

quantity are not compatible terms, implementation of more systematic 

procedures to improve the quality of higher education systems, is necessary. 
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2.4 History of quality 
History indicates that quality notions have been adopted from industry and 

commerce (Arcaro 1995:5; Gawe and Heyns 2004:161). According to literature 

(Arcaro 1995:5; Bartol and Martin 1991:650; Nightingale and O’Neil 1994:71; and 

West-Burnham 1993:13), the quality philosophy emerged in Japan after World 

War II in 1940. These authors claim that two Americans, W. Edwards Deming 

and Phillip Juran, inspired quality. 

 

In view of the above information, it is necessary to provide a brief history of 

quality. 

 

In 1940, after World War II, Deming went to Japan with his ideas of quality, which 

had been ignored by the Americans. The Japanese welcomed Deming and his 

philosophy. His ideas were implemented with great success and the Japanese 

industries were revived at an alarming rate. Quality improved and the Japanese 

introduced the Deming Award for excellence in quality appreciation in recognition 

of Deming’s philosophy. Ten years later, in 1950, another founder of quality, 

Phillip Juran went to Japan and also successfully implemented his quality ideas 

in Japanese companies. Both Deming and Juran developed models and ideas of 

quality into models of total quality. 

 

Another important quality expert is Crosby. He came to be recognised late in the 

20th century (Nightingale and O’Neil 1994:127), and his ideas focus more on 

practical principles than Juran and Deming 

  

Taiti (1997:3) extrapolates that a quality assurance system can develop into a 

total quality management system through the spread of quality assurance 

processes throughout the institution including a commitment to continuous 

improvement through wide acceptance of teams. 
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For educational institutions to reap the fruits of success with regard to total 

quality, sound quality assurance procedures should be in place. Activities in 

institutions must be systematical for continuous and sustained quality as well as 

sound quality assurance system. 

 

Conway’s principles of total quality led to the development of the theory of total 

quality. The theory of total quality is mostly encouraged as the current approach 

to the successful implementation of quality in education and its processes. It is 

discussed in the following section. 

   
2.5 The theory of total quality 
According to Everard and Morris (1996:182) the principles and theories of the 

aforementioned experts of quality have been developed into total quality 

management. According to Ornstein, Francis and Hunkins (1998:6) total quality 

is also called a systems approach. The latter authors further emphasise that the 

notion of total quality has been adopted from industry and commerce. They add 

that total quality emphasises client priority (in the case of education, the 

students), lack of hierarchical self-monitoring and inspection, collaboration, 

horizontal communication and team responsibility. Everard and Morris 

(1996:182) affirm that the principles of total quality are applied in most academic 

contexts. The definitions of total quality are however dependent on different 

contexts.  

 

These are addressed in the next section. 

 
2.5.1 Defining total quality 
Bartol and Martin (1991:648) define total quality as organisational (institutional) 

wide commitment, integration of quality improvement efforts with organisational 

goals, and inclusion of quality as a factor in performance appraisal. Bartol and 

Martin (1991:648) further indicate that total quality focuses on responsibility and 

autonomy of individuals in different but related departments working together 
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towards the improvement of quality. Harris, Bennet and Preedy (1997:166) affirm 

that total quality is an approach to improve the effectiveness and flexibility of an 

organisation as a whole. It is essentially a way of organising and involving the 

whole organisation, every department, every activity, and every single person at 

every level. They also indicate that for an organisation to be truly effective each 

part (faculty, department) must work together properly, with recognition that 

every person and every activity affects, and in turn is effected by others. Mokhoro 

(1996:3) extends the argument by stating that a total quality approach advocates 

for a company-wide adoption of quality. He continues that total quality 

acknowledges that a client expects more than just a good product but also other 

aspects such as delivery and accuracy of information. In addition, Mokhoro 

declares that quality is everybody’s business and that all should have a well-

defined responsibility for quality. A total quality approach resembles the views of 

Deming, Crosby and Juran in many ways. 

 

2.5.2 Characteristics of total quality 

According to Arcaro (1995:31); Everard and Morris (1996:181); Harris et al. 

(1997:164); Parsons (1992:56) and West-Burnham (1993:26-27) the 

characteristics of total quality are inter alia: 

 

• Customer focus: This is about meeting students’ needs as . It must 

also be acknowledged that everybody in the educational 

organisation is the client and the client not the service provider, 

defines quality. 

 

• Achievement of quality through continuous improvement: There is 

always room for improvement however small.  Small improvement 

is worthwhile and could add to significant changes. This implies that 

organisations are constantly looking for ways to improve every 

educational process. Mistakes are treated as opportunities to 
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improve and prevent, and inspection is not emphasised. Self-

improvement is at the heart of total quality and organizations are 

viewed as learning systems, and educational training and personal 

growth are necessary for continuous development. 

 

• Total involvement and commitment in quality matters and 

continuous improvement: These are essential for the success of a 

quality system in which team ethos and acceptance of shared 

corporate goals are emphasised. It is only a valued workforce that 

can achieve quality. 

• Measurement entails that it is necessary to measure progress 

against set standards: This needs superior quality information 

systems to provide timely measures of feedback on performance. 

Quality is about meeting stated needs, requirements and 

standards, and therefore regular reports of progress are necessary.  

• Total quality addresses quality of input, the process and the output: 

Quality has to be the criterion for reviewing every decision, every 

action and every process at every level. 

• Quality has to pervade human relationships in the work and 

learning place: The teams are the most powerful agents for 

managing quality. This implies that everyone in higher education is 

committed and should share the responsibility for trying to prevent 

problems when they occur. 

 

The researcher adds that the implications of the characteristics of total quality are 

continuous improvement. Every improvement, however small or big, is 

worthwhile because small improvements add to significant change. Problems 

open up channels to success and mistakes provide opportunities for 

improvement. Lastly, shared responsibility and commitment to quality 

improvement in an institution are essential. The characteristics of the total quality 
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systems are further determined by underpinning principles. The principles of total 

quality are presented in the following section. 

 

2.5.3 Principles of total quality 
The principles that underpin the successful implementation of total quality inter 

alia involve the following:  

 

• Customer focus: Meeting the expectations of the clients so that their  

satisfaction is achieved is of tantamount importance in total quality. In an 

academic context, the customers(clients) are the students, parents, 

government employers and the donors. There are external and internal clients 

to an institution; the external clients may be employers and donors. The 

emphasis is that it is the clients who conceptualise quality (Everard and 

Morris (1996:180 and 182; Thackwray 1997:20; Harris et al. 1997:164-165).  

• Communication of expectations and capabilities: This is essential so that  

the service provider as producer knows the needs and client expectations, and 

on the other hand, all the stakeholder have to know the capabilities of the service 

provider (Everard and Morris 1996:182). More importantly, total quality requires 

superior quality information systems to provide timely preventive measures and 

feedback on performance. 

• The idea of getting it right the first time: This notion applies to the zero  

defect concept, which is a notion in which the employees strive to make a 

product or service conform exactly to the required standards. This emphasises 

investing in the effort of thorough preparation instead of investing in correction of 

mistakes. There is a tendency for people to spend little time preparing and 

planning. This costs much in terms of time, money and effort in checking and 

correcting. It is necessary to concentrate on the process rather than on the 

product. By utilising the internal client concept, the result of each process is 

viewed as a service and evaluation takes place immediately. Quality should 

therefore be a continuous process. 
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• Specific and clear standards: Clearly specified and defined  

standards are necessary. This implies that clear procedures and processes are 

basic to the successful implementation of total quality in an institution (Harris et 

al. 1997:164-165).  

• Continuous self-improvement: This is at the heart of total quality.  

Total quality organisations are learning systems (Harris et al. 1997:165). The 

saying goes that experience is a great teacher. 

• Commitment and improved participation: Total quality requires  

involvement and commitment of all organisational members in quality matters 

and continuous improvement. Team ethos and the acceptance of shared 

corporate goals should apply. Total quality applies to all involved in the delivery 

of services before, during, and after (Harris et al. 1997:165). 

 

West-Burnham (1993:8) summarises the aforementioned key principles of total 

quality in a tabular form (Table 2.1). 

 

                        Table 2.1: Key principles of total quality 

Focus Internal and external clients 

Definition Meeting client requirements 

Scope Every aspect of the organisation 

Responsibility Everyone 

Standard Right first time and fitness for purpose 

Method Prevention, not detection 

Measurement Zero defect 

Culture Continuous improvement 

(Source: West-Burnham 1993:8) 
 

Although quality exhibits a broad spectrum of views and principles, Arcaro 

(1995:10) argues that these principles do not operate alone. He points out that 

quality is an interconnected structure or a system anchored by five key principles, 
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which are basic criteria for quality in education. These are illustrated in the 

diagram (Figure 2.1: House of quality) which follows: 

 
 
Figure 2.1: Five principles of total quality as a house of quality 

 
(Source: Arcaro 1995:10) 

 

Positive attitudes are also essential for the success of total quality systems. 

Some of these attitudes are presented next. 
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2.5.4 Attitudes necessary for total quality 
Baijnath et al. (2001:62) emphasise that attitudes, such as the following, are 

essential for success in total quality: 

 

• Pride in oneself and in one’s work and acceptance of responsibility for 

one’s own performance and for the performance of the team. 

• Strong inclination towards continuous improvement (lifelong learning for 

educators as well as for learners) and humility and openness to peer and 

external evaluation as well as readiness to learn from these experiences. 

 

Total quality has proved to be the key to success for most organisations and 

processes (Bartol and Martin 1991:649). What emerges from this exposition is 

that preparation for the development of the positive attributes of the inner person 

is an essential factor. Participants should always be prepared for total quality as 

a change process. Against the background of these views, the benefits of total 

quality are addressed next. 

           
2.5.5 Benefits of total quality 
Total quality is highly recommended for its benefits. Harris et al. (1994:165) 

argue that the benefits of total quality are inter alia: 

 

• Sustained and continuous organisational improvement, which  

implies that with implementation of total quality, a sound quality improvement 

system to maintain standards is established. An increased level of external client 

satisfaction that implies continuous and effective research on stakeholder views 

on quality, and the market value of the academic services that are provided by 

the institution are also a necessity. 

• Tangible and significant cost saving on operating quality, which 

 implies finding cost-effective ways of maintaining and improving quality of 

services and products. This also implies that all the activities and processes of 

improving and maintaining are practical. A focus on interdisciplinary teams with a 
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combination of academic and administration staff including teamwork and 

efficient communication enhances the coordinated high quality organisation of 

institution-wide activities. 

• Improvement of employee morale, commitment and motivation.  

employee motivation is necessary, and the achievement of employees should be 

recognised and rewarded; staff satisfaction, should also be part and parcel of 

total quality systems. Total quality is an innovative way of managing 

organisations that promotes company wide goal congruence of accountability 

and involvement. Total quality is also beneficial to the institution since it 

enhances accountability and transformation that are performance indicators. 

  

Taiti (1997:3) extrapolates that a quality assurance system can develop into a 

total quality management system through the spread of quality assurance 

processes throughout the institution and a commitment to continuous 

improvement through wide acceptance of teams. 

 

For educational institutions to reap the fruits of success with regard to total 

quality, sound quality assurance procedures should be in place. Activities in 

institutions must be systematical for continuous and sustained quality. 

 

The following section considers quality assurance systems in education. 

 

2.6 Quality assurance in education systems 

Nightingale and O’Neil (1994:128) posit that with the present climate of 

increasingly student demands for accountability and the use of performance 

indicators to allocate resources, there is a demand for high quality education. 

This implies the need for institutions to design their own quality assurance 

systems to improve continuously. Baijnath et al. (2001:65) affirm that quality 

assurance is a tool to improve institutions. Since quality assurance systems are 
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multipurpose in nature, some of these purposes need to be highlighted in the 

context of this study. 

 
2.6.1 Purposes of quality assurance in education systems 
Education is a highly dynamic phenomenon, hence the notion that quality in 

education is change. Bradley (1993:3) asserts that quality is ever evolving; what 

was quality in the past is not quality today, and what is quality today will not 

suffice as quality in the future. Bradley further maintains that what remains 

constant in the definition of quality is the basic requirement of meeting the needs 

and thus satisfying the clients. 

 

Secondly, Bradley (1993:4), as well as Parsons (1992:54) point out that some 

institutions of higher education depend on external agencies to execute their 

strategic plans. In addition, MacGinity and Fish (1993:84), extrapolate that all the 

main providers of funds in higher education are demanding the introduction of 

quality assurance systems in institutions. Sound quality assurance practices are 

thus imperative in higher education institutions. These practices are necessary 

for control activities such as curriculum development. 

  

Education is contextual, which implies that the basic requirement of meeting the 

needs and satisfying the clients are highly contextual. A variety of contexts 

determine the purposes of quality assurance systems. According to Calder 

(1994:38; as well as Parsons 2 1994:35; White Paper 3 1997:156; Monash 

University Secretariat 1999:20), the aims of a quality assurance system in 

education include the following: 

 

• To constantly seek ways of improving quality and to prevent students’ 

problems and to prevent non-conformity to their requirements and needs. 

• To minimise risks and costs and to maximise benefits to achieve the 

required quality standards. 
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• To assist institutions to maintain and enhance the quality of educational 

provision for students by reviewing their quality assurance systems and to 

confirm that their internal arrangements reflect good practices.  

• To furnish the ministries (of education) with a general basis for evaluating 

whether quality assurance in professional education is satisfactory.  

• To increase awareness of quality that is based on requirements for the 

professional pedagogical, ethical and organisational aspects of the 

institution. 

• To provide assurance to the public regarding the achievement of the 

requirements through provision of high quality learning experiences and 

the awarding of qualifications. 

• To assist in institutional and systematic reform efforts. Quality assurance 

assists institutions to focus on defining their roles and developing their 

abilities to meet set goals and to establish quality within a common 

framework. 

 

It is envisaged that quality assurance systems should focus on improvement and 

permanent existence of institutions since they enhance the market value of 

institutions and their products. The institution may receive recognition, both 

locally and internationally. Having stated and discussed the purposes of quality 

assurance systems, it is necessary to examine the concept of quality assurance.      

 

2.6.2 The concept of quality assurance 

According to literature the concept of quality assurance is contextual. Some of 

the views or perspectives of quality assurance are inter alia: 

 

• Quality assurance is the process whereby standards are specified 

for product service and steps are taken to ensure that these 

standards are constantly met (Ellis 1997:17) and  the means 

through which an institution confirms that the conditions are in 
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place for students to achieve the set standards (Thackwray 

1997:6). 

• The British Academic Audit Unit (1990) (in Thackwray 1997:6) 

states that quality assurance is the process by which those with 

institutional responsibility for quality can be sure that they know 

whether or not the students are being given appropriate teaching 

and learning support and are reaching appropriate standards. 

• Arcaro (1995:25) argues that assuring quality is being aware that 

there should never be resistance to change and a commitment to 

change  because quality is change. 

 

The researcher is of the opinion that perspectives on quality assurance systems 

are broad and varied. Most importantly, what quality assurance entails is 

determined by the needs, interests, expectations and the values of education in 

different societies.  Quality assurance is a systematic and a procedural process. 

The implication is that logical steps must be followed for the successful 

implementation of a quality assurance program. 

 
2.6.3 Steps in assuring quality  
Ellis (1997:62) posits that the following are some of the essential steps to follow 

in assuring quality: 

 

• Knowing students’ needs through extensive research is necessary 

 to establish perceptions of quality with regard to services and designing 

educational programs that meet the students’ needs. This implies planning on the 

basis of collected data in previous steps. 

• Monitoring and re-examining of the processes to ensure the quality of 

products or services is necessary to guarantee performance; clear instructions 

for the use of the products or services should be provided. Use of efficient 

stakeholder feedback to improve the product or service hence research is 
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necessary  to determine the clients’ quality perceptions for continuous 

improvement and re-starting the quality cycle. 

• Efficient communication is central to understanding how the product works  

and delivering the product or service punctually and provision of a back-up 

service for a product or service is necessary and  fast response to stakeholder 

needs. 

 

Against the background of the foregoing (2.6.2; 2.6.3 and 2.6.1), it appears that 

the emphasis is on the cyclic nature of quality assurance. It is a continuous 

process, which involves continuous review. Furthermore, the purposes, 

objectives and the procedural steps also determine the characteristics of quality 

assurance systems, some of which are discussed next.   

 

2.6.4 Characteristics of quality assurance systems in education 
It has been mentioned that quality assurance systems are contextual, however 

the characteristics are in most cases common. Ellis (1997:11); Fourie, Strydom 

and Stetar (1999:57); Baijnath et al. (2001:67) and Parsons (1994:18) indicate 

the following characteristics of quality assurance systems as educational 

changes: 

 

• Focus on outcomes, which imply that the specification of standards 

for whatever is conceived as a product or service is an imperative. 

• Identification of critical foundations and procedures that will be 

necessary to achieve these standards and documented clarity with 

regard to standards to be achieved and procedures to be followed 

to achieve these standards. 

• Constant recourse to the consumer to set and monitor the 

accomplishment of standards and followed by taking action to 

remedy and rectify shortfalls coupled with a regular review of 

appropriateness of standards and procedures. 
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• The total involvement of all personnel and a commitment to 

development and training and initial self-evaluation followed by 

external peer assessment of the processes and the results of self-

evaluation. Self-analysis and external assessment by peers are 

equally essential. 

• Internal quality assurance systems through self-evaluation and the 

role of peers in external assessment which is organised and 

coordinated by independent bodies (agencies or committees). This 

is mostly conducted in terms of standards. 

• External assessment has internal functions such as improvement, 

benchmarking and self-regulation and the results are usually made 

public. It must also be noted that quality assurance systems also 

have external functions such as accountability, quality labels and 

accreditation. 

• Quality systems are manageable and they require little time and 

resources only to the extent that they provide a pay-off in return. 

 
It has been indicated in several parts of this thesis that quality is multi-contextual 

and multi-dimensional (1.1; 2.2). The above features and characteristics of 

quality assurance systems may not be evident in other contexts or considered in 

other perspectives. 
 
There is a general view that the characteristics of a system or a process are 

dependent on certain underpinning principles. The principles that govern quality 

assurance systems are discussed next. 
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2.6.5 Principles for the successful implementation of quality assurance 
systems 
For the successful implementation of quality assurance, the following principles 

apply. According to White Paper 3 (1997:161), as well as Arcaro (1995:3), the 

success of quality assurance systems depends on the following: 

• Wide participation and effective channels of communication and 

collection of acceptable evidence including acceptance of 

responsibility by all staff and students. 

• Commitment of institutions to staff development and training, and 

need for self-improving processes in institutions and in specific 

programs, as well as wide consensus and effective feedback 

mechanisms. 

• Regular summative and formative evaluation and a clear 

understanding of the present situation of quality are necessary.  

• Situational analysis of the status of quality is also necessary to 

determine the future; and a clear vision for the success of quality is 

necessary to ascertain a successful future. 

• Clear guidelines for the implementation of quality assurance 

systems are necessary. 

 

In the light of the above-mentioned principles, it is clear that the present 

determines the future. The principles are integral components for the 

enhancement of transformation towards self-improvement. They also serve as 

useful hints for the success of a quality assurance system. 

 

2.6.6 Phases of implementing a quality assurance system 
Taiti (1997:59) posits that although quality assurance systems vary with regard to 

educational design and delivery methods, they all have fundamental phases. As 

reported in literature (Arcaro 1995:93-105; Baijnath, et. al. 2001:158; Taiti 

1997:78; ) the process of the design and the development of a quality assurance 
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system advances through the following fundamental phases: defining the 

purpose; planning and policy-making; development; reporting; monitoring and 

evaluation; improvement with enhancement of quality; and involving the users. 

 
2.6.6.1 Defining the purpose 

It has been indicated that the purposes of quality assurance systems differ with 

context (2.6.1). A general belief is that a clear and well-defined purpose is 

necessary for the successful planning of a quality assurance system. Sallis 

(1996:102) argues that without clear direction the institution cannot plan quality 

improvement. This implies implementing the first principle of Deming: “creating 

constancy of purpose”. The South African Department of Education (1997) 

supports this notion and affirms that the underlying reasons for defining the 

purpose of a quality assurance system is to come to a common understanding of 

the purpose of implementing such a system in a particular institution, program or 

process. According to Nasta (1996:181), there is a need for all the stakeholders 

at junior, middle and senior levels of management to accept the need of quality 

assurance as an essential process to maintain and improve the quality of 

education. The vision, mission and values of an institution are established at this 

stage. 

 
After defining the purpose of quality assurance systems it is imperative to look 

into the next phase, which involves planning and policy formulation. 

 
2.6.6.2 Planning and policy formulation in quality assurance systems 
According to Sallis (1996:105) planning for quality should be strategic or 

corporate. This may also apply to activities such as an instructional development 

plan and assessment strategies. It gives the details of the measures, which the 

institution intends to take to achieve its mission. 

 

Shaw (1995:2) emphasises the need for a clear view of the path to be followed. A 

strategy or a plan acts as a criterion and a benchmark to monitor processes or 
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activities, as well as a constant reminder of the core purposes. An appropriate 

organisational structure enhances success during implementation. Parsons 

(1994:171) is of the opinion that planning includes appropriately documented 

activities and processes as well as the resources for achieving quality objectives. 

Sallis (1996:106) and Arcaro (1995:116-117) agree that the concept ‘vision’ is the 

statement that expresses the desired state of the future with regard to shared 

values and beliefs, while the mission statement articulates how the vision will be 

achieved by providing clear directions for the present and the future (2.7.1). Sallis 

(1996:107) suggests a possible planning sequence for a quality assurance 

system. 

 

• Vision, mission, values, and the purpose of the quality assurance 

system are considered and determined. 

• Market analysis or research is undertaken to identify the clients,  their 

requirements, as well as their expectations including the methods 

needed for identifying students’  needs. 

• Exploring success routes by examining strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, threats, and critical factors for success. 

• Determining and setting standards as well as considering methods of 

delivering quality and costs. 

• Investing in people by fulfilling staffing and staff development 

requirements as well as, evaluating the process of planning.  

 

The implications for planning and policy formulation may involve the following 

gathering relevant information with regard to quality assurance through market 

research involving all the stakeholders, introducing the strategies and the 

importance of a quality assurance system and planning implies being proactive 

and having a clear vision for the future. 

 

A study of these phases confirms that the vision, mission, as well as the values 

should be translated into achievable goals (aims and objectives). It may therefore 
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be concluded that planning is a prerequisite for the success of all the phases of 

the quality assurance system. Policy formulation, together with a clear vision, 

enhances the practicality of the quality assurance program. For the quality 

assurance program to conform to students needs and expectations, it is essential 

that their perceptions of quality are determined during the development phase, 

that is addressed in the following section.  

 
2.6.6.3 Development phase of quality assurance systems 
In this phase, client-perceived notions of quality are established. Sallis 

(1996:109) argues that thorough market research is essential for implementing 

quality. This implies listening to stakeholders. Relevant information is gathered to 

obtain input from all the concerned groups, including students, peers, parents, 

and employers. Baijnath et al. (2002:158) indicate that through information 

gathering, new ideas and suggestions and new insights into strengths and 

weaknesses are obtained.  

 

During the development stage, relevant standards, functions and procedures are 

documented. Market research is undertaken, followed by the analysis of data. 

During analysis, screening, classification of data as well as application of 

statistics (where relevant) are undertaken. Sallis (1996:111) refers to this as a 

SWOT analysis. In a SWOT analysis, strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 

threats are analysed. This is the phase during which informed judgments and 

shared decision-making are made (Sallis 1996:112; Baijnath et al. 2002:159). 

The judgments are captured and properly documented for future reference. 

Market research provides up-to-date information since clients needs and 

requirements change. Strydom, Lategan and Muller (1996:34) indicate that since 

the students are the most important stakeholders in higher education, the role 

they play should be at the heart of the quality assurance system. This implies 

that the students should be involved during all of the planning and 

implementation stages of the quality assurance system. Following this argument 

it becomes evident that both internal and external market research are essential 
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because an institution has both external and internal clients. An efficient 

communication system, through which the progress of the program is reported to 

the concerned groups, is also necessary. For the harmonious functioning of the 

quality assurance system regular reporting on progress as well as process is the 

key to success.  

 
2.6.6.4 Reporting phase of quality assurance systems 
Reporting of all decisions made during the data analysis is essential since quality 

is everybody’s business. According to Baijnath et al. (2002:159) the details of all 

the weaknesses and strengths of different aspects of a particular process or 

program should be communicated to the stakeholders. Continuous reporting is 

essential to improve, to build on strengths and to eliminate the weaknesses of 

the quality assurance system. As such, reporting of the progress of quality 

assurance contributes to the efficient monitoring of the process.  

 

2.6.6.5 Monitoring and evaluation in quality assurance systems 

Blake and Hanley (1995:234) consider monitoring as the idea of keeping careful, 

regular checks on various aspects of instruction. These may involve any aspect 

of the education process, such as numbers of applicants for a course; admission 

procedures; student dropouts; levels of attainment; forms of assessment or 

approaches to teaching and learning.  Parsons (1994:172) posits that provision 

of on-going monitoring and evaluation of set performance objectives and 

standards is essential. Baijnath et al. (2002:159) argue that monitoring functions 

as a form of summative evaluation of the entire quality assurance process, since 

the data collected during the monitoring process may be used to evaluate the 

process. They further elaborate that monitoring has the advantage that prompt 

changes can be made and implemented. Parsons (1994:173) further asserts that 

the pursuit of a strategy for process control in a quality assurance system 

requires teamwork.   
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It can be deducted that, together monitoring and evaluation form a reflection and 

rethinking phase, which necessitates summative and formative evaluation and 

are also complementary. Summative evaluation is an essential step to take 

before preparing for a new quality assurance strategy to take off. The end 

becomes the beginning as the processes of evaluation and monitoring merge 

with the defining and planning of the purpose. Monitoring is about controlling, 

checking the effectiveness and decision-making in the quality assurance system. 

The results and the revelations of the monitoring process lead to reconsideration 

of the purpose through evaluation and review processes.  

 

2.6.6.6 Redefining the purpose 
Quality assurance is cyclic in nature. Sallis (1996:106) reiterates that new quality 

assurance strategies must commence with the establishment of a vision, 

followed by planning and the necessary procedures, which include all the other 

phases. Usually, documentation and decision-making are essential for every 

phase of a quality assurance system. The process of redefining the purpose 

implies that continuous improvement is enhanced since the mistakes of the 

previous strategy may not be repeated and ways of preventing problems before 

they happen may be found. 

 

Despite the fact that the aim of a quality assurance system is to stop problems 

before they occur, there are always some stumbling blocks in the way towards 

quality improvement. Common stumbling blocks in the implementation of a 

quality assurance system are discussed in the following section.   

 

2.6.7 Stumbling blocks in the implementation of quality assurance 
systems 
According to Juran (in Arcaro 1995:17) problems are beneficial because their 

identification triggers responsive mechanisms to find solutions and preventative 

measures with the sole purpose of improving quality in education. Baijnath et al. 
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(2001:9) identifies the following obstacles in implementing a quality assurance 

system: 

 

• Lack of institutional identity which results from the lack of a clear 

purpose and vision and also fear that quality assurance and 

evaluation may lead to penalties. Fear is always a  threat to people, 

hence the resistance to change. 

• Lack of appropriate information technology as a support for self-

study is a necessity for increased participation, diversification and 

mass education. The latter requires the use of highly advanced 

technology.  

• Cumbersome decision-making structures that prevent institutions 

from responding to changing conditions in a timely manner. This 

implies that quality assurance should be a step-by-step process. 

• Lack of trust in institutional hierarchies, political culture and/ or 

command culture as well as, overall funding of higher education in 

terms of its volume and structure. 

 

The above obstacles of quality assurance systems become challenges to be met 

and overcome (Juran in Arcaro 1995:17). The possible implications include staff 

development on quality assurance and evaluation, building trust amongst all the 

stakeholders by breaking a vertical hierarchy. As well as, minimising costs while 

maximising the benefits and reducing culture command, through increased 

responsibility and autonomy. Timely responsiveness to problems and changing 

conditions, as well as improved information technology to support self-study are 

also necessary. 

 

There is a shared view that no system can run without problems or obstacles. 

The issues with regard to quality assurance systems are contextual. However, 

what is basic is that they are preventive and focus on continuous quality 

improvement and maintenance to enhance fitness for purpose. 
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2.6.8 Advantages of quality assurance systems 
Literature (Arcaro 1995:27; Baijnath et al. 2001:83, 156; MacGinity and Fish 

1993:54; Riley and Nuthal 1994:45; Taiti, 1997:60) reveals that quality assurance 

systems are beneficial to institutions. A number of perspectives on these benefits 

are: 

• Quality assurance systems are important since they provide answers to 

challenging questions with which higher education institutions are 

currently faced, and they bring considerable change to the institutions.  

• Accountability of educational professionals should be enhanced (so that 

they may have to account for their actions). 

• It is necessary to involve, inform and motivate all staff to constantly 

improve the quality of every educational process and to facilitate 

marketing of services and products. This is done so that institutions obtain 

quality labels that might be recognised nationally and internationally. 

• Quality assurance systems facilitate the marketing of an institution. The 

debate is that funding bodies demand that institutions of higher education 

should have sound quality assurance systems, which can be used as 

quality indicators in the quality assessment of an institution.  

 

In the light of the above stated advantages, it is clear that all the institutions of 

higher education need to be sensitised and encouraged to implement quality to 

continuously improve education and its processes. Identify strategic plans for 

development and improvement. Most importantly, funding bodies demand sound 

quality assurance systems in institutions of higher education.   

 

2.6.9 Disadvantages of quality assurance systems 
Quality assurance systems also appear to put institutions in a tight corner 

because of particular disadvantages of such systems. Quality assurance systems 

have some of the disadvantages. Houston and Maniku (2005:213) insinuates that 

quality assurance systems in higher education systems are a mess. They are 

time consuming as much time is needed for planning.; they may seem 
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bureaucratic and stifling since they include processes such as monitoring and 

feedback (Taiti 1997:61). Taiti (1997:61) continues that quality assurance 

systems can be abused as a managerial weapon to enforce sub-servience. This 

can reduce creativity, motivation and independent thought. 

 

Despite the disadvantages of quality assurance systems the advantages seem to 

outweigh the former. It is imperative to briefly consider the hallmarks of quality 

assurance systems in the next paragraph. 

 

2.7 Hallmarks in implementing quality assurance systems 
The most important stepping-stones in implementing a quality assurance system 

are briefly discussed in this section. These may refer to the qualities of quality 

assurance systems. 

 
2.7.1 The mission statement and its role in a quality improvement system 
The mission statement is of utmost importance in quality assurance. Baijnath et 

al. (2001:71) assert that in dealing with quality and self-analysis, the first priority 

is to consider the formulated mission statement, the formulated goals and aims, 

as well as the formulated objectives of the process of an institution. Bowering-

Carr and West-Burnham (1994:25) maintain that the mission statement 

expresses the vision and values of the institution, describes the quality of service 

to be provided to clients, and sets out a commitment to the future.  Sculled (in 

Maxwell 1999:148) sheds light on the notion of quality by indicating that the 

future belongs to those who see the possibilities before they become obvious. 

Bowering-Carr and West-Burnham (1993:25) further argue that the mission 

statement serves the following purposes: 

 

• Focusing all the activities of an institution in such a way that the institution 

fulfills its goals and becomes responsive to needs and demands, both 

locally and internationally as well as; characterisation of and identification 
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of the priorities for that particular institution as the goals of an institution 

become clear and specific.  

• Provision of relevant benchmark for policy-making that is based on the 

mission statement of an institution as well as creation of a consistent 

vocabulary and culture to enhance consistency across all the faculties and  

team spirit of an institution. Shared challenges that create unity and team, 

whereby feelings of ownership prevail are integral to successful quality 

assurance system. 

 

What emerges from the above stated purposes is the strong emphasis on the 

importance of the mission statement as an essential and basic stage for a quality 

assurance system. 

 

2.7.2 Standards in quality 
According to Ashcroft and Palacio (1996:6), standards may be defined in terms 

of quality indicators. It has already been indicated that pressure factors result 

from the transition of higher education from elite to mass provision, mass 

participation, rapidly changing job markets, changing careers and personal 

needs, to mention but a few. There is a worldwide call upon institutions to 

demonstrate that standards are being maintained and enhanced (Bowering-Carr 

and West-Burnham 1993:21). 

 

In response to this worldwide call, institutions of higher education have to 

persevere and achieve high levels of performance standards.  Arcaro (1995:2) 

posits that quality improvement entails seeking for best practices as standards to 

measure improvement.  As a result, specification of standards for services and 

processes is essential requirements for any quality assurance system.   

 

In the light of the previously mentioned driving factors for high performance 

standards, one may deduce that standards are the best practices that may be 
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used as benchmarks to compare quality. Benchmark statements provide a broad 

indication of transferable skills developed in each discipline. 

 

Several reasons pertain as to why there is a dire need to maintain and assure 

high levels of standards of provision and performance (QAAHE.evidence to the 

inquiry into HE.www.qaa.ac.uk).  

 

There is an emergence of new stakeholders with new expectations to be met and 

new information that needs to be addressed. These may include new 

generations that go to the university for the first time, employers  that recruit in 

the graduate labour market for the first time, and mature students looking for 

higher education to equip them with skills to cope with uncertain and rapidly 

changing job prospects. 

 

Academic standards are public concern: the public Stakeholders care about 

standards and need to have confidence in institutions of higher education since 

they are the ones who are to set those high standards to be achieved by 

students. The standards should relate to the needs of the students and the 

skilled staff for successful careers and personal fulfillment. 

 

Transition to mass higher education is a global phenomenon. As a result, higher 

education systems are charged with the responsibility to maintain and enhance 

quality and raise standards. Most importantly, this is necessary since higher 

education is expanding rapidly as governments identify high level technical and 

intellectual skills as the key to success in knowledge based economics. 

 

There is also a shift in emphasis: a student should be an active autonomous 

learner rather than a passive recipient of knowledge.  As a result new learning 

strategies are developing and emerging. Increased participation of private 

finance in higher education also calls for increased levels of performance and 

http://www.qaa/
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provision and independent evaluation of quality and standards in higher 

education institutions. 

 

Furlong and Smith (1996:69) predict that there will always be continued pressure 

from industry, the government and society for higher education standards.  The 

reason is that education will increasingly depend on the skills, knowledge and 

imagination of the workforce, and most importantly, old jobs change or disappear 

and new jobs emerge. The need for academic quality and standards are a never-

ending journey in higher education, and consequently benchmarking may also be 

necessary. 

 

2.7.3 Benchmarking 
According to Macdonald and Tanner (1998:57), benchmarking is the process of 

identifying, understanding and adapting outstanding practices and processes 

from organisations anywhere in the world in order to help one’s own organisation 

to improve its performance.  In a similar trend, Yearout (1995) reports that 

benchmarking is the process of comparing and measuring organisations’ 

operations or its internal processes against those of a best-in-class performer 

from inside its industry. 

 

Greenwood and Gaunt (in Du Toit 2002:57) further indicate that benchmarking is 

described as a managed change process that uses a disciplined and structured 

approach, identifies how to change, implements the potential for improvement 

and creates the desire for change. It is a necessity for higher institutions to look 

for new ideas that can fit in their contexts (Robert and McGrower 2004:100) 

 

What emerges from the above clarification of benchmarking is that quality 

assurance is a closely monitored and well-directed process. 
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2.7.3.1 Benefits of benchmarking 
Yearout (1995:34) posits that benchmarking holds rewarding benefits for an 

organisation. These include gaining ideas for improving the process and services 

from better or best organisations, and sharing knowledge and experience with 

others performing the same process in providing services or products that are 

critical to success. 

 

More focus should be turned  towards efficiency and effectiveness to ensure that 

processes and practices are competitive. Improved  planning for targets and 

management of resources as well as continuous quality improvement identified 

by clients or stakeholders through performance information and establishing 

realistic action objectives for implementation of activities are a necessity. Lastly, 

striving towards excellence breakthrough thinking, and creating a better 

understanding of competitors and the dynamics of education by emphasising 

sensitivity to changing students needs are necessary. 

 

Greenwood and Gaunt (1994:87) emphasise that benchmarking aims at 

improving upon the best practices and standards.  They further indicate that 

benchmarking is essentially about finding good ideas and ways to improve 

existing practices in institutions, which are seen as leaders in the field of 

education. Furthermore, it must be noted that benchmarking changes with to 

match levels of student satisfaction in higher education systems(Kane, William & 

Cappuccini-Ansfield 2008:135). 

 

What expires from this discussion is that benchmarking is important in the 

globalisation process, which demands that colleges and other institutions of 

higher education should perform and operate according to international 

standards. This is a requirement for international mobility. Benchmarking can be 

used to compare good practices in different areas. 
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2.7.4 Communication in quality assurance systems 
Communication is the process where a sender conveys a message through 

some medium to a receiver, and to which a receiver then reacts or answers, 

giving feedback through a medium (Kruger and Van Schalkwyk 1997:58). The 

value of communication as the backbone of quality assurance systems is highly 

commendable (Kruger and Van Schalkwyk 1997:58). Furthermore, these authors 

emphasise that a lack of communication or closed communication channels 

leads to fragmentation of academic staff.  

 

As such, efficient communication is essential for the life of an institution. To this 

effect, Chivers (1995:43) extrapolates that maintaining good communication 

entails essential factors that include clarifying the desired response, planning and 

preparing for communication, listening skills, giving and receiving feedback on 

performance, awareness of barriers to communication and action to avoid them 

chairing skills as well as communication between teams and the rest of the 

organisation. 

 

In his model of the ‘total quality implementation wheel,’ Arcaro (1995:72) affirms 

that communication is necessary to clarify goals and to share information and 

ideas.  He continues that these may be communicated through conferences, 

seminars, and information meetings as well as through publications and notice 

boards. Maxwell (1999:23) argues that without communication, one travels alone. 

He holds that educators take something simple and make it complicated, while 

communicators take something complicated and make it simple. Maxwell 

(1999:23) further asserts that communication plays a pivotal role in cascading 

information throughout the institution when giving instructions, establishing 

mechanisms and translating institutional information.  Maxwell (1999:23) 

continues by pointing out that without proper communication channels, the 

working environment is like a car trying to run on only three tyres.  
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It can be deducted from the discussion of the role of communication that 

communication is a vehicle by which ideas are exchanged and adopted to 

improve quality in education. Communication is therefore the cement that binds 

the members of a team and the working teams in an institution together to 

achieve its goals. Communication is a network through which information is 

distributed and collected, including feedback mechanisms. Without a sound 

communication system the productive life of an organisation is at risk; and hence 

quality is questionable. 

 

Team spirit is also essential for the success of an institution. The necessity of 

teamwork in a quality assurance system is discussed in the following section. 

 

2.7.5 Team building in quality assurance systems 
Teamwork is essentially important in quality assurance systems. According to 

West-Burnham (1993:118) a team is defined as a quality group. Sallis (1993:81) 

adds that teamwork throughout any institution is an essential component of the 

implementation of total quality since it builds upon trust, improves communication 

and develops independence. 

 

2.7.5.1 Characteristics of a good quality team 
According to literature several features characterise a successful team. Chivers 

(1995:28); Sallis (1993:81) and West-Burnham (1993:118)  are of the opinion 

that characteristics of effective teams have clear purposes and goals with 

specific and positive objectives; awareness or strengths, weaknesses and the 

opportunities for risk taking and threats; motivation of all team members, 

including collaborative decision-making; sound systems and procedures to 

facilitate effective teamwork for monitoring and problem solving; development of 

beneficial team behaviour and honesty;  Lastly, a working plan to initiate 

operations, clear knowledge of accountability and limits of authority, appropriate 

tools to tackle problems  to arrive at solutions, collaborative decision-making to 
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reach consensus, including formative review at defined stages of a process are a 

necessity. 

 

Parsons (1994:173) argues that in pursuance of the strategy for process control, 

all teams are required to undertake a series of formative reviews at regular times 

during the process. Team spirit is an essential element in every institution. It 

develops the feeling of ownership in individuals. Chivers (1995:36) recommends 

that communicating to give and receive feedback in a thoughtful and constructive 

manner is an essential prerequisite for successful team-building. In support, 

Arcaro (1995:122) insists that a team’s goal is to develop an effective 

communication process that provides people with information. 

 

Against the background of the preceding paragraphs, it becomes clear that 

effective communication is the key to successful teamwork. A team is also 

characterised by oneness and one focus, which guarantees the success of the 

team. This is necessary to instill the spirit of unity in such a way that the success 

of one is the success of all.  

 

The success of educational systems and processes also depend on efficient 

leadership. The role of leadership in the implementation of quality assurance 

systems is discussed in the next paragraph. 

 

2.7.6 The role of leadership in implementing quality assurance systems 
According to Arcaro (1995:13) a quality leader is a person who measures his or 

her success by the success of the individuals whom he/she leads in the 

institution. West-Burnham (1993:98) argues that without appropriate leadership 

no quality system will work. West-Burnham (1993:98) also emphasises that only 

dynamic leadership can create the commitment to drive the quality strategy. To 

this effect West-Burnham continues and contends that the agenda of a quality 

leader should consider development and commitment to academic excellence, 

intellectual rigour; empowerment and encouragement of the staff, colleagues and 
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the students to pursue their own excellence; searching fighting vigourously for 

funding in the broader arenas of the system and the community as well as 

negotiating for the distribution of funds in an open, rational, fair and equitable 

manner; and putting trust into the abilities of other people charged with the 

financial responsibility within the context of shared commitment and ownership. 

 

In addition, some important imperatives of quality leaders apply. Peters (in 

Chivers 1995:6), posits and generalises that the qualities required for a leader 

are commitment, passion, zest, energy, care, love, and enthusiasm. Peters also 

emphasises that leadership requires a strong passion for excellence. In addition, 

Gary (1993:14) continues by recommending that the notion of quality is a useful 

and relevant filter for the leader to come to terms with his or her accountability, 

both inside and outside the institution. Gary (1993:14) concludes that one of the 

inspirations of leadership is to make a real difference to the quality in an 

institution. 

 

The implications of quality leadership in a quality assurance system include 

leading with people, instilling shared commitment, and building trust among all 

the stakeholders to ensure autonomy and ownership, as well as having a vision 

for the future, the power and the force to drive a quality system. One of the main 

objectives of quality leadership is to empower the staff through purposeful staff 

development programs. It is therefore necessary to relate staff development to 

quality improvement and maintenance.     

 

2.7.7 Staff development and quality improvement 
Rambani (in Khaahloe 2002:98) defines staff development as a process 

designed to foster personal growth for individuals within a respectful, supportive 

organisational climate, aimed at the improvement of student learning, as well as 

continuous and responsible self-renewal of educators. This is essential for the 

successful implementation of a quality assurance system in education. According 

to Warner and Palfreyman (1996:203), the focus on human resources and staff 
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development is one of the main factors, which needs to be in placed at the center 

of each part of the organisation, to deliver quality. Arcaro (1995:3) extends the 

argument and states that quality is assured by ensuring that each individual has 

the building blocks necessary to do his or her job properly. Mapesela-Monnapula 

(2002:141) argues that staff development is necessary to prepare staff for their 

changing roles and the need for enrichment, acquisition of new skills and 

enhancement of mastery of the field, to assist academics in embracing 

globalisation as a challenge, as well as to cope with its demands. She continues 

that it is also necessary to enable academics to contribute towards knowledge 

production and to cope with its explosion, to train everyone in skills based on a 

process of needs analysis. 

 

Aspin, Chapman and Wilkinson (1994:71) assert that educators become capable 

of doing things and effecting transformation, given some leadership skills. For 

this reason, Aspin et al. (1994:71) further infer that it is advantageous to program 

educators by allowing extensive periods of time to attend to competence 

acquisition and mastery in educational processes, such as curriculum design, 

innovation and change as professionals.  

 

What can be inferred from the exposition of staff development in a quality 

assurance system is that, staff development entails provision of opportunities to 

staff with the aim of developing the necessary knowledge, skills and attitudes for 

improving and assuring quality in education and its processes. This also implies 

that purposeful and systematic staff development programs should be in place.  

    

2.7.8 Quality as a change process 
Boone (1988:10) defines change as the alteration of a system. He continues by 

arguing that change is always a purposeful endeavour towards desired decisions 

to make improvements in a system or a process. This exposition emphasises the 

relationship between quality and change. In support, Arcaro (1995:25) affirms 

that change improves quality, and that ensuring quality is being aware that we 
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accept change and become committed to change. The word ‘change’ carries the 

meaning ‘on-going’. This notion has existed for a very long time: about twenty 

years ago, Hopkins (1987: 3) made a case for change as a process, and not as 

an event.   

 

Fullan (1993:25 and in Everard and Morris 1996:227) and Fullan and Miles (in 

Parsons 1994:61) have the following perspectives about the successful 

implementation of change: Change is learning and it is loaded with uncertainties, 

experiences risks and problems. It is a journey not a blueprint and a systematic 

process. Problems are beneficial since they enhance learning as they remain 

challenges to be solved. They further indicate that change is resource hungry, 

costs a lot of money and requires power to manage it. Lastly, people need to be 

prepared as change is often a threat as people tend to resist and resent other 

peoples’ ideas. Change is mostly initiated to bring about quality improvement and 

enhancement in educational systems and processes. This implies that there 

should be strong leadership to drive the change process. 

 

Today’s societies live in an era of transformation and the world is now more 

intercultural and interdependent than ever before; societies throughout the world 

are more dependent upon skills and knowledge that go beyond the traditional 

educational basis: Critical thinking is required (Al-Khateeb and Alnabhan 

1996:271). There is no phenomenon without ups and downs, change is always a 

necessity and it must be emphasized that education is a change agent ( Everard 

and Morris 1996:5-6).  

 

The implication is that, in line with the rapid changes of the needs, demands and 

the values of society, as well as societal change itself, education systems need 

to respond and change. The most important aspects about change and quality 

are that improvement in quality is in fact a valued change, while on the other 

hand, change is quality because change is the consequence of quality 

improvement.  
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On the basis of the foregoing exposition of the hallmarks of quality in education 

and its activities, assessment of student achievement is not absolute. This 

implies that these aspects do not operate alone. They operate together as criteria 

for quality. However, the quality of education is as dynamic as education itself; 

what is quality today may not be regarded as quality tomorrow; all because of 

change. 

 
2.8 Conclusion 
What emerges from this chapter is that quality is a multidimensional 

phenomenon. It is as dynamic as education systems themselves. Like education, 

it changes with the changing needs, values and interests of the society. The 

emerging needs, values and interests may be driving factors for quality 

improvement. Quality has a long history. It originated in the industrial and 

commercial world. Because of its flexibility the notion of quality has been adopted 

and incorporated into education systems worldwide.   

   

This chapter addressed some of the different views and definitions of quality, the 

driving factors for quality, as well as the history of quality in education.  Principles 

and characteristics of quality were addressed.   

 

The discussion in this chapter also focused on the implementation of a quality 

assurance system and its related issues. The purposes, concept, principles, 

strategies, stumbling blocks as well as advantages, disadvantages and the 

hallmarks in implementing a quality assurance system were examined. The role 

of leadership in implementing a quality assurance system, staff development and 

quality improvement, as well as quality as a change process were also 

considered in this chapter. 

 

The next chapter addresses quality and quality practices in assessment and 

related issues. 
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                                                              CHAPTER THREE 
 

QUALITY OF ASSESSMENT PRACTICES IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
 
3.1 Introduction 
Chapter two addressed general perspectives of quality in education.  The 

purpose of this chapter is to explore theoretical perspectives on quality issues in 

assessment. The following themes will be addressed: Definitions of assessment; 

purposes and uses of assessment; paradigm shifts in assessment practices; 

challenges and problems; principles of quality assessment practices; quality and 

assessment; quality assurance practices in assessment and assessment as an 

agent of a change and a transformation process. 

  

Assessment is a broad term; it is generic to a set of processes that measure the 

outcome of student learning with regard to knowledge acquired, understanding 

developed and skills gained. It is a highly multifaceted and problematic concept 

(Blenkin and Kelly 1992:3). According to Van Niekerk, Mellet and Potgieter 

(1998:5), assessment of student achievement is an integral part of teaching and 

learning, not just a means of monitoring or auditing student performance. It is a 

way of improving the quality of learning because teachers and students alike can 

use assessment information to adjust the teaching or learning experience. In 

affirmation, Gipps (in Ecclestone 1996:4) asserts that the role of assessment to 

improve the quality in teaching and the design of the curriculum is high on the 

agenda of all education and training systems around the world. Most, importantly, 

students are entitled to assessment that is relevant to the changing world, 

enabling the maximum potential of students, accessible and flexible and 

equipping students with the required skills and knowledge (Gawe and Heyns 

2004:161). 

 

Assessment as an essential process within entire educational systems 

everywhere in the world is hampered by some factors, which impact on quality. 
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These factors may include reduced financial support to institutions, increased 

participation, globalisation and internationalisation, transformation, accountability, 

market demands, massification and diversity. Brief details will be provided on the 

way in which these factors influence the quality of assessment practices (3.5) 

and what quality in assessment entails. 

 

Brown, Racop and Bull (1992:12) report that, as a result of greater participation 

in higher and further education, and the reduction in the actual amount of 

resources per student awarded to institutions; it is proving to be impossible to 

extend traditional assessment and instruments to meet current demands of 

individuals and their communities. Assessment should be a continuous process; 

it should not be a passing event. In affirmation, Arcaro (1995:24) and McMillan 

(1997:56) note that assessment should take place before, during and after tasks 

have been completed. Arcaro (1995:41) further elaborates that assessment of 

learners must extend beyond traditional tests, which only assess how many facts 

can be spewed back, and that assessment should be considered as a process as 

well as a product. These challenges demand institutions to seek best practices to 

ensure the quality of assessment. Assessment as a process should involve steps 

such as collection, interpretation and synthesis of information as well as naming 

the characteristics on the basis of description. 

 

Because of its multifaceted nature, several definitions pertain to the assessment 

of students; and these are provided in the next section. 

 
3.2 Definitions of assessment 
Assessment pertains to a very broad spectrum in education. Hence there are 

different perspectives on what assessment entails. Several authors provide 

definitions of assessment, inter alia:  

 

• Assessment is a systematic process of making inferences about the 

learning and development of students, the process of defining, collecting, 
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organising, interpreting and using information to increase student learning 

and development (Erwin in Sallis and Knight 1994:12). 

• Assessment is the judgement of evidence of learning and achievement 

submitted by learners for a particular purpose (Ecclestone 1996:171). 

• Assessment is a process which involves seeking data that might shed light 

on student achievement, analysing and interpreting the data and finally 

making judgements about the quality of learning by evaluating evidence in 

the light of standards (James 1998:16). 

• Assessment is a generic term for a set of processes that measure the 

outcomes of student learning in terms of knowledge acquired, 

understanding developed, and skills mastered 

(http://www.qaa.ac.uk/public/cop/COPaosfinal/contents.htm). 

• Assessment is checking that appropriate processes, practices and 

procedures have been observed according to agreed standards 

(Thackwray 1997:58). 

• Assessment entails a series of measures used to determine the complex 

attribute of an individual or a group of individuals (Oosterhof 1994:7). 

 

What transpires from above definitions is that they characterise assessment, and 

the following common aspects can be identified: 

 

• Purposefulness: Assessment is carried out for valid purposes, such as 

selection of students for the next level of the program or certification.     

• Process and series: Assessment comprises interrelated or serial processes 

such as defining, collecting data, analysing data, interpreting data and the 

efficient use of information. 

• Value judgement: In assessment, the evidence provided by the results of 

assessment is used to measure the value of an activity or a process as well 

as a product.  
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• Information driven judgement: In assessment, evaluation which involves 

making judgement about the value of a phenomenon, is made on the basis of 

available evidence (the collected information).    

  

In addition to the above definitions, Baldrige (in Arcaro 1995:41) integrates the 

different definitions of assessment with various perspectives of quality. He 

extrapolates that assessment is ensuring that: 

 

• What is supposed to happen actually happens; 

• everything that is done has added value; 

•  what is done provides value to the students and other stakeholders; 

• work is done effectively; 

• constant strive to improve output; and  

• there is never any resistance to change. 

 

The purpose and use of an assessment system also determine the 

characteristics of the system. Some of the purposes and the uses of assessment 

are presented next. 
 
3.3 Purposes and uses of assessment 
The purpose and use of an assessment system are interdependent. The 

intended use of the results of assessment determines the purpose of an 

assessment system. Assessment is a multipurpose process and it thus serves 

many purposes, depending on the needs of the stakeholders in respect of 

purported use of results (Race1999:115 and Race 2001:35). Ashcroft (1995:118) 

emphasises that the purposes of assessment should be closely related to those 

of education and society.  Ecclestone (1996:10,12) adds that assessment is 

carried out to achieve a range of purposes to provide information for different 

stakeholders such as the government; funding bodies; awarding bodies; 

employers and admission committees in higher education; parents and students. 
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The main purposes of assessing learners and the ultimate use of the results of 

assessment are discussed in the next sub-section. 

 

3.3.1 Assessment for initial guidance 
Assessment for initial guidance is necessary to guide decision-making before a 

program or a module starts. This is known as pre-instructional assessment, 

which is both formative and diagnostic. It informs decision-making as a starting 

point with respect to skills and knowledge already acquired (prior knowledge), 

and the individual needs of the learners (Ecclestone 1996:2; Brown, Race, and 

Smith 1996:17; McMillan 2004:29; Oosterhof 1994:18). The idea of a starting 

point and addressing the individual needs is diagnostic because it enhances the 

prevention of problems before they start. Another implication is that the initial 

assessment informs planning for improved instruction and the curriculum since 

the level of skills, needs and abilities of the learner, as well as the weaknesses 

and strengths of instruction and the curriculum are identified timeously. Most 

importantly, guidance provides the necessary learner support with regard to the 

nature of the outcomes and the expectations of assessment (Whisker and Brown 

1994:12).  Whisker and Brown further note that the initial guidance also provides 

external stakeholders with more coherent evidence upon which to base their 

judgement. 

 

3.3.2 Assessment for the purpose of selection 

Assessment can be executed for several reasons. One of the important purposes 

of assessment is selection. Assessment for the purpose of selection for 

admission informs decision-making for exemption from entry requirements, entry 

and potential to benefit from a program, potential to follow a program or a module 

to progress, readiness to learn new skills; and recruitment for employment 

(Brown and Knight 1994:16; Kane and Mitchell 1996:1). 

 

Assessments results are always used to select students for progression to the 

next academic levels, as well as for employment and for entry into a program. 
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3.3.3 Assessment for in-program purposes 
This form of assessment is implemented during a program or a module offering. 

It informs decision-making for improvement of instruction through diagnoses of 

problems, needs, strengths and weaknesses of the students as well as to shed 

light on appropriate learning targets (Ashcroft 1995:132; Black and Atkin 

1996:94; Brown and Knight 1994:15;). Further more, assessment for in-program 

purposes is also used for the purposes of  provision of evidence for a grade, 

progression as well as achievement of competence, classification of students for 

different levels and for improving student achievement through use of effective 

feedback (Ashcroft 1995:132; Brown, Race and Smith 1996:16; Ecclestone 

1996:21; Kane and Mitchell 1992:1; McMillan 1997; Wrags 1997:20). 

 

According to research (Black 1998: 31; Kane and Mitchell 1996:1; Kellaghan and 

Greaney 1992:1.) assessment plays a vital role in improving the quality of 

instruction and ensuring student success. Most importantly, the results of 

assessment are used to inform decision-making with regard to curriculum 

provision, allocation of appropriate resources and instruction. Positive and 

constructive feedback is necessary to help students to reflect on their work and 

plan for improvement. Feedback and follow up mechanisms improve the quality 

of learning( Wilson & Scalise 2006:644). Educators also benefit from assessment 

feedback since they are in a position to reflect on their instructional delivery 

modes. Planning is informed and the expectations of the program (or a module or 

a course) are communicated to all.  

 

More importantly assessment functions as a mode of instruction and it also 

reveals weaknesses and strengths of individual students and instruction. As a 

result it enhances continuous quality improvement.  

 

3.3.4 Assessment for certification of student achievement 
Assessment is also implemented to confirm achievement of students. This 

assessment mostly sums up all achievements of the learner for final decision-
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making. Currently, continuous assessment also contributes towards final 

decisions of certifying achievements. Summative assessment is usually carried 

out at the end of a module or a program, which enables grading for degree or 

diploma level classification (Ecclestone 1996:20; Kane and Mitchell 1996:1; 

Kellaghan and Greaney 1992:1). Certification of student learning and 

achievement is integral to the academic development of students. The results of 

assessment provide overall evidence of attainment against identified criteria with 

regard to knowledge, understanding and competences. 

 

3.3.5 Assessment for accountability 
Heywood (2000:66) indicates that in accountability the question is whether the 

agreed objectives have been achieved or not. Institutions of higher education are 

charged with the responsibility to report to the public and international 

stakeholders whether assessment is indeed promoting learning (Headington 

2000:68).  Gronlund (2003:56) adds that the results of assessment also enhance 

communication of students’ progress to parents, teachers and the community at 

large. 

 
James (1998:25) provides a detailed list of commonly quoted purposes such as 

diagnosis; screening; allocating resources; feedback to students; aid to learning; 

target setting; feedback to tutors and students; improvement of curriculum 

planning and instruction; grading; student grouping; transfer of information; 

prediction; guidance; selection; certification and accreditation; monitoring of 

standards within and across institutions and educational systems; evaluation of 

programs of study, performance of teachers, as well as accountability.  According 

to Black and Atkin (1996:94); Brown and Knight (1994:15); James (1998:26) and 

Wrags (1997:20), these purposes and uses can be categorised or classified into 

forms on the basis of use as shown in Table 3.1. 
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Table 3.1: Classification of forms of assessment according to purpose and use 

Forms  Purposes and use 

Formative assessment  To provide information about student progress, to 

inform decisions about further learning. 

Diagnostic assessment To recognise strengths and weaknesses about 

individual students to maximise their abilities. 

Summative assessment  To recognise and record overall attainment. 

Evaluative assessment  To use results to inform decisions with regard to 

curriculum provision, teaching and learning styles as 

well as allocation of resources and others. 
 

As indicated earlier (3.3.1) uses and purposes of assessment of student 

achievement are interdependent, hence it is justifiable to derive uses of 

assessment from their purposes. The purposes and uses of the results of the 

assessment of student achievement are changing with the changing values of 

higher education. These changes have resulted in paradigm shifts in assessment 

practices.    

 
3.4 Paradigm shifts in assessment practices 
According to Gipps (1998:1) a paradigm is a set of concepts, which provide a 

framework within which a particular problem is viewed and understood. Kuhn (in 

Gipps 1998:1) contends that a paradigm shift or a scientific revolution occurs 

when the old paradigm is unable to deal with outstanding problem or problems. 

Educational systems and their processes are highly dynamic; this is the result of 

paradigm shifts. Paradigm shifts also occur in the assessment of student 

achievement. Gipps (1998:1) asserts that assessment is undergoing a paradigm 

shift from psychometrics to educational assessment, and from a testing and 

examination culture to alternative assessment.  When assessment of students 

undergoes a profound change, reforms also occur with regard to learning goals, 

content standards, curriculum instruction, teacher education, and relationships 

among parents, communities, schools, government and business (http://www.fair 

test.org/prinind.htm.). These changes result from the changing needs of 

http://www.fair/
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societies. Boron (in van Niekerk, Mellet and Potgieter 1998:58) affirms that there 

is a move towards new educational values, hence a corresponding move towards 

new assessment strategies. These changes have lead to paradigm shifts in 

assessment. Some of the paradigm shifts are presented in Table 3.2. 
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   Table 3.2 Paradigm shifts in assessment 

    

SHIFTS 

FROM TO 

Psychometrics.  Broader models of educational 

assessment. 

Sole emphasis on outcomes. Assessment of a process. 

Isolated skills and isolated facts Integrated skills and application of 

knowledge. 

Objective tests based on paper and 

pencil tasks and characterised by 

proportional knowledge recall. 

Authentic tasks based on performance 

tests characterised by a wider range of 

skills, cognitive and personal qualities. 

Decontexualised tasks Single correct 

answer. 

Contextualised tasks. Many correct 

answers. 

Secret standards and secret criteria. Public standards and public criteria. 

Individuals. Groups. 

Post-mortem assessment that takes 

place after instruction and provides little 

and negative feedback. 

Diagnostic assessment that identifies 

problems during instruction and provides 

considerable positive feedback. 

Normative referenced, characterised by 

external evaluation. 

Criterion referenced in competences, 

performance criteria and a range of 

situations characterised by student self-

evaluation. 

Single and sporadic assessment 

characterised by standardised tests 

carried out for the purpose of selection.   

Multiple and continual assessment 

characterised by informal tests designed 

to enhance learners’ ability to learn. 

Conclusive. Recursive. 

System centered assignments that 

result in passive learners.  

Learner centered assignments which are 

flexible and result in active learners who 

are responsible for own learning by 

setting targets and assess own 

performance. 

   Adapted from: McMillan (2004:15); Ecclestone (1996:58) and Schurr (1999:34). 
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Jardin and Holly (1994:35) summarises that these paradigm shifts should be 

integrated with instruction to enhance learning processes rather than being 

separated and fragmented learning experiences. Furthermore, Blenkin and Kelly 

(1992: Preface) argue that as a result of paradigm shifts in assessment, the 

major features of assessment should be more formative than summative; more 

judgmental rather than statistical, more holistic rather than incremental; and build 

on strengths rather than identify weaknesses. 

 

Nightingale and O’Neil (1994:131) comment that these paradigm shifts are 

necessary to recognise and overcome deeply entrenched problems, attitudes 

and behaviours. The paradigm shifts are a continuous chain of innovative 

perspectives, which result as a quest for quality improvement in education and its 

processes. Williams (1997:69) asserts that the changes that result from paradigm 

shifts can only be supported by alternative assessment, as well as a moving 

away from total dependence on traditional assessment. Assessment practices 

are pressurised and influenced by any emerging issue in education. The impact 

of these issues (3.1) will be explained in the next section. 

 

3.5 Issues in assessment practices: challenges and problems 
Some factors, as well as emerging issues challenge and cause problems in the 

assessment of student achievement in higher education worldwide. The impact 

of some of these problematic issues on the assessment of students in higher 

education is briefly considered in the next sections. 

 
3.5.1 Mission statement and the vision for the future  
According to Brown and Knight (1994:159), the current challenges of higher 

education, such as ageing population; unemployment; public borrowing deficit; 

competence based education; increasing reduction in public spending and others 

may determine the future of assessment in higher education. According to West-

Burnham (1995:106) a vision statement communicates the ultimate purpose of 

an institution and/ or an educational activity. 
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3.5.2 Standards and assessment 
Specification of standards in assessment may be a necessity in situations where 

an institution or an educational activity is undergoing transformation. The 

implication is that assessment will also respond to the transformation process 

(Lemmer 2001:132). 

 

3.5.3 Transformation and assessment 
The quality of assessment is also influenced by transformation.  This aspect is 

further discussed in Section 3.9 of this thesis.  Lemmer (2001:132) indicates that 

during any transformation process all structures, such as curriculum and 

assessment undergo reform. This author (Lemmer 2001:132) further asserts that 

it is also imperative to re-think assessment practices during any period of 

transformation   

 
3.5.4 Accountability and assessment of students in higher education 
According to Black (1998:31), institutions are charged with the responsibility to 

report evidence of how they improve the quality of learning and assessment 

since it is the public who provides funds for higher education. The author concurs 

that institutions have to provide evidence that they are indeed promoting 

instruction in the interest of the public. Biggs (1999: Preface) affirms that 

institutions of higher education are faced with the challenge of developing 

assessment practices or systems that are technically sound and pedagogically 

useful since most students are increasingly paying more and more for their 

education.  As a result, students and their parents demand value for their money. 

Khattri and Sweet (1996:33) allege that there is increasing pressure that 

accountability cannot only be based upon paper and pencil assessment. Other 

kinds of information on what the institutions of higher education are doing to fulfill 

the aims of the society, is necessary. Williams (1997:69) argues that 

accountability for central funds increases the emphasis on both internal and 

external measurement of quality, and most importantly the necessity for explicit 

procedures on the way in which institutions provide quality.  Higher education is 
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consuming a significant amount of public funds; it is only proper that they should 

be accountability for this (http://qaa.ac.uk/aboutqaa/evidence.htm.2004-09-02).  

 

The implication here is that for assessment to fulfill the purpose of accountability, 

the best practices in assessment of student achievement have to be determined 

and put into practice. Institutions of higher education are also accountable and 

responsible to produce high quality personnel through improved assessment 

practices of student achievement. The impact of market demands and changing 

job prospects on the assessment of students is addressed next.  

 
3.5.5 Market demands and changing job prospects 
Kane and Mitchell (1996:3) and Khattri and Sweet (1996:1) are of the opinion 

that there is a concern from the business community that students entering the 

workforce are not sufficiently competent.  The above authors further indicate that 

the voices of business and industry demand that their employees should be able 

to think creatively, write well, work flexibly, have social competencies and be able 

to work in groups. Kane and Mitchell (1996:1) endorse the idea that for a 

workplace to operate successfully, employees must possess competences such 

as interpersonal skills, foundational skills in reading and writing, numeric and 

thinking skills. All these necessitate the reform of assessment practices to 

enhance the acquisition of the necessary competences. 

 
3.5.6 Competence based qualifications and innovative ways of learning 
New job demands, international mobility, as well as technology demand skills 

necessary to fit into the global village. Ashcroft (1995:110) posits that 

competence based qualifications and the associated shifts in students’ profiles 

must have an effect, not only on the content of the curriculum in higher 

education, but also on the way it is assessed. Ashcroft (1995:110) further argues 

that new ways of learning such as work based learning, computer based 

learning, and independent learning and peer tutoring demand new ways of 

assessing student achievement. The implication is to assess transferable skills 

http://qaa.ac.uk/aboutqaa/evidence.htm.2004-09-02
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as well as content to suit these new modes of delivery (Williams 1997:79). 

Competence based qualifications and innovative ways of learning may enhance 

international mobility; most importantly because internationalisation and 

globalisation are high on the agenda for quality improvement in higher education. 

This necessitates innovative ways of assessment that can provide valid evidence 

that the products (graduates) of higher education can compete in the global 

economy. 

 

3.5.7 Globalisation and internationalisation in assessment 
One of the driving forces to rethinking the quality of assessment practices is the 

realisation that the skills needed for the global village are of an acceptable 

standard (Smith 1996: 642). Smith further indicates that since each country is 

forced into greater international interdependence, memorising of facts and one-

dimensional interpretation of social issues are no longer sufficient. Globalisation 

and internationalisation of markets, benchmarking of qualifications and standards 

(Fourie 2000:50) demand critical rethinking of assessment methods. Smith 

(1996:642) asserts that to be competent in the global economy, students need 

skills in critical thinking, analysing divergent cultural perspectives on current and 

emerging issues, as well as problem solving across cultures. It is necessary for 

institutions to tune in to other institutions in higher education (Race1999:119) 

Acosta (1996: 682) concludes that one of the goals of higher education is to 

produce well-rounded graduates who are globally competent and ready to join 

the regional, national as well as international workforce. 

 

In assessment, globalisation and internationalisation imply that assessment 

should produce valid evidence that the product of higher education (the new 

cohort of graduates for the labour market) is competitive in an ever-evolving 

global economic climate. Most importantly, globalisation is beneficial in that it 

enhances international mobility and greater participation, both locally and 

internationally.  
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3.5.8 Increased participation and massification in assessment 
In most countries institutions of higher education find themselves subject to 

increasing numbers of students, and as a result governments worldwide find 

themselves unable to financially support a mass participation system at the rate 

per student that was affordable in a smaller elite system 

(http://www.qaa.ac.uk/aboutqaa/evidence.htm:2004-09-02).   

Another crucial aspect is that, despite the alarming increase in student numbers, 

there is a reduction of staff which results in increasing pressure on the personnel 

tutoring system, as well as limited time spent with students (Cox and Ingleby 

1996:106). Mass education is a taunting threat to the quality of assessment of 

student achievement. Massification as well as semesterisation has led to 

increased assessment loads (Bennet et al. 1996:24; Williams 1997:68). 

According to Anderson and Specks (1998:6), the problem of increased 

assessment loads due to increased numbers of students justifies initiatives for 

reform in assessment practices in higher education.  

In conclusion it must be noted that the undesirable load of assessment practices, 

which is the result of mass education, poses a threat to quality in the assessment 

of student achievement. The staff is faced with the daunting task of overcoming 

work overloads.   

 

Another factor, which is integrated with increased numbers of students, is 

diversity. Increasing student numbers imply increased differences in students’ 

profiles, which impact on the way in which students are assessed to address 

these differences. Mass education has resulted in, amongst others, the 

diversification of the student profile in higher education. The impact of diversity 

on the quality of assessment is addressed in the next section. 

 
3.5.9 Student diversity and assessment 
Another controversial issue in assessment is the increasing diversity in student 

profiles. Diversity has become an important aspect in educational innovation and 

http://www.qaa.ac.uk/aboutqaa/evidence.htm:2004-09-02
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development (Ashcroft 1996:5). Student diversity is exhibited in various ways, 

such as age, experience, socio-economic status, abilities, entry qualifications, 

background, race, learning styles, and others (Biggs 1999: Preface; Williams 

1997:79).  This increasing diversity of students entering higher education has an 

impact on the quality of assessment, and as a result lecturers in higher education 

are required to reconsider their assessment practices (Ashcroft 1995:111). The 

heterogeneity of students’ profiles in higher education, increasing participation 

and massification of higher education, all pose a daunting challenge to the quality 

of assessment practices. The possible solution to this problem may be utilisation 

of different approaches to assess the multiple achievements of students in an 

attempt to address the differences. 

 
3.5.10 Assessing multiple achievements 
Assessing multiple abilities through the implementation of multidimensional 

assessment practices is an innovation in assessment of student achievement 

(Lubisi 1999:138). Lubisi asserts that in multidimensional assessment there is no 

right or wrong answer and the students are given opportunities to apply multiple 

approaches to solve problems. Lubisi (1999:138) further indicates that the 

assessment of multiple achievements can only be achieved through the 

recognition of the theory of multiple intelligences.  

 

Against this background, it is clear that open and multidimensional assessment 

that require multiple approaches are necessary to satisfy all the talents of the 

students, their differing needs and abilities. The implication is that a wide range 

of assessment methods may have to be employed to provide ample opportunity 

for the development of multiple talents and potential.  

 

3.5.11 Financial implications of assessment 
Evidence of the changing nature of higher education worldwide is that central 

funding in higher education has not kept pace with the rapid increase in student 

numbers (Williams 1997:69). According to Ashcroft (1995:15), quality has 
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become the criterion in funding decisions, and as a result sound quality 

assurance systems must be in place. Biggs (1999: Preface) argues that the 

population in higher education is increasing against fixed or falling units of 

resources, and as classes increase in size, less staff are teaching more students 

in large classes. This is the result of decreased funding by central government 

(Williams 1997:79). Most importantly, Biggs (1999: preface) argues that the cost 

of higher education is increasing at an alarming rate, and as a result current 

pressure on assessment and learning in higher education is to find more cost-

effective ways of assessment, while still maintaining standards. Despite 

dwindling financial support by governments and funding bodies, institutions of 

higher education are expected to report to all the stakeholders to indicate that 

they are indeed achieving their missions and the goals of society. In other words, 

higher institutions must satisfy the requirements of accountability. Moreover, the 

cost of higher education has increased alarmingly. Increased institutional 

autonomy in higher education has also contributed to impinging financial 

constraints in relation to the required resources. Governments and funding 

bodies are demanding sound quality assurance systems for all the processes 

and activities in autonomous institutions. 

 
3.5.12 Increased institutional autonomy and assessment 
Since most of the institutions have been granted autonomy, they are self-

administrating. They are free to run their own affairs, make their own choices, 

and make decisions with regard to activities such as assessment. According to 

the CHE (2001:18) autonomy may be related to freedom, but it does not mean 

freedom. The CHE (2001:18) further defines autonomy as the status of an 

institution whereby an institution is totally dependent and self-regulatory. In the 

light of this definition, it is clear that to maintain high quality in assessment 

practices, efficient quality procedures and quality assurance frameworks must be 

in place. 
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High quality assessment of students may be achieved through the application of 

best practices in assessment, which may be described as the principles of 

assessment. These are addressed in the next section.       

 
3.6 Principles of quality assessment practices 
Principles are sound practices that facilitate the identification of problems and 

ways of addressing these (James 1998:390).  These principles reflect the ideal: 

what is believed to be the best that assessment can be and do 

(http://www.fairtest.org/princind.htm 17/10/2004). James (1998:390) postulates 

that principles determine procedures which guide the practices. He argues that 

principles can be used as criteria to evaluate the practice. In assessing student 

achievement, governing principles become procedures to be followed in the 

implementation of high quality assessment practices, while they also become the 

criteria for judging the quality of such practices. 

 

Everyone who participates in the development or implementation of an 

assessment system is responsible for helping to ensure that high quality in 

assessment is a concern at every stage of the process. The stages include: 

planning and designing; selecting and developing assessment practices; scoring; 

recording and reporting and using results (http: //www.gower.k12.il./staff/Ass 

04/04/2004). Since almost all the principles may apply at all the stages of the 

development of an assessment system, general principles that apply at every 

stage are provided in subsequent paragraphs. 

 
3.6.1 Policy in planning and design of assessment practices 
According to Cook (1991:43) the major aim of quality systems should be that 

student learning experiences are worthwhile, well-managed and meet rigorous 

standards of academic, vocational and professional achievement.  One way of 

achieving the aims of quality is to plan and design a policy document that strives 

to meet the needs of stakeholders as effectively as possible within the resources 

available. This emphasises the importance of policy planning and designing of 

http://www.gower.k12.il./staff/Ass
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assessment practices for success and improved quality. James (1995:45) posits 

that a clear vision of an assessment policy and a general strategic plan for 

development are top priority in high quality assessment practices. The emphasis 

is that assessment should start with educational values, foundations of 

education, as well as an educational mission (http: //www. 

qaa.ac.org/assessmentprincipl.htm 11.27.2003). The purposes of assessment 

also need to be clear to every stakeholder.  These purposes should be in line 

with clear and explicitly stated purposes of the program which the assessment 

seeks to improve (Brown and Knight 1994:57). Clear policy guidelines are 

necessary to help align assessment practices with value statements and 

educational objectives.   

 
3.6.2 Matching assessment practices to educational objectives 
Assessment requires attention to outcomes, but also and equally important, to 

the experiences that lead to these outcomes. Assessment should be an integral 

component of course design and not something bolted on afterwards (Brown, 

Race and Smith 1996:36; Gravett and Geyser 2004:56; http: 

//www.aache.org/assessmentprincilpe.htm 11.27.03). The implication of this is 

that assessment should be integrated with instruction.  
 
3.6.3 Integrating assessment with instruction 
Assessment should be based on an understanding of how students learn (James 

1998:83; Ashcroft 1995:112). It should consider and support individual learning.  

This implies that assessment must be formative to provide staff and learners with 

opportunities to reflect on their practices and their learning. Since assessment is 

an integral part of learning, it should involve higher order cognitive skills (Brown 

and Knight 1994:58; Geyser 2004: 183; James 1998:83)Assessment of learning 

is a key factor that changes learning ( Roberts 2006: 65). Quality improvement in 

education through high quality assessment requires use of appropriate 

assessment methods and techniques. Roberts (2006:67) emphasises that 

http://www.aache.org/assessmentprincilpe.htm
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assessment and instruction must be in harmony and assessment should go 

beyond measuring mere production of information. 

 

3.6.4 Appropriateness of assessment methods and techniques   
Methods and techniques should allow maximum learning and performance to 

such an extent that assessment is incremental and developmental by providing 

feedback that enables rectification of mistakes, thus aiming to improve  quality of 

instruction (Ashcroft 1995:112; James 1998: 83). Assessment methods and 

techniques should fit the purposes of assessment. Assessment methods and 

techniques should therefore not only be appropriate, but they should also be 

varied. 

 
3.6.5 Using a wide range of assessment methods and techniques 
A wide range of assessment methods and techniques are necessary to fit every 

purpose of assessment, individual learning styles and to enhance holistic 

assessment (Gravett and Geyser 2004:84). Varied methods may include self-

assessment, peer assessment, group-based computer assisted assessment and 

work-based assessment (James 1998:83; McMillan 2002:36). 

 

3.6.6 Practicality of assessment 
According to Gravett and Geyser (2004:99); and McMillan (2004:36), 

assessment should be practical and feasible within available resources and time. 

This implies that the assessment load should be manageable within reasonable 

time, such that learners can finish the tasks and lecturers can provide timeous 

feedback. Resources should be accessible to the learners for the assessment 

process and relevant information should be provided to learners well before the 

assessment tasks. These refer to assessment rules and regulations. Also of 

importance is that the venue for assessment should be announced in time. The 

academic and developmental levels also enhance the feasibility of assessment 

tasks. 
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3.6.7 Fairness in assessment 
Gravett and Geyser (2004:98,109); Macmillan (2004: 36) and Siebörger and 

Macintoch (1998:13) and Race 2001:34) assert that assessment systems should 

be fair to all students. This may be expressed in terms of the same treatment of 

learners regardless of ethnic group, gender, socio-economic status and others. 

Fairness may also mean the utilisation of a wide range of assessment methods 

and techniques to suit different learning styles and talents; equivalence between 

the amount of assessment and work covered; clear instructions and questions 

that can be understood by all learners; equal access to resources; appropriate 

methods of administering assessment, conditions under which assessment is 

conducted, as well as methods of marking, fair grading and evaluation. Any form 

of bias such as gender bias, ethnic bias and others should be avoided. 

 

3.6.8 Transparency in assessment 
Information about assessment must be communicated to all the stakeholders. 

This implies information, amongst others, about expectations of the assessment, 

indicators of poor and good points to be considered in carrying out the 

assessment; and a weighting system; submission dates; and access to 

assessment regulations; guidelines for carrying out and handing in of 

assignments (Cox and Ingleby 1997:88). 

 

3.6.9 Reliability in assessment practices 

Reliability is the extent to which the same assessment practice would yield 

similar results by similar learners under the same conditions (Ashcroft 1995:112). 

These involve assessment methods, processes, instruments, as well as the 

assessment environment. Assessment instruments and processes should be 

reliable and consistent. Assessment processes entail: Moderation of assessment 

practices, marking and grading of students’ tasks, and briefing learners on the 

level of details necessary for their responses; providing equal opportunities to 

students for consultations; and equal opportunities to students to ask about 
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criteria and constant administration and continuous review of assessment 

practices (Baijnath et al. 2001:88). 

 
3.6.10 Validity of assessment practices 
According to (Ashcroft (1995:112), validity in assessment means that 

assessment should directly measure that which it is intended to measure. The 

objectives and/or outcomes of assessment should be clear and explicit, and 

methods and techniques should be appropriate. 

 
3.6.11 Manageable workload in assessment 
Brown and Knight (1998:143); and Gravett and Geyser (2004:39), suggest that 

coordinated activities of assessment processes through planning are necessary 

to avoid unmanageable workloads. This entails coordinated timetables, deadlines 

for submission of assignments with the aim of spreading workload evenly for 

learners and staff. Bennet, Foreman-Peck and Higgins (1997:25) indicate that 

very heavy burdens of assessment lead to students adopting dysfunctional 

learning strategies. This exposition suggests that assessment should be 

equitable within a period of time, and that resources to enhance deeper learning 

and therefore the quality of assessment process, should be available.  
 
3.6.12 Prompt and constructive feedback 
Ashcroft (1995:118) is of the opinion that feedback should be informative; it 

should inform students and lecturers about the strengths and the weaknesses of 

individual students, and their instruction.   

Assessment should provide feedback to learning processes (http://www. 

qaa.ac.uk/public/Cop/COPaosfinal/contents.htm. 2004.09.02). The following 

should be considered to provide constructive feedback: 
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• Negative feedback should be turned into positive feedback. Starting with 

good news and ending with a high positive note is a requirement in striving 

towards beneficial and supportive feedback. 

• Timeliness in providing feedback to student is a crucial matter for 

development and self-improvement. Since feedback informs instruction, 

this implies that feedback should be provided in time so that it fulfils its 

role of improving instruction.  

• Specification of the nature and extent of feedback that students can 

expect in relation to particular types and units of assessment is a 

necessity. 

• Effective use of comments on returned work and relating feedback to 

assessment criteria, for illumination of strengths and weaknesses are 

necessary. This means that feedback must be descriptive, explicit and 

expressed in specific points.  

• Quantitative feedback may be supplemented with qualitative 

assessments, and on the other hand, written words may be supplemented 

with oral feedback. The emphasis is that feedback should not depend on 

numerical grades only; verbal facts (comments) are also necessary. The 

lecturer may use numerical grates as well as written comments in 

marking.  

 

What expires from the discussion of prompt and constructive feedback is the 

emphasis on the importance of feedback to improve the quality of assessment 

practices. Some guidelines for effective feedback are provided. Feedback 

motivates deeper learning, hence it raises the standards of educational systems. 

Relevance of assessment practices is enhanced.  
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3.6.13 Relevance of assessment criteria 
Assessment criteria need to be understandably explicit and public. Expectations 

and accountability of employers and others in the outside world must be clearly 

communicated. Identification and application of relevant assessment criteria 

should derive from objectives, be closely linked to the objectives; and be 

expressed in clear language (Ashcroft 1995:112).  

Criteria and standards may be related but they do not mean the same thing. 

Criteria are means of measuring and judging standards, while standards are the 

measurements (Ashcroft 1995:27). Explicit assessment criteria have positive 

implications on improving the quality of instruction and student achievement.  

Assessment criteria may also be used to benchmark assessment practices with 

what other countries do. Most importantly students may also use the criteria to 

benchmark their work.   

 

 3.6.14 Ongoing assessment 
Assessment should be ongoing, not episodic. Gravett and Geyser (2004:101), as 

well as James (1998:34, 37), posit that as a process, assessment is continuous 

and cumulative; and must involve a series of activities taking place over time. In 

summing up, assessment is a continuous collection of data on the continuous 

improvement and development of students. The implications are to assess 

regularly, to integrate assessment and instruction, to adopt incremental 

assessment such that small units of assessment should build up to a final mark 

or grade. 

 
3.6.15 Redemption and flexibility in assessment  
Assessment should be redeemable (Gravett and Geyser 2004:101; James 

1998:34; 37). This implies provision of opportunities for redemption of failure 

when things go wrong. In other words, students have opportunities to be 

reassessed. Whisker and Brown (1994:165) assert that a major shift in higher 

education would be to attune assessment to the developmental needs of 

individual students and give credits for individual student progress, and thus 
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move away from fixed national standards of achievement. Redemption may be 

practiced through “special” examinations or tests, “sick” examinations, 

supplementary examinations and others.    

The achievement of students in assessment is always used as evidence that 

institutions of higher education are achieving national goals. This implies 

accountability, which is briefly discussed in the next section.   

 
3.6.16 Accountability and assessment 
Assessment should enhance accountability to a wider public community 

(http//www.aahe.org/assessment/princip11/27/2003). It is through the 

assessment of student achievement that the effectiveness of an educational 

institution is judged.  The results are used to indicate to all the stakeholders that 

the institution is achieving important national goals (Black 1998:31; Kane and 

Mitchell 1996:1). This implies that sound quality assurance procedures in the 

assessment of student achievement are necessary to produce high quality 

personnel as educational investment return. Quality assurance in assessment is 

addressed next.  
 
3.6.17 Quality assurance and assessment 
One of the important quality indicators of assessment is that assessment 

systems should be liable to sound quality assurance procedures.  

Efficient assessment systems or practices should be backed up by a sound and 

well-documented quality assurance system (Gravett and Geyser: 2004:99). To 

maintain and assure quality in assessment, the following aspects must be 

considered: Use of diverse methods of assessment to suit individual differences, 

adopting deep, active and reflective learning and providing opportunities for 

flexible application of knowledge to solve new problems in new contexts. 

 

The implication of quality assurance in assessment in higher learning is the 

demand for sound quality assurance systems, both internally and externally. 

Most importantly, more emphasis is put on the continuous review of assessment 
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practices for continuous quality improvement. Collegiality and collaboration are 

essential for quality improvement and maintenance. 

 

3.6.18 Collaboration in assessment 
Collaboration is an essential aspect of assessment processes (James 1998:88). 

It is necessary that all stakeholders undertake shared decision-making at all 

levels. This implies that consensus and shared decision-making are necessary 

with regard to issues such as assessment criteria; appropriate and varied 

methods and techniques of assessment; dates for submission; and dates of 

written assignments for even distribution of the assessment load of both students 

and staff. Gravett and Geyser (2004:220) are of the opinion that this principle 

illuminates the need for on-going professional development with regard to 

assessment issues. Ashcroft (1995:112) concludes that there should be 

coherence in assessment systems across departments or lecturing teams. This 

necessitates collaborative decision-making as well as sound staff development 

programs with regard to the development of competence skills in assessment.    

 
3.6.19 Staff development in assessment 
Educators, administrators and policy-makers should all have expertise in a 

variety of assessment methods so that they are able to construct sound 

assessment practices and use them effectively to gather the desired information 

about students. 

 

Gravett and Geyser (2004: 220); and Heywood (2000:45), assert that institutions 

should ensure that all staff is involved in the assessment of students and that 

they are competent to undertake their roles and responsibilities in assessment. 

They propose that in staff development: development institutions should consider 

promotion of the understanding of theory and practice of assessment and its 

implementation; enabling staff to learn about new approaches to assessment, as 

well as the best ways to operate existing or traditional methods; provision of 

induction on assessment practices for new staff and those with new 
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responsibilities and meeting the training needs of administrative staff involved in 

assessment procedures and processes. 

According to Ashcroft (1995:119), staff development is necessary to improve the 

reliability and the validity of assessment practices. However, James (1998: 38) 

indicates that the quality of assessment practices rely on sound principles as the 

best practices in assessment.  

 

Following the literature report, it emerges that staff development is one the most 

important tools to improve the quality of assessment in higher education. 

Necessary skills and expertise are essential towards continuous quality 

improvement in assessment practices. 

 
3.7 Quality and assessment 
The variety of definitions of quality in literature provides to be a daunting 

challenge. However, in this study the definition of quality as fitness of purpose, 

which entails fulfillment of all stakeholder requirements, expectations, needs 

and/or desires (Jonathan 2000:46), will be adopted. Luitjen (1991:9) indicates 

that assessment should be connected to the ultimate purpose of education, 

which is to encourage the development of citizens who are socially, culturally, 

and technically flexible. The researcher is of the opinion that to enhance fitness 

of assessment practices to its purpose, and because purposes change and differ, 

several principles or best practices underpin the assessment of students, hence 

the multidimensional view of quality in assessment. 

 

3.7.1 The notion of quality in assessment 
In assessment, quality is considered in a wider context. Therefore, wider notions 

of quality apply to emphasise fitness of purpose. Ashcroft and Palacio (1996: 34) 

argue that quality in assessment may be considered in various ways, depending 

on an analytic or holistic approach, that is, whether one takes a narrow or a wider 

view of the phenomenon. Cox and Ingleby (1997:88) affirm that assessment of 

the quality (or effectiveness) of student assessment is done from an analytical 
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point of view. The following are considered: links with objectives of the program: 

focus on central aspects taught; focus on skills and their transfer; use of 

assessment and the extent to which assessment promotes the development of 

deep, and active and reflective learning. 

Ashcroft (1995:109) asserts that principles indicate what is meant by quality in 

assessment. Principles as best practices may be used as quality indicators and 

performance indicators. Performance indicators are measurable characteristics 

of educational processes and procedures used to deliver services to students. 

They are also useful in tracking down performances and evaluation processes in 

achieving continuous improvement, which tie all activities to a common quality 

goal (Baijnath et al. 2002: 157). 

Viewed holistically, the quality of assessment implies principles such as matching 

the purposes and the intentions; sets of rigorous high level standards; a range of 

techniques; existence of sound quality assurance procedures; validity in terms of 

the extent to which the assessment practices are fit for their purposes; and the 

extent to which assessment covers the full range of skills, knowledge and 

attitudes. The researcher holds that if assessment practices are based on the 

foregoing principles, the particular assessment practices will fit the purpose 

adequately.  

 

The principles of assessment may determine the quality indicators of high quality 

assessment practices, which are presented in the next section. 

 

3.7.2 Quality and quality indicators in assessment  
Arcaro (1995:22) alleges that the aim of any quality process is the delivery of 

ever-increasing value to the students and the community. Ashcroft and Palacio 

(1996:33) argue that the quality indicators of an assessment system may include 

coherence across the department or faculty and employing a range of techniques 
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and being subject to quality assurance procedures and policy, as well as 

comparison, which involve benchmarking. 

 
3.8 Quality assurance practices in assessment 
The quest for quality through the implementation of quality assurance systems is 

becoming the norm in many institutions worldwide (Jonathan 2000:20). It 

involves several procedures and processes such as policy formulation and 

planning; specification of standards; verification; moderation; accreditation; 

auditing; documentation and reporting (Baijnath et al. 2000:134). These 

procedures and processes will be described briefly, while more details will be 

provided with regard to moderation. Ashcroft (1995:134) argues that quality 

assurance in assessment involves a system of accountability, internal and 

external moderation, and continuous review of assessment practices, as well as 

checks against performance criteria. The next paragraph addresses different 

views on what quality assurance entails in assessment.   

 
3.8.1 Defining quality assurance in assessment practices   
Literature reveals that despite the fact that different authors define quality 

assurance differently, quality improvement and maintenance remain a central 

goal of quality assurance systems. Some definitions of quality assurance are the 

following: 

• Quality assurance is the determination of standards, appropriate methods 

and quality requirements by an expert body accompanied by a process of 

inspection or evaluation that examines the extent to which practice meets 

these standards (Murgatoyd and Morgan 1993:45). 

• Quality assurance is the application and achievement of agreed standards 

(Calder 1994:36).  

• Quality assurance is linking procedures for internal and external 

verification and moderation and providing information for learners, 

teachers and parents about assessment (Arcaro 1995:9). 
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All the above definitions of quality assurance depict its central goal, which entails 

continuous improvement and maintenance of quality.  

 
3.8.2 Policy formulation and planning 
According to James (1998:36; 37) a policy is directed by stipulated principles (or 

best practices) (cf. 3.6). Fourie (2000:52) asserts that policy guidelines are 

necessary for the following reasons: They define purposes and set the standards 

for the organisation and the activity. They also determine the way in which the 

procedures is implemented to put the policies into practice, and ultimately the 

way in which the policies and procedures are reviewed to ensure that the quality 

of an organisation or a process is improving. This implies that policy formulation 

and planning must precede all the activities, procedures and processes of a 

quality assurance system. The formulated policies determine specifications of 

standards and expectations. These are presented in the next section. 

 
3.8.3 Specification of standards and expectations 
Standards are the expected levels of performance (Headington 2000:86). They 

also refer to determined criteria to measure performance levels of learners. 

Ashcroft (1995:6) argues that standards may be defined in terms of quality 

indicators, while Headington (2000:86) further indicates that standards are 

always determined from the best practices or principles with regard to the 

following: policy guidelines; design; implementation; conduct of assessment; 

student performance; as well as monitoring and evaluation. Williams (1997:69) 

advocates the necessity of standards being explicit since funding costs for higher 

education compete with other public and social needs. Williams (1997:70) further 

points out that the standards in institutions may differ because institutional 

purposes vary. Most importantly, Williams (1997:70) insists that the aims of 

assessment and programs of study have to match the differing needs and 

abilities of students and the demands of industry and commerce.  
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It summing up, standards apply at all levels of the assessment process. One of 

the reasons why standards are described as expected levels of performance is 

that they are based upon underlying principles. They may also be referred to as 

quality indicators; hence they act as interlocking factors that can be used to 

measure the quality of assessment practices. 

 

3.8.4 Moderation of assessment practices 
Moderation is one of the essential mechanisms of assuring the quality of 

assessment in higher education. Headington (2000:39) defines moderation as 

the process by which teachers, when acting as markers, come to an agreement 

on the awarding of marks or levels. Headington further elaborates that 

moderation involves negotiation, which focuses upon the interpretation of criteria 

in the context of the students’ work. The author further asserts that moderation 

enables reliability and promotes accuracy and consistency through objective 

analysis. Moderation is also viewed as the process of making judgements on the 

quality and results of formative and summative assessment (Murdock and 

Grobbelar 2004:116). Quality assurance in the assessment of student 

achievement may be executed through the following: 

 

• The use of an external examiner whose functions are to ascertain whether  

questions are consistent, fair and reflect appropriate standards, as well as to 

verify that the grading of scripts is done in a consistent and fair manner. External 

examiners may be involved during the design, delivery and assessment stages 

(Murdoch and Grobbelaar 2004:113). Jonathan (2000:45; 48) adds that this is 

the most commonly used quality assurance mechanism in almost every 

institution of higher education, with the purpose of re-examining the assessment 

and the assessed work of the students. 

 

• The use of internal and external moderation, involving three main stages;  

reporting on moderation; corrective actions where necessary; and review of the 

moderation system and the process (James 1998:102). 
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• The use of sound criteria in the process of moderation. The criteria must  

be in place as an approved moderation system, and designed well before the 

process of moderation (James 1998:103). James (1998:103) further notes that 

the moderation system entails objectives and performance criteria for judging 

consistent collaboration. Group moderation is undertaken for shared 

understanding and collaboration with regard to performance criteria (James 

1998:166; Headington 2000:39). 

 

The emphasis in this section is that collaboration is essential in moderation. 

Important crucial processes such as validation of assessment practices, 

accreditation, monitoring, auditing, verification and review of assessment 

practices will be discussed next.  

 

3.8.5 Validation of assessment practices 
Validation relates to standards. Thackwray (1997:48) posits that validation of 

student assessment is checking that appropriate processes, practices and 

procedures have observed agreed standards. Gravett and Geyser (2004:121) 

refer to this as a verification process through which information is gathered on 

the findings of the assessment and moderation process, focusing on the quantity 

of assessment and procedures with the purpose of quality improvement. 

 
3.8.6 Accreditation 
According to Calder (1994:37) accreditation is the formal recognition by a 

recognised body that the level of provision (assessment in this context) is of an 

agreed standard. James (1998:163) adds that accreditation is a process whereby 

a body responsible for an award approves an institution or a center to carry out 

assessment and award qualifications. This emphasises the necessity of 

accreditation in the selection of candidates for employment, admission into other 

institutions, progression to the next educational level as well as the enhancement 

of international mobility. Accreditation requires that assessment processes are 
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monitored to detect problems and solve them in time. The next section 

investigates what monitoring in assessment entails. 

 

3.8.7 Monitoring of assessment practices 
According to James (1998:20) monitoring is necessary to aid problem-detection 

and problem solving (or problem coping). James continues that monitoring 

involves auditing, documentation, reporting and evaluation. He insists that in 

assessment practices, continuous checks have to be made to control certain 

processes and procedures (mentioned in this section). The implication is that 

close monitoring of the process and all the procedures is necessary to gather 

relevant information from which valid judgements can be made concerning the 

quality of assessment processes and practices. 

 
3.8.7.1 Auditing and verification of assessment practices 
Auditing and verification of assessment may be carried out to evaluate scoring 

and assessment content to ensure that appropriate assessment standards are 

met (O’Neil and Linn in Gipps 1998:109; Ashcroft and Palacio 1996:34). An 

auditing system checks whether the institution has developed the systems for 

monitoring the quality of the existing processes, ensuring that policies are 

adhered to (Baijnath et al. 2000: 133; and James 1998:22).  

 

3.8.7.2 Documentation, communication and reporting in assessment 
practices 
An efficient system of communication is the key to the successful implementation 

of a quality improvement system in assessment at any level of an institution. 

Lack of communication may impact negatively on quality and most importantly on 

the commitment and attitudes of the staff (Holtzhausen 2000:12). Headington 

(2000:64) emphasises that reporting is an integral part of assessment.  It is a 

way of communicating learning progress and learning needs to interested 

parties. It is both formative and summative. Reporting procedures in assessment 

may include policy documents on assessment; moderation reports; passed 
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assessment tasks; student assessment guidelines; student records and records 

of progression (Ingleby and Cox 1997:107). 

 

To achieve the goal of continuous quality improvement, enhancement and 

assurance, regular review of assessment practices is a necessity.  The issue of 

evaluation and review of assessment practices is discussed in the following 

section.  

 

3.8.7.3 Evaluation and review of assessment practices 

An evaluation of assessment practices is necessary to determine the extent to 

which assessment functions as it is supposed to be. James (1998:163) indicates 

that this involves the way in which assessment is presented, interpretation of 

standards and the decision on possible changes regarding tasks and procedures. 

Ingleby and Cox (1997:97) conclude that monitoring, communication, 

documentation and reporting in assessment practices provide evidence for 

making informed value judgements of individual student procedures and 

processes in these practices. 

 

It can be argued that evaluation and review of assessment practices provide 

information to make informed decisions on areas that need improvement, 

practices that can be continued and those that can be rejected. Decisions made 

as a result of evaluation and review of assessment practices may lead to 

transformation. This is aligned to the notion that evaluation and review of 

assessment practices involves quality assessment of assessment practices. 

 

3.9 Assessment as an agent of change and transformation  
Black and Atkin (1996:108) posit that changes in assessment are important 

because they contribute to instructional renewal. According to Ashcroft (1995: 

14) transformation is qualitative change where the quality of experience is 

enhanced. This relates to value-addedness whereby achievement of students is 
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changed or added to by educational experience, such as assessment of student 

achievement. 

    

On the basis of the above exposition of transformation, it may be argued that 

when educational structures entirely or partially change, activities and processes 

in assessment practices cannot be left behind. Feedback plays an important role 

in the quality improvement of the system, but is even more important in improving 

the quality of instruction as well as of assessment practices. 
 
3.10 The role of feedback and the quality of assessment 
Feedback is a crucial aspect in influencing the quality of instruction. Current 

approaches to assessment require that assessment should be integrated with 

instruction. Researchers argue that in meeting the needs of students for 

feedback on their progress and attainment, institutions must consider important 

critical factors outlined in 3.6.12. 

 

The implication is that effective feedback results in simultaneous quality 

improvement and assurance in assessment and instruction. A last aspect of 

assessment that may influence the quality of feedback on student assessment is 

workload. This is explained in the next section.    

 
3.11 The impact of workload on the quality of assessment in higher 
education 
It has been stated (cf. 3.6.11), that the assessment load of students should be 

manageable within given conditions and opportunities. However, it is necessary 

to investigate the way on which the assessment load can affect quality in higher 

education. According to Whisker and Brown (1996:114) heavy workloads, 

including too many assessment practices, may lead to the habit amongst 

students of postponing independent study until a period when they have to write 

a test or submit assigned work. Surface approach learning (superficial learning) 

jeopardises the quality of instruction as a whole (William 1997:70).  The 
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implication is that educators may focus on covering the syllabus while the 

students focus on meeting the deadlines for handing in the assigned tasks 

without achieving important objectives.  

 
3.12 Conclusion 
This chapter contextualised and examined what quality in assessment entails by 

addressing definitions of assessment; the different purposes of assessment; 

paradigm shifts; as well as issues (trends) in the assessment of student 

achievement. The chapter unfolded by looking into the quality of assessment of 

student achievement through providing details of the principles of high quality 

assessment practices; the notions of quality; indicators of quality; quality 

assurance practices in assessment, which include moderation, validation, 

accreditation, monitoring, communication, documentation, reporting, evaluation 

and review of assessment practices and their role in the improvement of quality 

in assessment. Finally the chapter reported on assessment as an agent of 

change and transformation and the role played by feedback in assessment, as 

well as the impact of workload on assessment practices in higher education.  
There is a continuing controversy and reaction to the heavy emphasis on paper 

and pencil assessment that still dominate assessment practices in higher 

education worldwide. The next chapter addresses theoretical perspectives on the 

way in which to balance the use of paper and pencil assessments by adopting 

alternative assessment to improve the quality of assessment practices in higher 

education. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
THE USE OF CONTEMPORARY AND TRADITIONAL 
ASSESSMENT IN ASSESSING ACHIEVEMENTS 
 
4.1 Introduction 
The previous chapter (Chapter 3) explored the quality of assessment. This 

chapter focuses on the use of contemporary assessment (alternative 

assessment) and traditional assessment (paper and pencil assessment). 

Discussions will focus primarily on examinations since it is the most commonly 

used traditional method of assessment (paper and pencil assessment) in 

Lesotho. The chapter concludes with an emphasis on the need to shift from a 

total dependence on pencil and paper assessment to more authentic methods of 

assessment.   

 

According to the term alternative assessment intends to distinguish this form of 

assessment from traditional, fact-based and multiple-choice testing as well as 

examinations (Kane and Mitchell 1996:3) while alternative or performance 

assessment implies active student production of evidence of learning (Kane and 

Mitchell1996:9). Alternative assessment comprises of alternative procedures that 

provide alternatives to paper and pencil assessment (Gronlund 2003:6; 23). In 

alternative assessment students are required to demonstrate their achievement 

of understanding and skills by actually performing a set of tasks (1.8).   

 

As indicated in Chapter one (1.2), alternative assessment is recommended 

because it is more authentic and prepares students for the workplace and adult 

life. This feature is deficient in paper and pencil assessments. Research findings 

reveal that it is not a sound practice to be committed to only one method of 

assessment(Brown and Knight 1994:44; Gipps 1999:12). This consequently 
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suggests abandoning total dependence on traditional assessment (tests and 

examinations). 

There is a general opinion that different methods and techniques of assessment 

should be applied to supplement each other so that the ‘whole learner’ is 

assessed. This may suggest that affordable alternative ways of assessing 

student performance to improve the quality of assessment have to be found. The 

problem of over-dominance of paper and pencil assessments on other 

assessment approaches and techniques have to be alleviated. 

 

There is a continuing debate on the use of alternative assessment to improve the 

quality of assessment in higher education. Several researchers (Biggs in 

Eckstein and Noah 1992:23) agree on the continuing controversy of replacing 

traditional assessment with contemporary (alternative) assessment. In third world 

countries especially in Africa and other environments where there is lack of 

financial resources and other educational resources are limited and unequally 

distributed among institutions, adoption of alternative assessment may not be 

successful.( Kellaghan and Greaney (1992:11 & 65) and Heynemann and 

Ransom 1992:100).  

 

It is clear that examinations will still be important forms of assessments in some 

countries. Kellaghan and Greaney (1992:11) are also of the view that 

examinations may fulfill an important role in effecting reform in developing 

countries since they can be used as instruments of accountability. In affirmation, 

Cook (1991:33) is of the opinion that currently, assessment may involve students 

in practical, oral and aural tests, projects, or any other major works for 

assessment in addition to traditionally written examination papers.  This justifies 

the need to improve examination-driven assessment through the incorporation of 

alternative ways of assessing students.  

 

Based on these arguments, it is envisaged that the use of alternative assessment 

can reduce costs since properly constructed alternative tasks assess multiple 
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abilities of the students. To expound on this, it is evident that one alternative task 

may be equated to many paper and pencil assessments with regard to returns 

and benefits. The implication is that it seems that despite the worldwide concern 

to abandon traditional assessment, for many countries examinations may 

continue to be the only convenient means of assessing learning because of 

limited resources. 

 

In the light of the foregoing exposition, it is necessary to examine theoretical 

perspectives on the use of both paper and pencil assessment and alternative 

assessment. It must be noted that in using alternative assessment, examinations 

and tests are inclusive. What matters is to strike a balance and use varied 

assessment methods and strategies.   

 

This chapter attempts to provide theoretical perspectives with the aim of 

discussing and comparing alternative and paper and pencil assessment. 

Definitions, characteristics, the drive to reform examinations and the drive to use 

alternative assessment, as well as the benefits and disadvantages of the two 

assessment approaches will be discussed respectively. The roles played by the 

two approaches in improving quality in education will also be explored. The 

chapter will make a case for different types of alternative assessment. A detailed 

discussion on the use of portfolios in assessment of student achievement will be 

presented. Traditional assessment will be explored alternatively with paper and 

pencil assessment, while paper and pencil examinations will be discussed as 

examples of paper and pencil assessment used in Lesotho. 

 
4.2 Paper and pencil assessment  

Luitjen (1991: 9) states that paper and pencil examinations entail traditional 

assessment procedures requiring candidates to perform the assignments set for 

them or to answer questions after which they will receive a certificate. These 

examinations refer to written sets of tests that are set at the end of the year 

(Heywood 2000:219). Heywood (2000:219) further notes that the timing of 



 118 

examinations has changed as a result of semesterisation and terms. This implies 

that examinations can also be written at the end of a semester, a term or a 

module. As indicated earlier, paper and pencil examinations are the major 

determinants of the future of the students in higher education in Lesotho. The 

judgment of student achievement is based on what is written on paper only, while 

the actual performance (actions or products) is not included. It must be noted that 

examinations and tests are the most commonly used examples of paper and 

pencil assessment tools in higher education. As a result, the discussions in this 

chapter will focus on the use of traditional assessment (paper and pencil 

examinations). It follows that in the context of this study, examinations will be 

used as examples of traditional assessment tools; hence they may be referred to 

as paper and pencil assessment. 

  
4.2.1 Characteristics of paper and pencil examinations  
Some common characteristics of examinations are the following: 

 

• Examinations require that at a certain academic level a student be 

awarded a certificate for further studies or for entering the world of work 

(Howe and Plamp 1996:11). 

• Examinations are traditional forms of assessment. They are generally 

written for two to three hours (Gravett and Geyser 2004:200). 

 

The characteristics of examinations may contribute to views that propose that   

paper and pencil assessment should not be totally rejected, but instead be 

reviewed for continuous quality improvement and the maintenance of standards 

in education.   

 
4.2.2 The drive for improvement and reform  
Despite of the criticism of this form of assessment, and the disadvantages 

thereof, examinations continue to occupy a leading position in education systems 
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in most countries, especially in the third world. The reasons for the move towards 

improvement and reform of paper and pencil assessment are inter alia: 

 

• Inadequate instructional and ignorance about the way in which these 

resources can be used and managed. 

• Rising population growth rates, slowed economic growth and the amount 

of foreign debt in developing counties mean that there are more children 

to educate with meager resources  (Heynemann and Ransom 1992:105). 

 

Smith (1996:265) asserts that paper and pencil assessment may be combined 

and used together with alternative assessment to improve and enhance the 

quality of assessment practices. Total dependence on paper and pencil 

assessment is not encouraged; more specifically, examinations and tests are 

critiqued for the common malpractices that they are associated with. Some of 

these malpractices will be discussed in the next section.  

 
4.2.3 Common malpractices in paper and pencil examinations   
There is a concern that since too much emphasis is placed on examinations as 

assessment results, malpractices such as cheating, bribery, threats, and physical 

abuse may occur. Cheating in examinations is often done deliberately (Carrol 

2002:22). According to Greaney and Kellaghan (1995:7), common malpractices 

in examination systems are inter alia: 

 

• Leakage of confidential information and impersonation, where a non-

candidate takes the examination for a registered student with full 

knowledge of the supervisor. 

• External assistance where a supervisor provides answers to learners or 

where the markers alter the scores, or where computer operators tamper 

with the scores as well as smuggling of unauthorised material into 

examination halls. 
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• Copying from a nearby candidate, collusion where two or more candidates 

exchange information during the examination and substitution of scripts 

whereby scripts written during examinations are substituted with ones 

written before or after the actual examinations. 

 

Ongom (1991:114) asserts that the growing phobia surrounding traditional 

assessment has resulted in negative perceptions about examinations. Because 

of the malpractices associated with examinations, there is a great concern with 

regard to the quality of the product (graduates) of higher education as members 

of the prospective labour force. As a result of these malpractices, there is a 

decreasing interest and faith in the traditional and external forms of assessment. 

 

Although examinations seem to be prone to corruption and malpractice, they 

have many advantages, some of which are discussed next.  
 
4.2.4 Advantages of paper and pencil examinations 
Despite the continuing critique of examinations in literature on teaching, learning 

and assessment (Gipps 1998:78), some researchers still declare that  

examinations can be  beneficial and significant to improve the quality of teaching 

and learning and other related issues. Eckstein and Noah (1992:147) affirm that 

one of the powerful mechanisms for change and reform in education is an 

external examination system. The advantages of examinations are addressed 

next. 

 

Examination grades constitute basic information that can be used to predict the 

success of the students they serve as a tool to identify and compare class levels, 

schools and institutions. They help in assessing the extent to which the 

instructional process has succeeded in meeting specific educational goals. This 

implies that examinations are also important accountability tools and they assist 

in assessment of the quality of instructional methods, as well as the quality of 

teachers. Weak and strong areas of instructional activity are revealed and 
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relevant measures can be taken. Further more., examination examinations lack 

grading subjectivity. They are objective and fair hence they do not exert much 

pressure on teachers ( Gipps and Stobart in Gipps 1998:40; Kellaghan and 

Greaney 1992:41; 65). 

 

Examinations are re-emerging as tools for educational and occupational 

selection; and interviews for entry into programs and employment are often 

accompanied by a short paper and pencil examination. Further more, 

examinations provide feedback to teachers, curriculum bodies and educational 

policy makers in that valuable information becomes accessible for use by all 

stakeholders; they also have positive effects on social status, employment 

opportunities and individual life opportunities (Brown and Knight 1996:34; 

Heywood 1977:4; 20;. 

 

They promote motivation in that it is a general incentive for the motive of 

completion of  a program and they raise educational standards although they are 

competitive in nature. The maintenance of standards and acceptance of 

certificates at international level are important in developing countries hence they 

enhance social mobility both internationally and locally (Eckstein and Noah 

1992:3). 

 

It appears that the above advantages of examinations may contribute to the 

controversy of total abandonment of these forms of assessment. The issue is 

whether to abandon examinations totally or to improve them by incorporating 

alternative forms of assessment. Having presented the advantages of 

examinations it is necessary to examine the other side of the issue by discussing  

the disadvantages of this form of assessment in the next section.     

 
4.2.5 Disadvantages of paper and pencil examinations 
There is a decreasing interest and faith in traditional external forms of 

assessment (Black 1991:23; and Cook 1991:39), while there is a growing interest 



 122 

in internal assessment (Kellaghan and Greaney 1992:44; and Kreef 1991:109). 

The current examination and test approach is criticised all over the world for its 

numerous defects.  

 

On the basis of the criticisms, of the above mentioned authors some 

disadvantages of examinations are discussed in the following paragraphs. 

: 

Examinations encourage command of superficial content. The result is surface-

learning because students do not always prepare for examinations to understand 

the material, and relatively too little attention is given to higher order thinking 

skills since the examinations tend to force teachers to focus more on what can be 

tested easily than what is important for students to learn. Moreover, examinations 

may sometimes be badly set. 

 

Examinations seem to focus on measuring how good students are at answering 

questions rather than how well they have learnt. Examinations are not valid 

measures of progress for slow learners because scores may not be pertinent to 

students’ level of functioning, and they may lack content validity and they give a 

snapshot of learners’ performance. 

 

Creative students are disadvantaged since the questions are always based on 

memorisation and repetition. Students are confined to what the syllabus 

prescribes. Recall and recognition of material take preference, rather than 

application of principles to new situations. They distort teaching and learning in 

other words, examinations tend to determine and restrict curricula when their 

contents are incorrectly viewed as valuable educational outcomes.  

 

Extrinsic motivation due to examination is caused by fear to fail. As a result, 

motivation is short-term, and most educators are concerned that in the long run 

this may result in antagonism and phobia associated with study material. This 

expose teachers to undue pressure as grades become indicators of their 
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instruction. This causes emotional stress, anxiety, and unease, all which can 

ultimately lead to nervous breakdown and depression amongst students;  

 

Examinations also have a broad social-selective significance that enforces ethnic 

and social gaps. It may discriminate against the socio-economic status of 

learners, as well as between students living in rural and urban areas. In other 

words, examinations may often lack context; they  pay little attention to more 

practical skills and the content tends to be academic in nature and life outside 

school is ignored as they contain very little reference to the every day life of 

students.   

 

There is also a  dilemma of language used in examinations, some students lack 

proficiency in second language (English and French) because they rarely use a 

second language outside classrooms. Students with limited knowledge of 

language, will initially be handicapped in the acquisition of concepts and skills. It 

is clear that if examinations are conducted in a foreign language, certain ethnic 

groups are disadvantaged while others are favoured. Examinations always 

provide little or no feedback. As a result, they may not improve learning since 

only the end results are published. 

     

To close the gap between theory and practice, the researcher is of the opinion 

that ways of improving the quality of assessment practices should be found so 

that higher education fits its purpose of producing skilled personnel for the labour 

market. Furthermore, examinations do not always provide a true picture of a 

students’ competencies. The challenge is that the principles of high quality paper 

and pencil assessment should be considered when designing and implementing 

this form of assessment. 
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4.2.6 Principles of high quality paper and pencil assessment 

Paper and pencil assessment, such as examinations are also governed by a set 

of principles for quality improvement. Some of these principles are provided 

below.  

 

Heynemann and Ransom (1992:110-111) and Kellaghan and Greaney (1992:56-

60) put forward the following arguments about the quality principles of 

examinations: 

 

Examinations should focus testing more than the ability to recall isolated facts, 

but also test the ability to apply knowledge and skills in situations outside the 

classroom and in every day life to improve the quality of life. This implies that 

examinations should be linked to the goals of the national curriculum. Further 

more Assessment should reflect integration of existing and new knowledge. This 

aids in avoiding compartmentalisation of the curriculum. 

 

Examination items should be open-ended for students to generate their own 

answers and select the best solutions to the problems. Assessment of skills such 

as the ability to observe, experiment, interpret, reason, draw informed 

conclusions, solving problems, making decisions in new situations in context, as 

well as creativity, analyse, synthesise, evaluate and transfer acquired knowledge 

and skills and imaginative skills should be considered. They should also measure 

the content from the official curriculum rather than mastery of the language of the 

examination;  

 

In Constructing questions for the examinations, students should be required to 

restructure information rather than simply reproduce it. This requires that 

students should be able to apply knowledge and skills in different contexts 

(scholastic and out of school situations). Assessment should answer questions 
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such as why and how, rather than what, who and where. The implication here is 

that examinations should not be content-based, but should include questions that 

require students to demonstrate amongst others, deeper understanding and 

critical thinking by being able to explain and describe a phenomenon, as well as 

to critically examine an issue. The emphasis is that examinations should 

challenge higher order thinking skills. 

 

Detailed feedback should be provided to schools, administrators, and other 

stakeholders to encourage deep learning, and not just surface learning. 

Feedback helps to reveal the strengths and weaknesses of the system, the 

candidates and the instruction. Feedback should be sufficiently detailed to inform 

students and schools. Scores should differentiate between candidates on the 

basis of the characteristics relevant to the opportunities. And past performance of 

students should be considered in decision-making about students. 

 

According to Adams and Smith (1996:640) there is no one best method of 

assessment. The criticism leveled at examinations may not suggest total 

rejection of examinations but their improvement and the use of balanced 

assessment approaches to improve the quality of assessment systems in 

institutions. This may also suggest that if the use of examinations is retained in 

education systems, the examinations may be used together with other 

approaches of assessment to strike a balance.   

 

4.2.7 Examinations and quality in education  
Despite the critique leveled at examinations, some authors still maintain that 

examinations have the potential to raise and maintain standards in an education 

system.  

 

Eckstein and Noah (1992:4; 5); and Kellaghan and Greaney (1992:5) argue that 

examinations improve quality for the reasons: Examinations improve standards 
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since they stimulate student achievement. The results are used as quality 

indicators or performance indicators in higher education. This implies that 

examinations are used for accountability. They also indicate that examinations 

also define the curriculum for teachers, as well as direct teaching and learning. 

This underlines the argument that expertise is encouraged in implementing 

examination systems so that good content coverage is enhanced. 

 

Lastly, Eckstein and Noah (1992:4; 5); and Kellaghan and Greaney (1992:5) 

continue that examinations provide taxpayers and administrators with information 

about the quality of their education systems. The implication is that examinations 

are used for accountability purposes. Furthermore, institutions are evaluated on 

the basis of student performance because results are compared. As such, the 

results are used as evidence of the effectiveness of the institutions and the 

educational system. Examinations are also economically important because they 

prepare students for further education, adult life and the workplace.  

 

Because of their multidimensional purpose, examinations play an essential role 

in education, and more importantly, they provide certification and control access 

to further study (Eckstein and Noah 1992:5). Luitjen (1991:9) also points to the 

importance of the connection between examinations and the purpose of 

education, which is to encourage the development of citizens who are socially, 

culturally and technically flexible. The researcher is of the opinion that this refers 

to the quality aspect of examinations that can be further developed and improved 

by the use of alternative assessment, since the latter encourages flexibility and 

adaptability in individuals. 

 

The above exposition shows that examinations are still a valuable means of 

assessment, but the question is how to improve them in such a way that they 

assess the skills, capabilities and competences necessary to satisfy the 

requirements of the labour force and society. The exposition also justifies the 
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view of reducing or abandoning total dependence on paper and pencil 

examinations and a move towards alternative assessment. The use of alternative 

assessment may enhance balance in assessment, which means that 

assessment strategies and approaches (including examinations) should be 

varied.  

       

The next section examines quality aspects of alternative assessment.     

 

4.3 Alternative assessment 
According to Kane and Mitchell (1996:2) the term performance assessment or 

alternative assessment has become a buzzword for change in education circles.  

Kane and Mitchell (1996:2) further argue that alternative assessment is not a 

new assessment approach, but that essays, oral presentations, projects, and 

assigned papers and reports have been featuring in some teaching-learning 

situations in higher education. These authors point out that it is the emphasis on 

alternative assessment in education reform that is new.  

 

Different researchers provide different definitions on alternative assessment. 

Their definitions differ based on the contexts in which they are used. These are 

considered in the next section.   

 

4.3.1 Definitions of alternative assessment 
The following are definitions of alternative assessment: 

 

• Alternative assessment comprises of a range of assessment methods  

designed to take the place of, or to supplement standardised traditional tests 

(Hart 1994: 6) (cf. also 1.8). 

• It is a type of assessment that requires a student to actually perform,  

demonstrate, construct and develop a product or a solution to a problem under 

defined conditions and standards (Khattri and Sweet 1996:3).  

• Alternative assessment is a system of assessment that attempts to 
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measure learners’ ability to use previously acquired knowledge in solving 

novel problems or completing specific tasks. Simulated assessment exercises 

are used to elicit original responses, which are directly observed and are rated 

by a qualified judge (Gipps 1998:98). 

 

In the context of this study the definition of alternative assessment will be 

focused on assessment implementing a variety of methods, including paper and 

pencil assessment, but avoiding over-dependence on any one assessment 

technique or approach.  

 

In the light of the above views of alternative assessment, it is imperative that 

alternative assessments should take place in real situations and be varied to 

supplement standardised, traditional assessment; be evidenced by action and/ or 

a product and should involve solutions of real problems; and involve extended 

criterion performances and the use of acquired knowledge in solving novel 

problems. 

 

It should be noted that, in the context of this study, alternative assessment 

include the use of tests and examinations. What matters is to strike a balance by 

using varied methods and techniques of assessment to avoid total dependence 

on traditional assessment. Further more, the above definitions of alternative 

assessment illustrate particular characteristics. It is thus necessary to present 

some of these characteristics in the next section. 

 

4.3.2 Characteristics of alternative assessment 
Nitko (2004:238-239); Paris and Ayres (1994:289); and Payne (2003:12; 3) The  

characteristics of alternative assessment are provided in the following 

paragraphs.  
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According to The Miami Museum of Science (2001:3),meaningful and 

challenging assessment tasks that require the students to use their knowledge in 

new contexts are provided to them. The tasks should challenge critical thinking, 

as well as incorporate multiple approach strategies with the possibility of 

reaching multiple solutions. In other words, the value of assessment should go 

beyond assessment itself. 

 

In alternative assessment students perform, create, produce, or do something 

that requires higher-level thinking or problem solving skills. The implication is that 

performance assessment requires the students to use a combination of   

knowledge, skills and abilities. Alternative assessment provides opportunities for 

student-constructed responses because actual behaviour, as well as product, is 

observed and assessed (Payne (2003:12; 3). 

 

Paris and Ayres (1994:289) posit that the tasks are set in a real context and they 

closely resemble simulation to produce justifiable responses, performances or 

products such as roles that are likely to be encountered in adult life. This 

particular feature of alternative assessment emphasises that assessment and 

instruction should go beyond classroom walls to real life outside the classroom 

walls. The implication is that assessment should reflect local (societal) values 

and exhibit the local characteristics of community life and they address or include 

complex processes and behaviors, which always involve the assessment of a 

product.  

 

The criteria and standards for performance assessment are public and known in 

advance (Nitko 2004:238-239). It is necessary to specify standards and criteria 

for assessing the multiple correct answers, performances or products. The 

benefit of this is that the students are in the position to self-assess. Metacognition 

and self-reflection skills are developed. Multiple approaches to problem solutions 

are also emphasised. Most importantly, the validity and reliability of student 
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achievement, as well as adaptability of assessment to individual differences are 

enhanced since multiple data of sources are explored.  

 

Multidimensional grading is also an essential feature of alternative assessment 

(Paris and Ayres 1994:289. Formative and diagnostic scores are more valuable 

than summative scores. The interpretation of this view is that quantitative 

(numerical) and qualitative grading during instruction and/or a program are more 

rewarding than numerical grading, which is always rewarded at the end of the 

program.     

 

Integration and combination of skills and knowledge are enhanced because 

alternative assessment is multidimensional in nature and diverse evidence of 

student learning is collected from multiple activities. Students construct 

knowledge as they seek solutions to new problems. This is closely related to the 

innovative learning theory of constructivism in which learners construct 

knowledge (4.3.9.1).   

 

It may be concluded that these characteristics indicate that the use of alternative 

assessment enhances the development of the ‘whole person’; the ability to 

transfer knowledge and skills; adaptability of students in different contexts; 

positive attitudes; and most importantly the ability to survive in the workplace and 

to live with others as a responsible citizen in a community. 

 

4.3.3 The drive for alternative assessment 
There is an international call to abandon over-dependence on one method of 

assessment and the need to change from total dependence on paper and pencil 

tasks to performance assessment (Kane and Mitchell 1996:3). According to 

Anderson and Specks (1998:65); Brown, Race and Smith (1996:47); Khattri and 

Sweet (1996:1); and the Kentucky Department of Education (1995:3) issues that 

drive the move towards the use of alternative assessment in higher education 

are, inter alia:  
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•  Public accountability cannot be based upon multiple choice assessment, 

 paper and pencil tests and norm referenced assessment that greatly distort 

instruction. Teaching and learning for tests or examinations have become an 

increasingly notorious pedagogical strategy as opposed to assessing to teach 

and learn. Accountability is the ability to demonstrate to all concerned that higher 

education is achieving the aims of assessment. The objective of accountability 

can only be achieved through valid evidence of student achievement.   

 

• Current theories of constructivism and multiple approach assessment 

assume that effective learning cannot be achieved by paper and pencil tasks 

only. Alternative assessment considers different learning styles, inclusive 

education and innovative learning theories. Opportunities should be created for 

contextualisation in assessment to enable students to work on assignments that 

mimic the kinds of multi-faceted problems that the students may encounter in 

adult life. 

 

• Workforce demands that students entering the workplace are competent  

enough to compete in an ever-increasing technical and global economy. This 

necessitates assessment that takes place in real contexts and that requires 

multiple solutions to real problems. The call from industry and business demands 

employees who can think creatively, solve problems, write well, work flexibly and 

possess social competences to be able to work in groups. 

 

Hart (1994:vi) argues that alternative assessment is believed to provide a more 

authentic trustworthy picture of student achievement. 

 

Following the above exposition, it may be concluded that alternative assessment, 

in the context of this study, refer to assessment approaches that include paper 

and pencil tests and examinations. Alternative assessment appears to be 
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educationally sound because it is compatible with emerging innovative learning 

theories, such as the theory of learning styles, constructivism and Gardner’s 

theory of multiple intelligences (4.3.9). 

Different types of alternative assessment are distinguished. 

 
4.3.4 Different types of alternative assessment  
Alternative assessment that involves observation of a person performing a 

complex task such as reading a text, writing a report or solving a problem, is 

referred to as performance assessment (Brown and Knight 1994:83; Douglas 

1992:89-90; Khattri and Sweet 1996:5; and Paris and Ayre 1994: 35). In this type 

of assessment educators observe and gauge students performing actions or 

samples of various performances. A rubric scale, which is a set of criteria to use 

in judging the performance of the learners, is always predetermined and used as 

a measure of student achievement (Payne 2003:290). Some examples of forms 

of alternative assessment are presented below: 

 
4.3.4.1 Project assessment 
According to Khattri and Sweet (1996:5) a project is an in-depth assessment 

technique that measures the student’s ability in real life tasks and situations. It is 

an extended form of assessment that may include performance-based 

assessment. Projects are usually rich in design and they generally involve a 

period of time to complete. The students may be presented with a topic, or they 

may select a topic to demonstrate their mastery thereof.  They simulate real 

world challenges and thus provide students a real world role in a real world 

setting. The students are confronted with real problems using alternative 

solutions. There is no one right answer (Miami Science Museum: 

http://www.miamisci.org/ph/lpdefine.html). 

 

4.3.4.2 On-demand tasks   
These are tasks that require students to construct responses through writing or 

experiments to a prompt or to a problem within a short period of time. It may be 
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deduced that on-demand tasks may include student experiments and writing a 

report after an excursion. 

 
4.3.4.3 Demonstrations and exhibitions 
These are assessment tasks that take the form of presentations of project work. 

They are often used together with project assessment. In practice, students 

demonstrate the use of their products such as model cars and measuring 

instruments while the assessors (judges) observe and assess them. 

 

4.3.4.4 Oral presentations 

Oral presentations such as debates, pupil-led conferences, presentation of 

papers and journals are well-known ways of assessing students. They are 

considered authentic assessment since they take place in real situations.  

 

4.3.4.5 Portfolio assessment 

A portfolio involves a collection of student work and developmental products such 

as drafts of assignments (Brown and Knight 1994:82). A portfolio is a purposeful 

collection of work that helps to define the student’s effort and achievements in a 

specified area(s) (http://www.miamisci.org./ph/lpdefine.html)2005). A sample of 

collected portfolio materials may include reports on case studies, artifacts, 

designs, drawings and plans (Anderson and Speck1998:55). 

 

Having presented the different types of alternative assessment, it is also 

necessary to examine some of the advantages of this type of assessment. These 

are considered next. 

 

4.3.5 Advantages of alternative assessment 
Many authors concur that alternative assessment has a number of benefits and 

advantages over traditional forms of assessment (Anderson and Speck 1998:55; 

http://www.miamisci.org./ph/lpdefine.html)2005
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Gipps 1998:22; Hart 1994:9; 23; 40; James 1998:118; McDonald 1997:189; 

McMillan 2004:95; Glasser in Ornstein and Hunkins 2004:354; and others). The 

above authors indicate the following important advantages of alternative 

assessment: 

• Autonomous learning is encouraged since alternative assessment permits  

students to work at their own pace and to achieve at their own level. This implies 

that individual differences are recognised, and self-referenced growth is 

promoted through self-determination, self-monitoring, self-evaluation and self-

reflection. Student diversity, which includes varying abilities, working and learning 

styles as well as cultural background. Freedom of students to respond in unique 

ways enhances a display of originality and creativity. 

• More than one objective or outcome can be achieved, which means that  

evidence for several objectives can be produced in one task. This emphasises 

the notion that alternative assessment assesses both processes and products. 

Emphasis is also made on multiple intelligence development because multiple 

approaches to tasks and problems are important features of alternative 

assessment, since there is no single correct answer or solution to a problem or a 

task. Assessment is based on multiple views of student work. 

• Alternative assessment is also holistic in nature and since the holistic 

development of an individual is enhanced, many skills are developed 

simultaneously. Alternative assessment methods are powerful tools for assessing 

a wide range of skills, including communication skills in various modes. A 

multidimensional, holistic view of student performance, which illustrates various 

domains of student attitudes and capabilities, is enhanced. A variety of 

quantitative and qualitative grading and reporting methods are employed, which 

means that individual differences and differing contexts are considered and 

provided for. 

• Alternative assessment enhances meaningful learning, which requires the  

use of interdisciplinary skills because achievements extend across the curriculum 

and important aspects of achievement from other subjects are assessed. 

• Promotion of instruction is enhanced because learning and assessment  
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are integrated. Assessment is used to support learning rather than just being an 

indication of past achievement. Alternative assessment correlates with what 

students learn and this assists them to gain confidence in their abilities. 

 

• Assessment and learning are contextualized. Learners are assessed as  

they perform or work in professional settings. Students can be assessed when 

finding a solution to a problem or when constructing and designing a product. 

Alternative assessment measures understanding and thinking skills in real 

contexts.  

• Alternative assessment is consistent with a constructivist approach to 

 learning, which is a highly recommended current theory of learning. According to 

a constructivist approach students use prior knowledge to build new knowledge 

structures. This approach of assessment is socially situated assessment since 

knowledge is constructed socially because social working groups are a common 

feature of this type of assessment (4.3.9.1). 

 

Having pointed out the advantages of alternative assessment it emerges that 

most of these types of assessment are authentic in nature even though the 

degree of authenticity may vary. Authentic assessment entails assessment tools 

that mirror educational and societal values. At this juncture it is important to 

examine the disadvantages of alternative assessment.  
 
4.3.6 Disadvantages of alternative assessment 
Despite its many good qualities alternative assessment has some limitations. 

Gipps (1998:67); Linn and Gronlund (1995:130); McDonald and Van de Horste 

(1997:130); as well as and Cole, Ryan and Kick (1995:228) list the following 

prominent disadvantages of alternative assessment: 

 

 

 

• Alternative assessment is time consuming. Enormous amounts of time 
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 are required to conduct these assessment methods. It should be noted that 

alternative assessment may involve lengthy tasks, which are assessed over time. 

A limited number of tasks is always needed and has to be prepared, and the 

sampling of results is unavoidable. This adds to the limitations of this form of 

assessment. 

• Knowledge is still a necessary component of program curricula. 
 Inefficiency in measuring knowledge of facts is a prominent weakness of 

alternative assessment. This implies that there must be a sound balance in 

assessment of student achievement by employing methods that assess 

knowledge. 

• Low reliability always results from inconsistency in scoring and from the  
limited number of the samples of tasks. This notion suggests corporative marking 

where a group of assessors may be engaged to reduce subjectivity. However, it 

is important to realise that subjectivity is the gist of alternative assessment where 

students are required to perform an action, to construct a product as well as to 

solve a problem from their own point of view since multiple approaches, which in 

many cases result in multiple solutions to problems, are acceptable.  

• Resources are often not adequate and available and the expertise of the 
 assessor is necessary. This implies that capacity building with regard to the use 

of alternative assessment is necessary. The issue of resource scarcity may also 

be addressed by training sessions on the utilisation of the environment for 

instruction and any other form of improvisation where possible.      

• Judgment may be subjective. Hence professional judgment and  
competence are necessary. This is understandable because students approach 

the tasks differently and present their answers differently. What matters is for the 

students to be able to explain how they reach their solutions. This implies that the 

expertise of the assessor to be flexible is also necessary.  
 

Considering the advantages and the disadvantages of alternative assessment, 

the researcher is of the opinion that the beneficial effects of the advantages of 

alternative assessment surpasses its disadvantages. 
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. 

Following and applying certain principles may alleviate the impact of the 

disadvantages of alternative assessment. The next section addresses some of 

these principles.    

 
4.3.7 Principles of high quality alternative assessment  
To follow a specific set of principles in any educational activity is a crucial issue 

because in many cases the principles are in line with the policy of the education 

system and the needs of the society that the system serves.      
 

Schutz (in Wiggins 1993:71) provides an analogy to architecture: In alternative 

assessment (especially in performance formats), the design issues resemble 

those facing the architect. Schutz further points out that the ground to be covered 

is comparable to the syllabus; the logistics of making the design fit the site, to the 

making of large-scale assessment work in an institution; the building codes to 

psychometric norms; the town elders to school board members and district 

assessment directors.  

 

This analogy, underlines that planning, clear guidelines and correlating 

assessment practices to the curriculum requirements are essential steps    

towards improvement of quality in alternative assessment. More importantly, this 

emphasises that decision-making in alternative assessment should be a 

cooperative effort in which all the stakeholders are involved.   

 

At this juncture it is necessary to examine the principles that are apply to 

alternative assessment: 

 

• Performance tasks should yield multiple solutions. This means that there 

is no single correct answer or solution to a problem. Student differences 

are recognised and appreciated and this enhances the development of 

positive self-esteem in students; 
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• there should be predetermined criteria that may be compared with others 

such that they are liable to open criticism. This implies transparency and 

openness; and 

• there must be some form of uncertainty so that not everything about the 

task is known. This correlates with constructivist views since students 

have to construct knowledge during each step in the process of finding 

solutions to the problem in order to help them discover and acquire new 

knowledge on the basis of their prior knowledge(Hart 1994:9;23;40; James 

1998:118). 

 

It is also necessary to follow a set of principles to align assessment practices with 

the needs and demands of the labour market, both globally and locally. The next 

section addresses the issue of using portfolios to balance assessment practices. 

 

4.3.8 Using portfolios to balance assessment of student achievement 
According to Paris and Ayres (1994:34) portfolio assessment seems to be a 

suitable tool to measure the development of the learner and learning progress. A 

general view is that portfolio assessment assesses a wide range of skills. 

Different perspectives on what portfolio assessment entails, are presented next. 

 
4.3.8.1 Different perspectives of portfolio assessment 
It is important to provide different definitions of a portfolio because these 

definitions reveal the different purposes and the benefits of using a portfolio: 

  

• A portfolio is a container that holds evidence of individual skills, ideas, 

interests and accomplishments (Hart 1994:23). 

• A portfolio is a purposeful collection of student work that exhibits students’ 

efforts, progress and achievements in one or more areas, which provides 
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a complex and comprehensive view of student performance in context and 

the real world (Mullen in Anderson and Specks 1998:75).  

• A portfolio is a collection of task performance products, which include 

records of performance at various stages of task completion, as well as 

final performance products (Wiley 1996:68). 

• A portfolio is an organised collection of a student’s work (or products) 

assembled over a lengthy period after the entire year (Wiley 1998:68), that 

demonstrates what the student has done, the very best that he or she can 

do, and by reference what a student is capable of doing (Abruscado 

2002:97; Ysseldyke 1995:266). 

• A portfolio is a systematic way of collecting and reviewing samples of work 

that illustrate personal accomplishment processes and styles (Paris and 

Ayres 1994:34). 

 

What expires from the different perspectives is that portfolio assessment is the 

gradual collection of a student’s completed tasks that are assessed to provide 

evidence of the student’s development and progress. A portfolio assessment 

may stretch over a year or throughout a program or a course. In the end 

judgment about student achievement is made about the student’s development 

and progress. 

 

The different perspectives on portfolio assessment also reveal that the use of a 

portfolio is contextual. The next section addresses the reasons why portfolios are 

used, or may be used in the assessment of student achievement in higher 

education. 

 
4.3.8.2 Rationale for the use of portfolios as assessment tools   
Biggs (1999:139) argues that a portfolio is not just another assessment 

technique, but it is a powerful learning tool and it is also ideal for assessing 

unintended actions.  
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The use of a portfolio as an assessment tool is highly commended universally. 

Stiegelbauer (1998:44) asserts that portfolios exhibit most of the qualities of 

alternative assessment and for this reason; most of the institutions worldwide 

have adopted posrtfolios as an important assessment tool. Portfolio assessment 

may also be used for formal assessment Black and Atkin (1996:108. Abruscado 

(2000:65) add that this form of assessment can be used as educational 

innovation to assist in balancing assessment of student achievement in higher 

education. Furthermore, portfolios are ideal for the assessment of unlimited 

outcomes (Biggs 1999:156) and most importantly, portfolios are not merely 

assignments; they are learning tools for students (Biggs 1999:136).  

 

The foregoing reasons show that portfolio assessment is of educational and 

academic value to students. Some of the major benefits of portfolio assessment 

are addressed in the next section.  

 

4.3.8.3 Benefits of portfolio assessment    
The different reasons for using portfolios as an assessment tool, is underpinned 

by the varied purposes and benefits of assessment as discussed in earlier 

sections of this chapter (3.4.2.7; 4.2.3; 4.3.6; 4.3.7). A reading of literature 

confirms the benefits of using portfolios (Abruscado 2000:65; Biggs 1999:156; 

and Black and Atkin 1996:108). 

 

• Curriculum fidelity is enhanced. Reflection of the learned curriculum is 

clear since portfolios relate directly to classroom teaching and learning, 

local standards, and the content of prescribed text books. 

• Efficient communication networks exist among stakeholders. A portfolio is 

a concrete vehicle for student-teacher, parent-teacher and parent-student 

discussion, hence it becomes a communication instrument. 

• It is a cross-section lens that provides evidence for future analysis. It 

enhances comparison of work. The implication of this is that portfolios 

allow prediction about student progress. 
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• It provides a variety of student works since diverse work samples from the 

collected portfolio items reveal steps taken to complete the tasks. In this 

way the teacher has evidence to identify the students’ stumbling blocks.  

• The use of portfolios has both assets and liabilities. This implies that 

despite the many benefits of portfolio assessment, there may be some 

losses. 

 

Portfolios as a method of assessment are applied worldwide because of the 

benefits thereof. They exhibit most of the good qualities of alternative 

assessment as valuable assessment instruments in higher education. They 

correlate with contemporary ways of learning. 

 

The next section focuses on the correlation of current innovative learning 

theories and the use of alternative assessment.       

 

4.3.9 Alternative assessment and current theories of learning 
Anderson and Specks (1998:23) indicate that the drive to abandon traditional 

assessment and to move towards alternative assessment is motivated by the 

compatibility of the latter with current recommended theories of learning (cf. 

4.3.9.1; 4.3.9.2; 4.3.9.3). There may be many other current, innovative theories 

of learning which are compatible with the principles of alternative assessment. 

However, for the manageable size of this study, constructivism, the theory of 

learning styles and Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences will be discussed 

and related to alternative assessment. The three examples suffice to point out 

the compatibility of alternative assessment with new ways of learning.    
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4.3.9.1 Constructivism and alternative assessment  
This section explores the relationship between constructivist views and the use of 

alternative assessment. By drawing on a synthesis of current work in cognitive 

psychology, philosophy and anthropology (Abruscado 2000:26; Ornstein and 

Hunkins 2004:116), the following  are considered: 

 
• Knowledge is defined as temporary and developmental. It is socially and  

culturally mediated by prior knowledge. It is constructed by students as a result of 

their natural world; 

• learning is non-objective. Subjectivity is valued since it enhances multiple  

approaches in problem solving; and it is a self-regulated process of resolving 

inner cognitive conflicts. (Brooks and Brooks in Anderson and Specks 1998:7; 

Gravett and Geyser 2004:170; James 1998:180, 182; and Ornstein and Hunkins 

2004:116). 

 
Bosker and Scheerens (1996:44) assert that the only legitimate way of 

assessment is performance-based on actual learning. Bosker and Scheerens 

(1996:44) further argue that distinct external assessment procedures do not do 

justice to the specific meaning of a particular learning experience for students. In 

a constructivist view, assessment procedures should be goal free rather than 

fixed on a particular objective and more formative rather than summative. The 

interpretation of this is to integrate learning and assessment such that 

assessment is ongoing (occurring before, during and after instruction); and 

oriented to the learning process rather than aimed at mastery of subject matter 

(Bosker and Scheerens 1996:44, 45). 

 

 Cunningham (1998:61); and Abruscado (2000:33) affirm that constructivist views 

are compatible with alternative assessment techniques that require students to 

construct responses using their prior knowledge. 
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The compatibility of alternative assessment and constructivist views is evident 

(4.3.5). students construct their own responses; the teacher assumes the role of 

a facilitator; assessment tasks portray real life; posing problems of immediate 

relevance to learners; assessment tasks are context-bound; active participation 

is emphasised; multiple approaches to solving problems; multiple dimensional 

tasks; multiple data sources and multiple solutions to problems. This implies that 

there is no single correct answer; there are many answers because students 

have their own points of view.  

 

To conclude, the importance of the application of alternative assessment in 

student assessment in higher education is emphasised. The multiple dimensional 

views in constructivism are related to the theory of learning styles, the 

assumptions of which also match the principles of alternative assessment (3.8).  

 

Various learning styles are discussed and related to alternative assessment in 

the next section. 

 

4.3.9.2 Learning styles and alternative assessment 
Abruscado (2000:32) draws attention to the fact that each person has his or her 

own way of learning and that an understanding of individual learning styles can 

assist in preparing experiences that allow students to approach tasks differently.  

Research on learning styles further provides valuable insights into appropriate 

approaches that may be adopted for instruction and assessment (Heywood 

2000:245). 

 

There are multitudes of learning style theories. However, Kolb’s theory of 

learning styles will be discussed to illustrate the relationship between 

enhancement of quality in assessment practices and recognition and application 

of learning styles in instruction. Learning styles are defined as preferred ways to 

learn something (Ornstein and Hunkins 2004:115). In the context of this study, 

learning styles entail the best learning methods and techniques that enhance an 
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individual’s effective learning. It must be noted, that alternative assessment also 

considers learner diversity and multiple solutions to problems. The challenging 

issue of different learning styles is how to assess in a way that assessment tasks 

match these differing learning styles. Kolb identifies four experiential learning 

styles that describe the ways in which students learn and adapt to daily life 

situations. According to Abruscado (2000:32), Kolb’s learning styles of individual 

learners are classified as accommodators who are able to receive knowledge, 

divergers who are open-minded and have the ability to approach open-ended 

tasks ,convergers who are focused and can therefore tackle close-ended tasks 

and  assimilators who receive and internalise acquired knowledge to be able to 

apply the knowledge in new situations. 

 

The theories of different learning styles have implications for any educational 

delivery, including assessment of student achievement.  The implication of 

different learning styles is that students have their own styles of learning and they 

exhibit them in different ways. This means that assessment approaches and 

techniques should be varied so that student differences are addressed and 

provided for in assessment. 

 
The ideas of the theory of differing learning styles are compatible with alternative 

assessment because they permit students to adopt multiple approaches to find 

multiple solutions to their problems, using multiple sources (4.3.9.1). In 

alternative assessment, there is no one answer to a problem (4.3.2; 4.3.6).  

Alternative assessment implies the provision of different learning environments in 

which student diversity may be addressed. Student diversity is one of the 

challenges of quality in higher education (4.3.9.2).  This implies that the students 

should be exposed to a variety of carefully designed assessment tasks and 

instruction, with the purpose of addressing different forms of diversity, including 

learning styles. 
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Parallels can be drawn between learning style theories and multiple intelligences.   

Howard Gardner argues that eight intelligences determine how individuals can 

learn best (Gardner 1993:17) (cf. 4.4.10.3).  

 

The compatibility of multiple intelligences with alternative assessment is 

examined in the next section.  

 
4.3.9.3 Multiple intelligences and assessment  
Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences is a recent theory that advocates the 

presence of multiple intelligences in human beings (Gardner 1993:25). He also 

refers to intelligences as ‘gifts’ or ‘talents’. Gardner thus introduces a radically 

new vision about intelligence. Abruscado (2000: 26-27) extends that intelligence 

is the ability to solve problems or create a product of value to society. Gardner’s 

approach to the pluralistic human spirit assumes that people have different 

cognitive powers and that these intelligences cannot be measured in a one-

dimensional way (Rozner and Moore 1996:602; and Gardner 1993:17; 25). 

According to literature (Rozner and Moore 1996:602; Gardner 1993:17; 25), the 

following eight intelligences in a human being can be identified. 

 

• Musical intelligence: This pertains to the acquisition and development of  

appropriate skills such as the ability to compose songs, write songs, create 

pictures on the basis of a composed song(s), as well as to manipulate music to 

solve problems or express understanding of a phenomenon. 

• Visual and spatial intelligence: This refers to the awareness of a sense of 

 space and colours in activities such as drawing plans and maps, taking 

photographic pictures and painting; as well as the ability to represent spatial 

aspects in the mind. 

• Movement intelligence: This involves the ability to use and move body  

parts or the whole body to solve problems, as well as to manipulate objects, 

activities such as driving and operating machines, dancing and sports, to mention 

but a few. 
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• Logical mathematical intelligence: Ability to reason in a properly 

 coordinated manner; including the ability to manipulate numbers and to reason 

logically on the basis of numerical data. 

 

• Linguistic intelligence: This refers to the acquisition of four language skills 

 and the appropriate application of these skills in writing stories, debating, 

discussions and being able to use language to express oneself and understand 

others in general; 

• Interpersonal intelligence: This refers to social intelligence that may be  

exhibited by being a responsible citizen and being able to live with others;   

• Intrapersonal intelligence: This is the ability to understand oneself, to  

know the self, as well as to love and protect the self; and 

• Naturalistic intelligence: This refers to the ability of an individual to 

 understand nature and to appreciate it in different ways (Abruscado 2000:26; 

Gardner 1993:25; Lubisi 1999:60; Nitko 2004:251; Rozner and Moore 1996:602). 

 

Gardner argues that each student has a different measure of each of the 

intelligences and in order for the student to be able to express his/her strongest 

skills or intelligences, instructional and assessment methods, as well as 

techniques, should be varied and adapted to the different intelligences (Rozner 

and Moore 1996:609). Dryden and Vos (1997:116); and Gardner (in Rozner and 

Moore 1996:602) further question assessing students in one-dimensional ways 

or identical approaches, which require students to know and produce series of 

facts on which they are tested by means of regular paper and pencil tests and 

standardised tests. As illustrated, Gardner (1993:29) uses an analogy of the tail 

that wags the dog. By this analogy, Gardner indicates that paper and pencil 

assessment, especially examinations, determine what should be taught 

(curriculum and instruction). For these reasons, Gardner (1993:29) strongly 

recommends that in the context of assessing of student achievement, 

assessment and nurturing of students should occur in different ways to match the 

differing ways in which intelligence is manifested at the various developmental 
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levels of students. What follow are the implications of Gardner’s theory for 

instruction and assessment: 

 

• To use varied instructional and assessment techniques and  

approaches to match differing student intelligences. The application of the 

multiple intelligence theory is important in addressing the ever-increasing student 

diversity in higher education as well as to provide assessment tasks in differing 

contexts to match the various abilities of the students. 

• To be aware of the need to assess students’ intellectual strengths in  

contexts; as this may influence the quality of assessment and learning as well as 

success in the lives of students, to match assessment activities to learning 

targets so that students perform to the best of their abilities and to provide 

students with well-defined assessment criteria since these may assist students to 

self-reflect as they work through their tasks.  

 

There is a general view that the application of Gardner’s theory may have the 

potential to reduce over-dependence of assessment practices on paper and 

pencil assessments. This theory may help to improve the quality of assessment 

practices in higher education. It is also clear that the application of Gardner’s 

theory may enhance the use of alternative assessment, which in turn may 

enhance the identification of talents or gifts as well as recognition of student 

diversity (3.5.9). 
 
Gardner’s fear that assessment of student achievement is the determinant of the 

curriculum may be reversed, so that the dog (curriculum) wags the tail 

(assessment).  

 
It can be assumed that alternative assessment may fulfill most of the principles of 

the current learning theories. 
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4.3.10 Conclusion  
What expires from the discussions in this chapter is that the debate on the total 

abandonment of paper and pencil assessment continues. There are contrasting 

views on the issue of the use of alternative assessment. However, there is 

general consensus that alternative assessment should include high quality paper 

and pencil assessment (examinations and tests). The term alternative 

assessment therefore implies the use of varied assessment approaches and 

techniques, including paper and pencil forms. Assessment of student 

achievement should be holistic such that a wide range of abilities are assessed.  

To conform to the theory of multiple intelligences, paper and pencil tests and 

examinations should be varied with the use other assessment techniques.     

   

The definitions and the characteristics of both alternative and paper and pencil 

assessment were provided. The drive to reform paper and pencil assessment 

(especially examinations) and the drive to abandon total dependence on this type 

of assessment, and the shift to alternative assessment were explained. The 

chapter also examined common malpractices of examinations, the advantages 

and disadvantages of both alternative and paper and pencil assessment, the 

principles of high quality assessment for both approaches, as well as the role 

they play in improving the quality of higher education. Furthermore, some of the 

forms of alternative assessment were reported on, and more details were 

provided on the use of portfolio assessment. Finally, current learning theories 

were presented to show the compatibility with alternative assessment.   

 

The next chapter focuses on research methodology, methods and procedures 

applied in investigating the status of quality of assessment practices and the 

extent at which alternative assessment is used in higher education in Lesotho.                  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
 
5.1 Introduction 
Chapter one provided an outline of the statement of the research problem, 

chapters two, three and four provided theoretical perspectives on the general 

aspects of quality and assessment in higher education. Aspects such as the 

quality of assessment practices and improving the quality thereof through the use 

of alternative assessment to supplement the existing content-driven paper and 

pencil assessment, to reduce over dependence on traditional methods of 

assessments, were reported.  This chapter focuses on the research design and 

methods and their application in this study. The theoretical perspectives on 

research methodology applied in this study are considered to provide a frame-

work that allows a particular understanding, as well as explanations and 

predictions. 

 

The purpose of the research design is to describe and analyse methods, to shed 

light on their limitations and resources, to clarify their presuppositions and 

consequently, to relate to existing knowledge (Creswell 2005:79). The research 

design also focuses on the tools used in this study. The instruments comprise of 

sampling strategies, data collecting tools, the collection of data, data presentation 

and the analysis of the empirical data. Follow-up activities, reliability and validity, 

objectivity of the researcher as well as various research methods and procedures 

followed in undertaking this study, are also discussed.  

 

Formal, systematic procedures and applications of a scientific inquiry approach 

to the problem of this study were followed to collect the data, as well as to 

analyse data logically for the given purpose (Gay and Airasian 2003:59). The 

purpose of this study is to investigate the quality of assessment practices and the 

extent to which alternative assessment is utilised in higher education in Lesotho. 
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This procedural study is undertaken to try to gain a better understanding of the 

quality of assessment practices and the use of alternative assessment in higher 

education in Lesotho, as complex human interactions (Macmillan and 

Schumacher 2001:9). There appears to be a continuing problem of 

overdependence of assessment practices on traditional methods and strategies 

(paper and pencil assessments). The problem persists in higher education in 

Lesotho despite international calls to use alternative forms of assessment. As a 

result, the focus of this study is to investigate the quality of assessment practices 

in the higher education system of Lesotho.  

 

There are two types of research, applied and basic research (Best and Kahn 

2003:12). In applied research, the purpose is to apply the research findings to 

solve the problems, while in basic research the purpose is to explore the 

possibilities of new knowledge. This study is based on both applied and basic 

research and as such, it is envisaged that the findings of this study may be 

utilised to improve the quality of assessment by incorporating alternative 

assessment more productively and systematically into the assessment system of 

higher education in Lesotho. New knowledge with regard to assessment 

practices in higher education system in Lesotho will be contributed by this study.  

 

Ethical issues in research are essential for the protection of the participants in the 

study, and to avoid legal consequences. It is therefore necessary to report on the 

way in which ethical issues have been addressed in this research. 

     

5.2 Ethical issues in the research  
According to Gay and Airasian (2003:81); and McMillan and Schumacher 

(2001:195), the issue of ethics in research is critical, and includes corresponding 

legal implications. Some of the sensitive factors that have to be considered are:  

 

• Informed consent: The participants’ consent need to be obtained when 
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 investigating controversial issues. The researcher may request the participants 

to complete a special form as evidence that the they were informed of the 

possible risks that may be taken in participating in the research. This implies that 

the participants have to sign an agreement with the researcher to participate in a 

research project and that they must feel free to give their consent. For the study 

this was not necessary because the participants (lecturers, students and 

instructional leaders in the department of higher learning) are directly involved in 

issues of education, including assessment practices. 

 

• Security from harm: The security of the participants were assured in the 
covering letter (Appendices A, B, C,), guaranteeing their anonymity and the 

confidentiality of all the information that they provided.  
 

• Request to conduct a research study from the authority: Literature reveals  

that it is also necessary to seek permission to conduct research before the actual 

start of the study on a site (Creswell 2005:151). Formal letters requesting 

permission to conduct research in the selected institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho from the sector for higher education in the Ministry of Education, were 

written and addressed to the relevant offices. The purpose, the benefits of the 

research to the institutions, the way in which the data were to be collected, as 

well as the time specifications for data collection were stated in the letters 

(Creswell 2005:151).  Permission to conduct the research was subsequently 

granted.   

 

The function of ethics in research is to assure the utmost protection of the 

participants and to avoid legal consequences, as well as to build trust between 

the researcher and the participants, and more importantly to protect both the 

researcher and the participants. 

 

Having provided a brief exposition of the afore-mentioned ethical factors and the 

way in which they were addressed in this study, it is necessary to provide 
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theoretical perspectives on the research methodology and methods pertaining to 

this study. 

   

5.3 Research methodology and design 

Epistemology refers to a branch of philosophy that investigates the origin and 

methods, which at the same time also limits knowledge (Sikes 2004:17). Scott 

(1998:61) indicates that the epistemological ideas of research paradigms are 

important and cannot be avoided in research. For this reason, it is necessary to 

provide a brief exposition of the philosophical origins of this study. Methodology 

refers to the philosophical origins and assumptions of the research, while the 

design refers to all the procedures and processes followed in undertaking the 

research study (Leedy and Ormrod 2005:157). Sikes (2004:17) contends that 

methodology is also concerned with the description and analysis of research 

methods. It is necessary to describe the philosophical origins of quantitative and 

qualitative researches. This study is more inclined towards a quantitative 

research paradigm. Quantitative research paradigms have their philosophical 

roots in positivism, which is characterised by positive evaluation of science and 

the scientific method (Wiersma 1995:91). 

 

The empirical research, the research methods and procedures that were applied 

in this study, are described in the following sections. 
 
Important aspects of the empirical research of this study are addressed in the 

following sections.  These are: paradigms employed in the study; data collecting 

tools; sampling techniques and procedures; piloting procedures of the 

questionnaires; distribution of the questionnaires and their application in this 

study; reliability and validity; limitations of the research tools; processing and 

presentation of data, as well as evaluation.  This will be followed by relevant 

findings, deductions, a conclusion and recommendations made on the  basis of  

the results of the study.  
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5.3.1 Empirical research  
Empirical research is research that is guided by evidence, data and/or sources 

(McMillan and Schumacher 2001:589). As such, this study is guided by existing 

literature on theoretical perspectives of the quality of assessment practices in 

higher education (Chapters 2; 3 and 4), and research methodology, design and 

methods (Chapters 5; 6 and 7). Both qualitative and quantitative research 

approaches were applied in this research. The next sections provide the 

theoretical perspectives underlying quantitative and qualitative research 

approaches. 

 
5.3.1.1 Quantitative and qualitative approaches to research 
Both quantitative and qualitative approaches have been applied in this study. 
Throughout the history of educational research, quantitative and qualitative 

research designs dominated research (McMillan and Schumacher 2001:19). 

Each of the two approaches in this study has distinct epistemological 

characteristics, which are compared next. 
  
5.3.1.2 Comparing quantitative and qualitative approaches to research 
Qualitative and quantitative research approaches have identifiable 

characteristics. Some basic assumptions underlying the above approaches in the 

context of this study are compared in this section: 

 

• As part of the qualitative investigation, the researcher was the main  

instrument by conducting interviews with instructional leaders from selected 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho (Creswell 1994:4; Anderson 1990:70). 

However, the researcher was not directly involved in the gathering of the 

quantitative data, and was unattached from the research process (Niemann, 

Niemann, Brazelle, Staden, Heyns and De Wet 2000:286; Usher 1998:12).  

 

• In quantitative research the main focus is on the product, while in  



 154 

qualitative research, the emphasis is on the process as well as on the product. 

According to Franken and Wallen (1990:78; and Usher 1998:12) the implication 

of this is that the qualitative researcher is interested in ‘how’ things occur (e.g. 

how phenomena are perceived and experienced, as well as the way in which the 

participants make sense of their world), while the quantitative researcher is 

interested in ‘what’ happens (facts, causes and effects). In this study, the 

quantitative approach sought facts about the quality of assessment practices and 

the extent to which alternative assessment is used. The qualitative research of 

the study probed into the opinions of the instructional leaders on the way in which 

they experience the quality of assessment practices. 

 

• Quantitative methods of data collection are strictly regimented and closed  

as opposed to qualitative methods which are open, flexible and non-regimented 

(Niemann et al. 2000:185; 683; as well as Scott and Usher 1996:60; and Usher 

1998:12). Semi-structured questionnaires for lecturers and students were used to 

collect the quantitative data, while open-ended interviews were used to collect 

the qualitative data.   

 

• Finally, according to the quantitative approach reality is objective, while in 

 qualitative research reality is regarded as subjective and multiple, as 

experienced or perceived by the participants (Best and Kahn 2003:27; Creswell 

1994:162; Niemann et al. 2000:283; and Usher 1998:12). Objective multiple 

options on the quality of assessment practices were provided in the 

questionnaires, while multiple views (opinions) of the participants were probed 

through the open-ended interviews and the open-ended items in the 

questionnaires.  

   
It was appropriate to employ both quantitative and qualitative approaches to 

establish the way in which students and lecturers experience the quality of 

assessment practices in their institutions. More importantly, it was clear that the 

participants were able to express their inner feelings about the status of the 
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quality of assessment in higher education in Lesotho by means of the research 

approaches that were applied in the study. 

 
Despite the fact that quantitative and qualitative designs are different, they also 

share some characteristics or assumptions. The next paragraph addresses the 

similarities between quantitative and qualitative approaches to research. 

 
5.3.1.3 Similarities between qualitative and quantitative approaches 
Some common characteristics between qualitative and quantitative approaches 

are outlined in the as follows: 

Both approaches share in logical thought and empiricism. They are empirical by  

nature, implying that they are based on evidence, and both approaches generate 

knowledge to improve educational practice. Quantitative as well as qualitative 

approaches to research are disciplined enquiries. They search for knowledge 

and both can be seen as scientific enquiry that seeks to verify knowledge. Both 

quantitative and qualitative approaches use open-ended questions, which allow 

the participants to express their opinions as in interviews. Quantitative and 

qualitative approaches also use statistical methods to analyse data (McMillan 

and Schumacher 2001:6; Preece1996:42; and Scott 1998:59). 

 
Some details on the way in which quantitative and qualitative approaches were 

applied in this study are provided next. 

 
5.4 Quantitative research  
Quantitative research is defined as the collection of numerical data to explain, 

describe, predict and control the phenomenon of interest (McMillan and 

Schumacher 2001:34). This study is descriptive by nature. According to Best and 

Kahn (2003:141) descriptive research focuses on the analysis of relationships 

between variables and the development of generalisations that extend beyond 

the sample observed. Gay and Airasian (2003:10) reiterate that researchers 

employ quantitative methods to describe current conditions. This study 
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quantitatively investigated the current status of the quality of assessment 

practices and the extent to which alternative assessment practices are used in 

higher education in Lesotho. Statistical techniques were used to interpret and 

analyse the results of the study. In this way, the status of the quality of 

assessment practices and the use of alternative assessment in institutions of 

higher education in Lesotho were reported on. Although the study employed a 

multi-method approach, which used quantitative as well as qualitative strategies, 

it is oriented more towards the positivistic paradigm and it is therefore a 

descriptive survey.   

 

What follows is a summary of theoretical perspectives on the survey undertaken 

in this study. 

 
5.4.1 A survey study on the quality of alternative assessment in Lesotho 
A descriptive survey involves a large area and population. This study involves 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho, together with large populations of 

lecturers and students. As a result, a quantitative approach was found to be the 

most appropriate for this study. A survey is a descriptive study that attempts to 

collect numerical data to answer questions about the opinions of people, about a 

topic or an issue from a large and dispersed group of people (Leedy and Ormrod 

2005:118). In this study; the opinions of the students and lecturers about the 

quality of assessment practices and the use of alternative assessment in higher 

education in Lesotho were sought and collected by means of a survey. The main 

purpose of the survey was to collect data from a sample of students and lecturers 

from institutions of higher education in Lesotho about the quality of assessment 

practices, and the use of alternative assessment in the higher education system 

of Lesotho. In this way it was possible to learn and generalise from the sample of 

the population, so that inferences could be made about the opinions of the 

students and the lecturers (Creswell 1994:118; as well as Leedy and Ormrod 

2005:184). Leedy and Ormrod (2005:118) also affirm that the goal of a survey is 
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to learn about a large group of people. The students and the lecturers from the 

five selected institutions represent a large population.  

 

Furthermore, a survey is the most popular type of quantitative research method 

because it is cost-effective, and data can be collected cheaply over a large area 

(McMillan and Schumacher 2001:35; and Creswell 1994:118). As a result, this 

method was found to be suitable for this study. Creswell (1994:118) further 

argues that a survey is beneficial because it has the capability to identify the 

characteristics of a population from a small sample of individuals. One of the 

most beneficial aspects of a survey is its capability to investigate a variety of 

educational problems and issues, such as assessment of attitudes, opinions, 

preferences, demographics, practices and procedures (Gay and Airasian 

2003:277). Consequently, the rationale for opting for the survey method was 

because it enabled the researcher to collect data from a large population on a 

variety of phenomena associated with the quality of assessment practices and 

the use of alternative assessment in the higher education system of Lesotho. The 

participants’ opinions (lecturers, students and instructional leaders) were sought 

so that generalisations could be made. The quality of assessment practices was 

assessed, together with the extent to which alternative assessment is being used 

in Lesotho.  

 

In addition, a survey is economic in design and data can be collected rapidly over 

a large area. It also permits identification of the attributes of a larger population 

from a small group (a sample) of individuals (Creswell 1994:118). A descriptive 

survey was also used in this study because it is capable of involving a larger area 

and a large population. The quantitative (survey) approach was consequently 

found to be the most suitable and beneficial method for this study.       

 

This survey is cross-sectional because the questionnaires for both the students 

and lecturers were used to collect the data about the quality of assessment 

practices and the extent to which alternative assessment is employed in higher 
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education in Lesotho, at one point during a specific period in time Creswell 

1994:119; Leedy and Ormrod 2005:170; and McMillan and Schumacher 

2001:109).. 

 

Two self-administered, semi-structured questionnaires for the lecturers and the 

students respectively, were prepared (cf. 5.3.2.1; and Appendices A and B) and 

used as data collecting tools in this study. These questionnaires were delivered 

personally to the selected institutions of higher education. Face-to-face 

interviews were conducted with instructional leaders to enquire about 

government initiatives on quality issues, with particular emphasis on assessment 

practices, their opinions on the quality of assessment practices and the use of 

alternative assessment in higher education in Lesotho (Appendix C).  

 

The questionnaires were chosen as data collecting tools because they permit 

rapid collection of data over a large area within a short time. The aim of the 

survey was to collect data from a large area (Gay and Airasian 2003:278). The 

interviews were used to seek in-depth opinions about the quality of assessment 

practices from instructional leaders (from the Department of Higher Education), 

as the experts in the field of higher education and its activities, including 

assessment practices (5.3.4.2). 

 

Description of data collection techniques is essential in the survey. It provides the 

logical procedures followed in a research process. The next section describes 

data collection techniques and the way in which they were applied in this study. 

 
5.4.1.1 Data collection in a survey  
In a survey structured interviews and questionnaires are used. However, the 

most common tool for collecting data is a questionnaire (McMillan and 

Schumacher 2001:308). In this study, semi-structured questionnaires and semi-

structured interviews were utilised to collect the data. The next paragraph 

considers the questionnaire and the covering letter. 
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5.4.1.2 Questionnaires 
Questionnaires were chosen as a data collecting tool for their many benefits. 

According to McMillan and Schumacher (2001:257) a questionnaire is the most 

commonly used data collecting tool because it is relatively economical and it has 

the potential to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. These attributes enhance 

the building of trust between the researcher and the participants. Hence, 

collected information tends to be more truthful and valid. More importantly, 

confidentiality is assured by anonymity. 

 

Gay and Airasian (2003:590) define a questionnaire as a written collection of 

self-report questions, to be answered by a selected group of research 

participants. Hart (2005: 357; 358) continues that a questionnaire is always used 

as the basis of the survey to find out ‘what’, ‘how much’, ‘how many’ and ‘how 

often’; to draw information from a large number of people. In this study, enquiring 

into the quality of assessment practices is enquiring into ‘how good’, while 

enquiring into the extent to which alternative assessment is used, reveals ‘how 

often’ the alternative assessment is used to assess students. Data was collected 

by using semi-structured questionnaires (Appendices A and B) in this particular 

study. The purpose of using the questionnaire was to collect data about the 

status of the quality of assessment practices and the extent to which alternative 

assessment is used in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. Large samples 

of students and the lecturers from a large area were involved. 

 

A semi-structured questionnaire contains both open-ended questions and close-

ended questions (Gay and Airasian 2003:284). The semi-structured 

questionnaires were also used to allow the collection of both quantitative and 

qualitative data about the quality of assessment practices and the use of 

alternative assessment in higher education in Lesotho. The rational was that 

some questions had predetermined responses while some sought free 

responses. For this particular study, two semi-structured questionnaires, one for 
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lecturers and one for students were used as data collecting tools. The type of 

items in a questionnaire determines the answerability of a questionnaire.  

 
The questionnaire items may either be open-ended or close-ended. Both 

questionnaires for students and lecturers contained open-ended and closed-

ended items. Both questionnaires contained many open-ended questions to 

allow free and deep expression of the respondents’ views. The lecturers’ 

questionnaire contained 54 items while the students’ questionnaires contained 36 

items (Appendices A and B).. A questionnaire should not contain too many items 

since this may render the questionnaire unattractive to the participants (Gay and 

Airasian 2003:285).  
 

Open-ended items are unstructured format items in which the participants 

construct their own answers and express their own opinions freely were used in 

both students’ and lecturers’ questionnaires (Gay and Airasian 2003:283). As 

mentioned previously, both questionnaires contained various open-ended 

questions to allow free and deep expression of the respondents’ views. The 

open-ended items also permitted the participants to provide as much detail as 

possible without any prompts and to express their inner feelings freely to provide 

truthful information (Verma and Mallick 1999:118). The participants were 

therefore given the opportunity to speak for themselves (Brown and Dowling 

1998:67). Likert-scales were used and spaces were provided in the 

questionnaires for the options ‘other(s)’ to provide information that the researcher 

might not be aware of (5.4.1.3). 
 
Close-ended items, which are structured and rigid were also used. These did not 

allow the participants to express their own views or opinions. They are objective-

type items and require direct information. Possible options were provided so that 

the participants could choose the option, check a list, or number preferences, to 

mention a few examples (Gay and Airasian 2003:51). For this particular study, 

both the questionnaires contained close-ended and open-ended items. Direct 
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questions were used in the initial parts of both the lecturers’ and the students’ 

questionnaires to gather biographic information. 
 
What emerges from the discussion of the item format used in this study is that 

the researcher chose to use two types of items to enrich the collected data. The 

researcher is of the opinion that the validity and the reliability of the data 

collected through both the lecturers’ and the students’ questionnaires was 

assured by combining open-ended and close-ended items. A Likert-scale was 

used in the questionnaires and a short explanation of the way in which the Likert-

scale was employed in this study, is provided in the next section.   

 

• Likert-scale items: McMillan (2004:402) and McKernan (1996:197) point  
out that Likert-scale items are questions that request the participants to rate the 

extent of agreement or disagreement with a statement on a rating scale 

containing a series of statements. An example would be, in response to the 

provided statements, for participants to indicate whether they strongly agree, 

agree, disagree or strongly disagree with each statement (Gay and Airasian 

2003:50). In this study, a Likert-scale was chosen for its potential to allow 

flexibility to include the item ‘other(s)’ for the participants to supplement any 

relevant information that the researcher was not aware of. Another reason for 

choosing a Likert-scale is that such a scale is also beneficial in providing a 

context for the participants. 

 

 Furthermore, a wide range of items can be attempted without difficulty. Likert-

scale items were used on a four-point scale ranging from strongly disagree (1); 

disagree (2); agree (3); strongly agree (4); to never (1); sometimes (2); most of 

the time (3); always (4)  (Appendix B). The four- and five-point Likert-scale items 

for the lecturers’ questionnaire ranged from very poor (1); poor (2); good (3); very 

good (4) and never (1); rarely (2); occasionally (3); frequently and very frequently 

(5) (Appendix A). 
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It has already been indicated that the questionnaires (Appendices A and B) were 

used as major data collecting tools in this study because of their benefits 

(5.4.1.4). At this point it is necessary to provide theoretical perspectives of the 

benefits (advantages) of questionnaires as data collecting tools. 

 

• Advantages of a questionnaire: The implementation and advantages of the  
questionnaire as a data collection tool, as well as the way in which the use of the 

two questionnaires benefited this study, are explained according to views of 

several authors (Gillham 2000:6; Leedy and Ormrod 2005:185; Gay and Airasian 

2003:282) in the next paragraphs.  
 
Questionnaires were sent to a large number of people in close-by and far away 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho. They helped to save both time and 

money since it was possible to collect information from a large sample of 

population of students and lecturers in a short time-span. More importantly, the 

researcher could choose to save traveling expenses by sending questionnaires 

by post. This affirms that the use of questionnaires can be cheaper and 

sometimes more efficient than other data collecting tools. 
 

Questionnaires enhanced straightforward analysis of answers to closed 

questions was enhanced and there was also less pressure for an immediate 

response since respondents completed the questionnaires in their own time. The 

distance of the researcher from the survey participants ensured their anonymity 

hence the participants tended to be more truthful when responding to sensitive 

and controversial issues. Furthermore, the objectivity of the questionnaires was 

enhanced by anonymity and confidentiality; and they lacked interview bias.    

 

The questionnaires were administered in person. Administering questionnaires 

individually enabled the researcher to build a rapport with respondents and 

explain unclear items if any. 
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In practice questionnaires have both disadvantages and advantages. Despite the 

advantages stated above, the questionnaires used in this study also had some 

disadvantages, which are presented next. 

 

• Disadvantages of a questionnaire 

According to Gay and Airasian (2003:282); Gillham (2004:26); Leedy and 

Ormrod (2005:185), questionnaires have certain disadvantages. These authors 

identified the following possible disadvantages of using questionnaires, which 

relate to this study: 

 

Initially, there was a low return rate (response rate) since some participants did 

not return the questionnaires. However, follow-up activities were made by 

administering questionnaires for the second time to non-respondents. It was 

difficult to motivate the respondents because in a survey the researcher is always 

at a distance and cannot interact with the participants. It was also difficult to brief 

the respondents and therefore simple questions were necessary because 

misunderstandings could not be corrected, since information was sought by 

asking questions only. 

 

Literacy (reading and writing) problems may have occurred since by nature 

people talk more than they write or read. However, some unusual terms were 

explained to reduce this possible problem. The respondents did not have the 

answers available in an organised fashion hence misinterpretation of one or 

more questions could occur, hence the questionnaires were pre-tested to avoid 

this possibility. There may be controversies on seriousness and honesty of 

answers and the respondents may also be uncertain about what happens to the 

data. 

 
A questionnaire has its unique characteristics (Gay and Airasian 2003: 283). 

Some of the major characteristics are provided in the next section. 
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5.4.1.3 Major characteristics of a good questionnaire 
When constructing the questionnaires the following characteristics of a good 

questionnaire were considered (Gay and Airasian 2003:283): 

 

• Brief questionnaires: The questionnaires should be brief and to the point  

to motivate and invite the respondents. Long wordy questions should be  

avoided.  

 

• Questionnaires which are easy to respond to: The items in a questionnaire  

should be clear and understood by the participants so that valid information is 

drawn from them. Simple language and clear instructions are essential to the 

quality of a questionnaire. 

 

• Attractive questionnaires: Well-designed questionnaires with a clear and  

attractive cover page and a good layout arouses the interest of the participants to 

page through and respond to the items. The quality of the paper also counts and 

the formatting of the text should be such that there are some blank spaces.      

 

Certain guidelines were considered when preparing and administering 

questionnaires in this study and they are described in the next paragraph.  
 
5.4.1.4 Preparation and administering of questionnaires 
When preparing and administering a questionnaire, some guidelines are applied 

(Gillham 2002:26). The following guidelines were considered for this study: 

 

• Clarity and relevance of items are necessary to enhance understanding  

and consistency in the interpretation of the question and items which focus on a 

single idea should replace double-barreled items which carry two items as this 

results in incomplete responses, which are difficult to interpret and analyse. 

Negative items are always confusing to the respondents because there is a 

likelihood of omitting negatives such as ‘no’ and/or ‘not’. If these negative words 
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are used in a questionnaire, they should always be highlighted (e.g. by italics, 

underlining, bold or higher case). 

 

• Biased items and words were avoided and items were short and 

simple so that they can be easily understood and interpreted by the respondents. 

A questionnaire should be administered to participants who are experts in the 

field of the study or who experience the problem directly. In this study, the 

lecturers are the experts in the field of assessment of student achievement, while 

the students directly experience the assessment practices (Gillham 2002:26). 

 

In constructing the questionnaires, the content was informed by theoretical 

perspectives on what quality assessment entails (1.1.1; 2.3 and 3.6). One of the 

essential requirements of a questionnaire is a covering letter. It is therefore 

necessary to provide a brief exposition of the role played by a covering letter in 

this research in the next section. 

 
5.4.1.5 Covering letter 
A covering letter is a crucial component of a questionnaire. The purpose of the 

covering letters was to explain the purpose of the study (Appendix D), to 

emphasise its significance and to provide valid reasons for the need of the 

respondent to participate. For this study, the purpose of the lecturers’ 

questionnaire (Appendix A) was to probe into the quality of assessment practices 

and the use of alternative assessment in a higher education system. The 

purpose of the students’ questionnaire (Appendix B) was to investigate how the 

students experience assessment practices, and the extent to which alternative 

assessment is used in higher education in the Maseru area.  

The covering letters, together with the assurance of the respondents’ security, 

confidentiality and the time for completion of the questionnaires constituted the 

main components of the covering letters for the questionnaires used in this study. 

The covering letter assures truthfulness and validity of the collected information. 

(Gay and Airasian 2003:307). Furthermore, the covering letters were endorsed 
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by the signature of both the supervisor and the researcher (Appendices A and B). 

The intended time for the completion of the questionnaire was two weeks for 

each of the clusters; however, the time for collection became longer because of 

intervening factors such as absence of lecturers, negligence and slow response 

to the questionnaires.  

 

Gratitude and appreciation of the respondent’s participation was expressed in 

advance at the end each of letter. 

.  

Prior to the distribution of the questionnaires, a pilot study was conducted to its 

test feasibility as explained in the following section. 

 

5.4.1.6 Pilot study  
A pilot study is an exploratory investigation to test and to determine the feasibility 

of a questionnaire. It is crucial in a survey, which employs questionnaires as data 

collecting tools (Leedy and Ormrod 2005:192). A pilot study was conducted in 

this research to test and determine the feasibility of the questionnaires 

(Appendices A and B). The pilot study of the questionnaires also provided 

information on the estimation of the time required to complete the questions as 

well as an initial idea of the likelihood of the pattern of the responses (McMillan 

and Schumacher 2005:185; 307). 

 

A pilot study (pre-testing) of each questionnaire was undertaken with a small 

number of individuals from a sample population of lecturers and final year 

students. Leedy and Ormrod (2005: 192) suggest that a questionnaire can be 

given to about six individuals (friends or colleagues), to actually complete so that 

the researcher is in a position to check the likely responses. For this specific 

study, five colleagues and five final year students were selected as pilot 

respondents to ensure that the pilot samples have similar characteristics to the 

actual sample of the study (5.4) to enhance the validity of the pilot studies (Hart 

2005:205; Gay and Airasian 2003:297).   
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The pilot studies benefited this study by revealing minor ambiguities in 

sentences; directions; some repetition; complexity of some technical terms used 

in the questionnaires; and a few grammatical mistakes. Corrections were made 

and other defects were addressed and rectified accordingly. The final drafts of 

the questionnaires were done, based on the data provided by the pilot studies, 

the views from the literature review and the inputs from the supervisor.  

 

5.4.1.7 Distribution of questionnaires 
Endorsement to conduct research in an organisation is one of the ethical and 

essential issues in research. To comply with this ethical issue, letters (Appendix 

C) requesting permission to conduct research in the selected institutions were 

written and delivered by hand to the relevant offices of the institutions. The 

researcher was granted permission. The researcher delivered the questionnaires 

to the lecturers and the students in some of the selected institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho. In the remainder of the institutions the heads of 

departments and registrars acted as coordinators. 

 

5.4.1.8 Request to conduct a research study 
Formal letters requesting permission from the sector for higher education in the 

Ministry of Education to conduct research in the selected institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho were written and addressed to the relevant offices. This 

also applied to the interviews (5.2). 

 

5.4.1.9 Response rate  
 It is important for questionnaires to have high response rates to be able to 

generalise the results with confidence (Creswell 2005:367). In a survey 350 

participants is an acceptable number. However, for this study, the questionnaires 

were distributed to 200 lecturers and 600 students, and the return rate for each 

sample is shown in Tables 5.2 and 5.3. A total of 800 questionnaires were thus 

distributed (Table 5.4).  
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One of the major disadvantages of employing a questionnaire as a data-

collecting tool is generally that not all the questionnaires are returned. Literature 

reveals that several factors may influence the return rate of a questionnaire 

(Leedy and Ormrod 2005:193,194; Gay and Airasian 2003:288; and also 

McMillan and Schumacher 2001: 187). Hence, the following were considered: 

 

• Timing: Timing is crucial in data collection. The questionnaire should be  

distributed at a convenient time when it is highly likely that most participants will 

be available and will have time to respond.  Despite the fact that the 

questionnaires for this study were ready in February 2006, the researcher found 

it necessary to distribute the questionnaires at different times of the year because 

the academic year is not the same in all the institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho, and this caused a delay in the data collection. Most importantly, in 

February, March and April some of the lecturers and the students were engaged 

in teaching practice and revision for the end of the year examinations. 

• First impression: The questionnaire must be attractive, for example, there  

must be adequate margins, the questionnaire must not be too long and its overall 

appearance must enhance a relaxed mood in the respondents. 

 

• Motivation: The purpose of the questionnaire must be clear, meaningful  

and relevant to the needs and interests of the prospective participants. For this 

study, the students and the lecturers in higher education were directly involved in 

assessment practices. A covering letter is always sent, together with a 

questionnaire to clarify the purpose and to assure the anonymity of the 

participants (5.3.2.7).   

 

• Promise to offer results: If participants are promised that after the 

completion of the study they will be given some feedback or a copy of a research 

report, they tend to be more motivated.  

• Self-administration of the questionnaire: For the purpose of this study, the  
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questionnaires were distributed by hand. This is beneficial because it provides for 

close monitoring of the questionnaires.    

• Gentle reminder: It is suggested that the researcher should not be too  

pushy. Telephone calls were used to remind the participants about the 

questionnaires where possible, and casual calling to some of the offices was also 

used as a reminder. The response rate was calculated and established (Table 

5.2).   

 

There are differing views on acceptable response rates. McBurney (1994:202) 

argues that in a survey research, the percentage of individuals in the sample who 

return the completed survey is still acceptable in the range 50-90 per cent. On 

the other hand, Babbie and Mouton (2001:261); and Creswell (2005:367) are of 

the view that a 50 per cent response rate may be accepted for analysis and 

reporting, 60 per cent is accepted as good, while 70 per cent is considered as 

very good. Leedy and Ormrod (2001:185) consider 70 per cent as a high 

response rate. In this study the calculated return rate (response rate) was found 

to be 60.5 per cent for the lecturers and 59.9 per cent for the students 

respectively, as indicated in Tables 5.2; 5.3 and 5.4. The response rate for the 

sample of lecturers per institution is presented in Table 5.2: 

 
Table 5. 2: The response rate for the sample of the lecturers per institution 

Institutions Number of 
population 
of 
lecturers  

Representative 
fraction 

Representative 
proportional 
sample size 

Number of 
returned 
questionnaires 

Response 
rate (%) 

Institution A  59 0.15 30 4 13.3 
Institution B  180 0.46 92 44 48.8 
Institution C 45 0.12 24 23 97.9 

Institution D  16 0.04 8 5 62.5 
Institution E  90 0.23 46 45 97.8 
Overall totals 390 1.00 200 121 Average 

= 64.1% 
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The response rate for the sample of the students per institution is illustrated in 

Table 5.3: 

 

 
Table 5.3: The response rate for the sample of students per institution 

Institutions Samples sizes  Number of 
returns 

Response rate (%) 

Institution A  120 54 15.1 
Institution B  120 88 24.8 

Institution C  120 80 22.4 
Institution D  120 42 11.8 
Institution E  120 93 26.1 
Totals  600 357 Average = 59.5% 

 

The response rate for the participants of this study (students and lecturers) is 

illustrated in Table 5.4. 

 
Table 5.4: Response rate for the students’ and lecturers’ questionnaires 

 
 

Participants Number of the 
participants 

Number of 
returns 

Response rate (%) 

Group A Students 600 357 59.9 

Group B Lecturers 200 121 60.5 

Totals 800 478 Average = 59. 8% 

 

The overall response rate for both students and lecturers was 59.8 per cent, and 
this is within an acceptable range. Gillham (2002:36) maintains that if the 

respondents and non-respondents have many similar characteristics, the results 

can be generalised to the sample and the population. 

 

Follow-up activities are always necessary to improve the response rate of the 

questionnaires. The follow-up activities in this study are explained next. 
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5.4.1.10 Follow-up activities 
Follow up activities are important in assuring the highest possible return rate of 

the questionnaires. In solving the problem of non-return, the participants were 

reminded through telephone calls with the aim of avoiding being too persistent 

(Gay and Arasian 2005:289; and Creswell 2005:111). Where possible the 

researcher visited some offices to collect the questionnaires personally without 

exerting pressure, and a second questionnaire was issued where necessary 

(Creswell 2005:368).  

 
Having provided some theoretical perspectives on the quantitative methods 

employed in this study, it is necessary to provide an exposition of the qualitative 

method applied in the study. 

 
5.5 A qualitative approach  
A qualitative research approach entails research that relies on views of 

participants; asks broad, general questions; collects data consisting largely of 

words from the participants; describes and analyses these words for themes; and 

conducts the enquiry in a subjective, biased manner (Creswell 2005:39). 

Interviews are the most commonly used data collecting tools in a qualitative 

approach. The next section addresses the interviews and the way in which they 

were applied in this study. 

 
5.5.1 Semi-structured interviews 
This study employed a multi-method approach (cf. 5.4). Gay and Airasian 

(2003:308) explain that conducting of an interview is essentially an oral and 

personal administration of a questionnaire to each member of a sample. In this 

study, semi-structured face-to-face interviews were utilised to probe the opinions 

of the instructional leaders from the participating institutions of higher education 

in Lesotho concerning the quality of assessment practices, as well as the 

government initiatives to improve quality in these practices. The reason for 

interviewing the five instructional leaders was to justify the problem and the 
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significance of the study. Verma and Mallick (1999:118) advise that interviews 

provide for the collection of complementary and relevant data as well as for 

supplementary data. The data collected from the instructional leaders 

complimented and supplemented the data collected by the questionnaires on the 

quality of assessment practices in higher education in Lesotho. Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with three instructional leaders who are considered as 

experts in the higher education sector of Lesotho. They are fully engaged in all 

relevant issues of higher education. For this reason, the researcher found it 

necessary to probe the opinions of these officials on the quality of education in 

higher education in Lesotho, and also to determine government initiatives in 

improving the quality of this education sector of Lesotho, focusing mainly on 

assessment practices.  

 

Semi-structured interviews containing structured and open questions may be 

used together with questionnaires to obtain clarification or to probe a person's 

reasoning (Leedy and Ormrod 2005:184). One-to-one interviews were used in 

this survey to elicit in-depth information that was not possible to obtain with 

questionnaires about the quality of assessment practices and the use of 

alternative assessment in institutions of higher education in Lesotho (Creswell 

1994:354; Gay and Airasian 2003:308). An interview protocol, which is a form for 

recording data during interview sessions, was developed (Creswell 1994:48). 

This form was used during the interview sessions with the instructional leaders. 

At the beginning of the interview the purpose of the interview was stated, the 

permission to tape-record the interviews was requested, and the permission was 

granted. At a later stage, the data collected from the interviews was transcribed.   

 

5.5.2 Pre-testing interview protocol  
Interview protocol requires pre-testing similar to any other research tool.  It was 

necessary to pre-test the interview protocol (procedure) to determine the quality 

of the information that may be collected from the interview and the feasibility of 

the process of the interview (Gay and Airasian 2003:308). There were three 
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critical questions (Questions 1-3). The critical questions had supporting 

questions. A small pilot sample was selected and the feedback from the pilot 

study was used to improve the quality of the interview procedure, clarity and its 

feasibility (Gay and Airasian 2003:308; Gillham 2002:82). In addition to the 

foregoing exposition of the preparation and administration of the interview 

protocol for this study, Gillham (2002:82) warns that it is the quality, and not the 

quantity that counts. Gillham (2002:83) continues by indicating that three or four 

carefully analysed interviews lasting half an hour each can bring vitality to the 

research study. 

 

Given this background, a small sample of three instructional leaders was used in 

face-to-face interviews to enrich the data collected by the questionnaires. The 

interviewees hold high postions in their institutions and all of them was assistant 

director, the other one a faculty dean while the other one was the head of the 

department . The purpose of the interview was to probe into the opinions of the 

instructional leaders regarding the quality of assessment, the use of alternative 

assessment in institutions of higher education in Lesotho, and government 

initiatives to improve the quality of assessment practices.  

 

It is necessary to provide some theoretical perspectives on the multi-method 

approach, which has become an imperative in research to improve the quality of 

research projects. The next section addresses the issue of a multi-method 

approach and the way in which it was applied in this study. 

 
5.6 Multi-method approach 
Wiersma (1997:14) and Best and Kahn (2003:83) contend that qualitative and 

quantitative approaches have their own distinct characteristics, but when applied 

in educational research their distinctions reflect a continuum rather than a 

mutually exclusive dichotomy.  Although qualitative and quantitative methods are 

at the extreme ends of the continuum their nature permits the researcher to 

validate data and inject vigour and flexibility as expected in differing contexts 
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Maharasoa et al. (2002:147). As a result, qualitative and quantitative approaches 

are combined to improve the quality of the research study. Creswell (2005:54) 

argues that research lies somewhere on the continuum from quantitative to 

qualitative research and research methods overlap (Verma and Mallick 1999:22). 

Despite the differences between qualitative and quantitative research, the two 

approaches were used together to validate the findings of this study (McMillan 

and Schumacher 2001:15). In addition, full exploration of the qualitative-

quantitative continuum is always employed to improve the quality of the research 

study. In a similar trend, Bell (1999:102) asserts that multi-method data collection 

is an attempt to crosscheck the existence of certain phenomena and the validity 

of individual accounts. For these reasons, the researcher found it appropriate to 

use both quantitative and qualitative approaches in this study. 

 

Furthermore, a mixed-method approach permits the combination of qualitative 

and quantitative techniques within different phases of the research process. 

Bless and Higson-Smith (2002:86) report that a multi-method approach may 

minimise the potential research bias, corroborate data and support the validity of 

the research findings. For these reasons, data was gathered from a number of 

sources and was subsequently compared and contrasted in order to attempt a 

full and balanced study (Bell 1999:102). The degree to which the combination of 

methods differ, depends on the needs of an individual study. Despite the fact that 

this study is a mixed-method study, quantitative methods are heavily weighted 

and quantitative data was collected before the qualitative data (Gay and Airasian 

2003:190). In this mixed-approach study, the qualitative analysis and 

interpretation can assist to explain and elaborate on the quantitative results. 

 

A multi-method approach was also chosen because of its potential to enrich, as 

well as to cross-validate the research findings (Gillham 2002:2; and Preece 

1996:42). Multi-methods are important because one approach is not always 

enough as a research method on its own (Gillham 2002:2; 82). For this reason, 

two questionnaires, which contained open-ended questions that sought 
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qualitative data, free responses, were used together with semi-structured face-to-

face interviews. Gillham (2002:82) further affirms that semi-structured interviews 

with a small number of interviewees to convey a picture of real peoples’ views 

that would enrich and cross-validate the research findings, as well as justify the 

data collected through the questionnaires. An integrated dual approach of 

quantitative and qualitative methods overcomes naïve empiricism because the 

questionnaires are rarely adequate as research tools when dealing with a 

complex real world (Gillham 2002:81).   

 

On the basis of the foregoing exposition of the application of a multi-method 

approach, and the related issues in this study, semi-structured interviews were 

employed to improve the quality in this research, to justify the problem as well as 

to validate data collected through the questionnaires (5.3.2.2; Appendices A and 

B).  

 

What expires from this discussion is that a multi-method approach to research 

permits cross-method triangulation, because in triangulation, qualitative as well 

as quantitative data is collected to answer the research question (Leedy and 

Ormrod 2005:99). Triangulation permits the use of several data collection and 

analysis techniques in a study with one strategy dominating as a major or central 

theme ( McMillan and Schumacher 2001:408; 409). It can be utilised in four ways 

(Stake 1995:1120). The following views of Stake were applied in this study: 

 

• Triangulation of sources of data: In this study, different sources such as 

books, journals, the internet, papers, government documents and others, 

were explored to justify the research problem and to validate the research 

findings (5.10.1). 

• Method triangulation: The multi-method approach, which has been 

applied through the combination of a survey study and face-to-face 

interviews helped to enrich the research results of the study (5.4; 5.5).  
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• Triangulation of data collecting tools: In this type of triangulation, different 

tools of collecting data were used to validate the research findings. The 

questionnaires were used as a quantitative tool, while semi-structured 

interviews were applied as a qualitative instrument in this study. 

 

In this particular study, questionnaires were used together with semi-structured 

interviews where a small number of interviewees (five instructional leaders) were 

required to express their opinions on the quality of assessment practices and 

initiatives of the Lesotho government in improving the quality of higher education 

in this country. Multiple data sources have thus been employed to corroborate 

the collected data for a broader understanding of the perspectives on the quality 

of assessment practices in higher education.  

 

At this point, it is necessary to explain the sampling strategies followed in the 

study. It should be noted that, despite the fact that a multi-method approach was 

applied in the study, the quantitative method dominated qualitative methods in 

the research. Quantitative sampling techniques as well as qualitative sampling 

techniques were used in the study.      

 
5.7 Sampling techniques  
Both quantitative and qualitative sampling techniques were employed to select 

the samples for the semi-structured interviews and questionnaires that were used 

as data collecting instruments. Sampling strategies are of paramount importance 

in a survey. This section provides an exposition of the sampling procedures 

employed in the study. It is a general principle that a survey uses probability 

sampling to ensure adequate representativeness of the population (McMillan and 

Schumacher 2001:305). However, it was not possible to apply the probability 

sampling strategy with regard to the lecturers and the students in the 

environment of higher education because of their daily commitments, and most 

importantly, the selected institutions of higher education constituted a dispersed 

population (Wiersma 1997:77). 
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 A good sample determines the meaningfulness and generalisability of the 

research results Gay and Airasian (2003:103). Samples represented the total 

population of the lecturers and students and the instructional leaders of higher 

education. Representative fractions of different groups of lecturers and students 

from different selected institutions were selected. The number of available 

lecturers for this study was determined and estimated by using the information in 

documents such as institution calendars and student information booklets. 

 

 The target population for this study consisted of the five selected institutions of 

higher education in Lesotho. These included the lecturers, the students and the 

instructional leaders from the selected institutions of higher education. The 

lecturers and the students from the five selected institutions of higher education 

in Lesotho, with at least two years’ experience of assessment practices, was 

considered as a suitable target group. Probability sampling was impractical 

because of the complexity of activities in the ever-changing environment of 

higher education (McMillan and Schumacher 2001:173; Neuman 2003:224). 

Hence, non-probability sampling techniques were employed in this study. These 

included cluster sampling and convenience sampling techniques. 

 
5.7.1 Selecting the sample of institutions of higher education  
It was not necessary to select a portion that represents the target population of 

institutions (a sample) because of the small number of institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho. Initially the researcher intended to include six public 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho; however, some of the institutions had 

to be disregarded. For example, in one institution, the students and the lecturers 

were never fully representative because of modular programs that run for short 

periods of time. Secondly, the institutions that are located in the Maluti area, 

where traveling is not easy, were also not included in the sample. For this 

reason, this study focused on five institutions of higher education in the Maseru 

area only. Out of ten, five public institutions of higher education in Lesotho were 
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included in the sample for this study. This constitutes (50%) representativeness 

of all the public institutions of higher education in Lesotho. Against the 

background of the foregoing exposition, cluster sampling was implemented as an 

appropriate sampling technique for determining the sample of the institutions of 

higher education in the Maseru area of Lesotho. 

 

Multistage sampling, which is applicable to different regions, was suitable for this 

study because the institutions of higher education are situated in different 

locations with homogeneous groups of the target population (Baumgartner and 

Strong 1994:102). It is often used in the case of dispersed populations, as in the 

selected institutions of higher education in Lesotho (Neuman 2003:224). 

Multistage sampling was combined with convenience sampling in this study.  For 

this reason, each of the five selected institutions was treated as a cluster. The 

researcher first sampled the institutions as clusters and then sampled the 

students and the lecturers conveniently as subjects in each cluster (Creswell 

1994:119). Cluster sampling is cost effectiveness and efficiency in sampling large 

groups (Creswell 1994:173; Gay and Airasian 2003:178). Moreover, Creswell 

(1994:174) emphasises that clustering permits the researcher to compare the 

results of subgroups. The five selected institutions of higher education in Lesotho 

represent clusters with homogeneous characteristics.  

 

Despite the fact that cluster sampling is not representative of all the participants 

in a research area, the population of the study was too large for probability 

sampling in each of the clusters. The total target population for this survey 

comprised of lecturers and students from five institutions of higher education in 

the Maseru area and three instructional leaders from the higher education sector. 

A large sample of the population is better than a small sample since the 

generalisations made from the results are justified (Gay and Airasian 2003:101, 

McMillan and Schumacher (2001:177 & Goddard and Melville (2005:35) argue 

that a sample should be large enough to represent the population. The exposition 
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of the techniques used in selecting the samples of the lecturers and the students 

is provided next (cf. 5.7.2 and 5.7.3). 

 

5.7.2 Determining sample sizes   
Anderson (1990:202) suggests different sample sizes for different population 

sizes (Table 5.5). For this reason, Anderson’s views were used to determine the 

sample sizes for the students (5.7.2.2) and the lecturers (5.7.2.1). Student 

numbers were provided by the department of statistics, while the numbers of the 

lecturers were obtained from the calendars of the selected institutions. More 

details on the way in which the sample sizes of the lecturers and the students 

were determined, are provided next (5.7.2.1 and 5.7.2.2).   

  

5.7.2.1 Selecting a sample of lecturers  
It was not practical to manipulate all the lists of the lecturers in institutions of 

higher education in Lesotho, and the day-to-day activities in the environment of 

higher education could not permit the researcher to communicate with the 

lecturers as a group due to the complexity of time tabling in these institutions. For 

these reasons, non-probability sampling was appropriate for selecting the sample 

of the lecturers. Convenience sampling was therefore an appropriate sampling 

technique to collect data from the lecturers from individual institutions in this 

study (5.7.1).  

 

Determining the sample size is an important step in sampling techniques and a 

carefully selected sample of 200 participants can represent a million people 

Oppenheim(1992:43). For this study, the size of the sample of the lecturers was 

determined from possible theoretical sample sizes and corresponding population 

sizes (Anderson 1990:202 & Welman and Kruger 1999: 49).). Anderson 

(1990:202) further suggests that  possible theoretical sample sizes and 

corresponding largest population sizes at 95 per cent confidence level,. 
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This ensured that sufficient numbers in the sample of lecturers represented the 

groups of lecturers from the selected institutions, as illustrated in Table 5.6. 

 
Table 5.6: Proportional representation of the sample of the lecturers 

Institutions Number of 
population of 

lecturers 

Representative 
fraction 

Proportional 
sample size 

Institution A  180 0.46 92 

Institution B  90 0.23 46 

Institution C 59 0.15 30 

Institution D 45 0.12 24 

Institution E 16 0.04 8 

 390 1.00 200 

 

Only the lecturers who were currently in the service were included in the target 

population. Lecturers who were on study leave or any other forms of leave were 

not included in the study.  Table 5.6 reflects that out of 390 included in the 

sample, 92 lecturers were sampled from Institution A; 46 from Institution B, 30 

from Institution C; 24 from Institution D, and finally, 8 were selected from 

Institution E.  

 

5.7.2.2 Selecting a sample of students 
As a result of some sampling problems (5.7.2.1), convenience sampling was 

used together with cluster sampling (5.7.2.1) to collect data through the students’ 

questionnaire. 

 

 For more than 5000 individuals, a sample size of 400 individuals is appropriate 

(Gay and Airasian 2003:113). Considering these suggestions, a sample of 600 

students from the selected institutions (6.7) was a representative sample for a 

total number of students between 10 000 and 15 000 in the institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho.   
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Having identified and determined the number of clusters (5.7.1), 600 students 

were divided by the number of clusters, i.e. 600/5= 120. One-hundred-and-twenty 

participating students were selected to represent all the groups of the students in 

each cluster. Thus the required numbers of students were assured in the final 

subgroups of students. The participating students in each cluster were selected 

conveniently for the reasons stated earlier (5.7.2.1).   
 
5.7.2.3 Selecting a sample of instructional leaders 

Purposive sampling was employed to select a sample of three instructional 

leaders to obtain information about the initiatives of the Lesotho government to 

improve the quality of higher education and particularly to improve the way in 

which student achievement is assessed. The lecturers were selected on the 

basis of their expertise because they are capable of providing relevant 

information (Leedy and Ormrod 2005:208). A purposive mode of sample 

selection was utilised to ensure that specific and relevant information could be 

obtained on the initiatives of the Lesotho government relating to the use of 

alternative assessment practices in higher education. The initial intention was to 

select three government officials as representatives of the office of higher 

education in the Ministry of Education in Lesotho.  Because of the lack of access 

to the office, three instructional leaders were purposively selected as alternative 

participants. It is the belief of the researcher that the instructional leaders are 

experts in the field of higher education, as well as in quality issues in practices 

concerning the assessment of student achievement. Purposive sampling 

technique was used for its convenience and availability (Creswell 1994:120). The 

three instructional leaders were also targeted for the purpose of obtaining useful, 

valid and reliable information about the status of quality of assessment practices 

and the initiatives of the Lesotho government on quality improvement in 

assessment practices.   

 

On the basis of the above exposition, purposive sampling was chosen as a more 

appropriate sampling technique for selecting the interviewees in this study.   
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Having determined the samples of this study and its sizes, it is necessary to 

consider the participants of this study. 

 
5.7.3 Participants  
The participants of this study comprised of the lecturers and the students from 

the selected institutions of higher education in Lesotho. The participants were 

grouped as indicated in Table 5.7. 

 

Table 5.7 Participants of the study 
Participants Number of the 

 participants 
Students 600 

Lecturers 200 

Instructional leaders 3 

Total  803 

  

The second-year students were more appropriate and accessible than third- and 

fourth-year students, who were often engaged in projects. They were also more 

appropriate than first-year students who lacked the required experience. The 

students (Group A) and the lecturers (Group B) were furnished with copies of 

questionnaires to respond to in their own time. The instructional leaders (Group 

C) were furnished with copies of the interview protocol to respond to in face-to-

face interaction with the researcher.     
 

The objectivity of the researcher is addressed next.  
 
5.8 Objectivity of the researcher 
Objectivity is a crucial issue in research ethics (5.2). The researcher has a long 

history of experience in education since she started a career in teaching. 
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The theme of her script, which was a component of a MEd degree, was: 

Adaptation of assessment practices to the modular curriculum at Lesotho College 

of Education.  The issue in this study is the quality of the assessment practices in 

higher education in the Maseru area of Lesotho. The study also probes into the 

extent to which alternative assessment is employed in higher education. The 

researcher made an effort to adhere to research ethics (5.2) by remaining neutral 

to avoid bias. For these reasons, the researcher reserved her own beliefs, 

prejudices and views. As a result, she was able to make professional judgements 

in analysing and interpreting the data on the basis of her vast experience in 

education matters. 

 

5.9 Presentation and analysis of the empirical data 
The significance of data analysis is to organise large quantities of data into a 

manageable format such that it is easy to understand (Best and Khan 2003:259; 

Gillham 2004: 24). Presentation, processing and analysis of the collected data 

were applied both quantitatively and qualitatively.  This was done to inject vigour 

into the study and to shed more light and understanding on quality in assessment 

as well as the extent to which alternative assessment is employed in higher 

education in the Maseru area of Lesotho. The analysis of data culminates in the 

interpretation of data, which involves explanation of the findings, answering the 

“why” questions, attaching significance to the particular results, and putting 

patterns into an analytic framework (Best and Khan 2003:259). 

 
5.9.1 Questionnaires 

This section reports on procedures followed in the presentation and analysis of 

the data collected through the questionnaires and the face-to-face interviews. 

 
Statistical analysis was employed to analyse the data collected through the 

questionnaires. The quantitative data was classified and presented in text-form, 

as well is in tables and numbers, to enhance easy analysis and interpretation 

(Leedy and Ormrod 2005:212). Frequency distribution, percentages, counting of 
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rows, standard deviation, graphical and other numerical techniques  were used 

(Burns 1999:43;Gillham 2002:51). Both descriptive and inferential statistical 

techniques helped to organise and summarise data by reducing large masses of 

data into simple, understandable terms. Inferential statistics enabled the 

researcher to make informed decisions in interpreting data (Leedy and Ormrod 

2005:300). 

 

 Data collected through the questionnaires was analysed and processed with the 

use of Microsoft Excel Software in the Department of Statistics at the University 

of the Free State.  

 

Qualitative information obtained from open-ended responses for the option 

‘others’ in the questionnaires was captured, organised and categorised into 

codes, similar to data collected from the interviews (5.12.2). 

 

5.9.2 Interviews  
In analysing qualitative data, the presentation, analysis and interpretation of the 

data are included and also closely interwoven. The most common procedures of 

data analysis include data perusal and organisation, data reduction and inductive 

reasoning. These procedures were employed and data was subsequently 

compared and contrasted.  
  

Transcripts were made from the data collected from the interviews. Cherry 

(2000:59); and Leedy and Ormrod (2005:158) suggest the following steps, which 

were followed in analysing the qualitative data collected from the interviews in 

this study:  
 

• Data perusal and organisation: First, the data were perused by reading  
the data and checking for incomplete, inaccurate and irrelevant data as well as to 

identify possible categorisation, comparison and interpretation of data. Data 

based  on the opinions of the instructional leaders from the selected institutions 
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of higher education were scrutinised and classified into themes, which were 

determined and described by using key words (Cherry 2000:59; Leedy and 

Ormrod 2005:158). Data collected by means of the questionnaires was 

categorised on the basis of the objectives of the study. The data collected from 

the lecturers, the students and the instructional leaders, was compared and 

interpreted. 

• Data reduction: The raw data was transformed by selecting and  
categorising related concepts into themes and sub-themes by using codes 

(Cherry 2000:59; Leedy and Ormrod 2005:158). Miles and Huberman (1994:10) 

mention that data reduction also includes the process of the categorisation of 

data. This implies that data is organised by using key words and themes to break 

down voluminous data into sub-units that can be easily managed (Appendix G).  

• Inductive reasoning entails developing generalisations from a limited  
number of related observations. In this reasoning, data is categorised and 

relationships among categories are identified (Gay and Airasian 2003:4; Cherry 

2000:59; Leedy and Ormrod 2005:158) (cf. Appendix G). In other words, 

generalisations are made before details are provided. In this study, the opinions 

of the instructional leaders were categorised and compared to enable 

generalisations on the basis of their opinions. It should be noted that procedures 

of data analysis and presentation are interwoven, and as a result some of these 

procedures were carried out simultaneously in this research. 

• Deductive reasoning, which started with details of data analysis and  
ended with generalisations in the findings, conclusions and recommendations 

(Creswell 2005:600) in Chapter seven (7.3.2; 7.3.3 and 7.3.4). 
 

5.10 Conclusion 
The previous chapters investigated relevant literature on the use of alternative 

assessment and improvement of quality in assessment practices. This chapter 

reported on the research methodology that was used in this study. Firstly, the 

study examined the ethical issues of the research. The literature review, its 

significance, as well as the sub-processes involved in a literature review, were 
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discussed. The empirical study, as well as the two major paradigms underlying 

the research, were described and contrasted. The rationale for deciding to use 

the two paradigms was also explained, and their combined application as a multi-

method approach was addressed. The chapter also focused on the kind of tools 

used, as well as on a description of these tools (5.3.2.1 and 5.3.4.1). The 

sampling strategies (5.7), as well as the procedures for data collection, analysis 

and interpretation of empirical data were described (5.11). Finally, the research 

processes and procedures, such as the request to conduct the study, follow-up 

activities, reliability and validity, and the objectivity of the researcher were 

discussed (5.11, 5.11.2, 5.12, 5.13). Survey research, which is the major design 

of this study, was also explored and linked to the study (1.5).   

 

The next chapter addresses the presentation, analysis and discussion of the 

data. It must be noted that it is also important to analyse the data collected 

through the literature review.  
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CHAPTER 6 
 

ANALYSIS, PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION 
 
6.1 Introduction 
Chapter one introduced the study by presenting the problem, the purpose and 

the significance of the study. The details of the research methodology and the 

procedures that were applied in the study, were also outlined. The chapter 

unfolded by defining the research boundaries of the study. Chapters two, 

threeand four reported on literature in which the themes: quality in education, 

quality of assessment practices and the use of alternative assessment in higher 

education were discussed. Chapter five provided theoretical perspectives on the 

research methodology and the procedures followed in the study.  

 

This chapter presents, analyses and discusses the results of the study. Statistical 

analysis was employed to analyse the data collected through the questionnaires 

as indicated earlier in Chapter five (5.12.1). Information from the data sheet 

prepared by the Statistics Department (UFS) has contributed to simplify and 

reduce the task of analysing the quantitative data in the study. The procedures 

followed in the presentation and analysis of the data collected through the 

lecturers’ questionnaire is discussed next.  

 
6.2 Presentation, analysis and discussion of data (lecturers) 
The purpose of the lecturers’ questionnaire was to collect data on the opinions 

about the status of the quality of assessment practices and the extent to which 

alternative assessment is used in higher institutions of education in Lesotho 

(Appendix A). Tables, pictures, and other structures are accompanied by a 

textual explanation and descriptions (Gay and Airasian 2003:304).   
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6.2.1 Biographic information (Part 1) 
Biographic information was sought to induce a feeling of ownership in the 

participants, and to reveal the caliber of the participants.  This included 

information on age groups, gender, position held, subject area and experience in 

years. 

 

 Age groups (Question 1)  
Figure 6.1 presents information about the age groups of the lecturers who 

participated in the study. 

 
Figure 6.1: Age groups of lecturers in years 

   
 
According to the pie chart in Figure 6.1, large percentages of participants fall 

within the age ranges 41-50; 31-40 and 51-60 years. A small number of the 

lecturers who participated in the study fall within the age groups 51-60 years and 

20-30 years of age respectively  
 
 
 
 

Age groups of lecturers in years 

20-30 
(7%) 

31-40 
( 28%) 

41-50 
(46%) 

51-60 
(17%) 

61-65 
( 2%) 
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 Gender  (Question 2) 
Both male and female educators participated in the study. These included fifty 

males (41%) and seventy-one females (59%). More female lecturers than male 

lecturers participated in the study.   

 Positions held by lecturers (Question 3) 
The lecturers who participated in the study hold different positions, ranging from 

junior lecturers (22%) with a frequency of 26; lecturers (55%) with a frequency of 

67; and senior lecturers (20%) with a frequency of 24. Other positions (3%) with 

a frequency of 4 were not specified by the participants. The results of this 

question are displayed in Figure 6.2.  

 
Figure 6.2: Positions of lecturers 

                     

 

Figure 6.2 shows the frequency and the percentages of the participating lecturers 

in their different positions at the institutions. As indicated in Figure 6.2, more 

lecturers participated in the study and this is followed by junior lectures and 

senior lecturers respectively. A small number of lecturers represent other 

positions, which were not specified. 
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 Subject areas of  lecturers (Question 4)  
This question was posed to determine the subjects taught by the lecturers who 

participated in the study and to determine whether lecturers from different subject 

areas were represented. 
  

More lecturers teach ‘other’ subject areas which were not specified in the 

questionnaire. These included subjects such as Teaching Methods, Evaluation 

and Assessment, African Languages, Commercial Studies and others (51%), 

with a frequency of 62. New interdisciplinary courses that exist emerged from the 

data of the investigation. Pure disciplines are used as subject areas (Appendix 

A). The second largest number of lecturers (23%), with a frequency of 28 

teaches Science; and also Sesotho (11.6%), with a frequency of 14. Twelve 

lecturers (10%) teach Mathematics. The least number of lecturers (4%), with a 

frequency of 5, teach English. The results in Figure 6.3 further indicate that 

lecturers from all subject areas were represented. 

 

 Experience  (Question 5) 
Teaching experience of the participating lecturers in years was required to 

determine the educational caliber of the respondents. The following emerged: 01-

05 years: 25 per cent (with a frequency 30); 06-10 years: 23 per cent (with a 

frequency of 23); 11-15 years: 21 per cent (with a frequency of 25); 16-20 years: 

12 per cent (with frequency of 15); 21-25 years: 17 per cent (with a frequency of 

20); and 26-30 years: 5 per cent (with a frequency of 6).The results are reflected 

in the pie chart in Figure 6.4. 
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Figure 6.4: Experience of lecturers 

  
The results in Figure 6.4 show that the experience of many lecturers fall within 

the ranges of one to five years; six to ten years; eleven to fifteen years and 

twenty-one to twenty-five years of experience. Small numbers of lecturers have 

sixteen to twenty years and twenty-six to thirty years’ experience. 

 

The general picture is that female lecturers represented the largest number of the 

participants and most of the participating lecturers hold the positions of 

lectureship. The largest number of the participants teaches emerging subjects 

while the smallest number teaches English. Moreover, there is overwhelming 

evidence that the participants are well-experienced.  

 
6.2.2 Quality of assessment practices (Part 2) 
The purpose of part two of the lecturers’ questionnaire was to determine the lecturers’ 

perceptions on the quality of assessment practices (Appendix A) in higher 

education in Lesotho. The questionnaire required the lecturers to evaluate the 

quality of assessment practices by indicating the degree of how “good” or how 

“poor” they regard the quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho, using a Likert-scale (Appendix A). 

11-15 yrs 

(20%) 

16-20 yrs 

(12%) 

21-25 yrs 

(16%) 

26-30 yrs 

(5%) 

          1-5 yrs                 
(25%) 

6-10 yrs 

(22%) 
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The responses of the participants for “good” and “very good” were combined to 

just imply “good”, while the responses for “poor” and “very poor” were combined 

to imply “poor” in order to enhance better understanding and interpretation of the 

results. Furthermore, the responses for “poor” were represented as negative 

responses, while the responses for “good” were represented as positive in 

corresponding tables for the categories A to E. It must be noted that positive 

responses indicate the number of the participants who are of the opinion that the 

quality of assessment practices is good. Similarly, negative responses indicate 

the number of participants who view the quality of assessment practices as not 

satisfactory. The frequencies and the percentage scores for each quality aspect 

concerning the improvement of learning are illustrated in tabular form. Negative 

and positive responses were added separately and the average percentage 

scores were calculated out of the total responses.     

 

Furthermore, the related questions (Q) were grouped together under appropriate 

sub-themes. Therefore, quality aspects with regard to policy issues, improvement 

of learning, content coverage, administrative issues and collaboration issues in 

assessment of students are categorised as A, B, C, D and E in the mentioned 

order. The quality aspects in each category are designated a capital letter for the 

category under which it falls. For example, the quality aspects in category D are 

designated D1 to D8 to indicate that they are in category D. 

 
6.2.2.1 The quality of assessment practices with regard to policy issues 
(Category A)  
The questions in this category (A) sought to establish the quality of assessment 

practices relating to issues of policy. Information from these questions revealed 

the quality of assessment practices in relation to the existence of clear policies 

guiding all the activities of assessment (A1). It also included accessibility of clear 

policy guidelines (A2); meaningfulness of assessment tasks (A3); relevance of 

assessment to student problems (A4); provision of feedback within reasonable 
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time (A5); provision of informative feedback (A6); extent to which adequate 

feedback is provided (A7); existence of a policy for redemption in assessment 

(giving students a second chance in case of failure or otherwise) (A8); provision 

of opportunities for students to make appeals (A9); existence of a clear policy for 

staff development (A10); and the existence of opportunities for every lecturer for 

capacity building (A11).  This is depicted in Table 6.1. Positive and negative 

responses, and the percentage of each, are also displayed in Table 6.1. 
 
Table 6.1: Quality aspects of assessment practices relating to policy issues   
 
 
 
A. Quality aspects with regard to policy issues 
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A 1 Existence of a clear policy for all activities of 
assessment (Q1.1). 

90 74   

A 2 Accessibility of clear policy guidelines (Q 1.2).  88 72   
A 3 Meaningfulness of assessment tasks (Q 11.1). 91 75   
A 4 Relevance of assessment to students’ problems (Q 

11.2). 
84 69 

 
  

A 5 Provision of feedback within reasonable time  
(Q 12.1). 

  63 52 

A 6 Provision of informative feedback (Q 12.2). 94 78   
A 7 Extent to which adequate feedback is provided 

(Q12.3).  
81 67   

A 8 Existence of a policy for redemption in assessment 
(Q14.1).  

106 88   

A 9 Provision opportunities for students to make appeals 
(Q 14.2).  

92 76   

A 10 Existence of a clear policy for staff development 
(Q16.1).  

  69 57 

A 11 Existence of opportunities: capacity building in 
assessment for every lecturer (Q 16.2).   

  
 

81 67 

Average percentage (%) scores =  
Total number of responses  
Number of aspects 

599 = 75% 
    8 

 

157 = 59% 
    3 

 
 

The eleven quality aspects (A1 to A11) are quality aspects with regard to policy 

issues.  The results in Table 6.1 reflect that the quality of assessment practices 

with regard to policy issues has strengths and weaknesses.  Eight of the eleven 

quality aspects scored very high percentages of positive responses with an 

average of 75 per cent (Table 6.1). This indicates clearly that the status of the 
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quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher education is relatively 

good, concerning clarity and accessibility of policy guidelines for all activities of 

assessment; meaningfulness and relevance of assessment to students’ 

problems; provision of informative and adequate feedback; existence of a policy 

for redemption in assessment; and provision of opportunities for students to 

make appeals. The positive responses are relatively many.  

 

On the other hand, the results also show that there are weaknesses in the quality 

of certain aspects of assessment practices that are related to policy issues. An 

average of 59 per cent of the negative responses is relatively high. The quality of 

assessment practices in relation to policy issues is not satisfactory, and 

particularly with regard to quality aspects of the provision of feedback within 

reasonable time; existence of a clear policy for staff development and 

opportunities for every lecturer to engage in capacity building. Despite the fact 

that the majority of participants are of the opinion that the quality of assessment 

practices is good, there is an indication of conflicting opinions since a relatively 

higher percentage of participants responded negatively. Many quality aspects 

have scored very high positive scores, except three aspects, which scored high 

negative responses (Table 6.1).  

 

The general agreement is that the quality of assessment practices concerning 

policy issues is good, except the aspects relating to the provision of feedback 

within reasonable time; existence of a clear policy for staff development; as well 

as the existence of opportunities for every lecturer to engage in capacity building 

in assessment.  

 
6.2.2.2 Improvement of the quality of learning (Category B) 
The quality aspects relating to the questions in Table 6.2 have been classified 

under Category B. This is a category of quality aspects that relate to the 

improvement of the quality of learning. The aspects in this category have been 

designated B1 to B11 as illustrated in Table 6.2. The questions sought by 
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Category B were to establish the status of the quality of assessment practices 

relating to the improvement of learning in various aspects. They include the 

match between assessment and program objectives (B1); fitness of assessment 

to purpose (B2); the consistency of assessment practices (B3); the 

appropriateness of assessment instruments to what is tested (B4); the fairness of 

assessment practices concerning communication of assessment expectations to 

students at the beginning of the program (B5); the match between assessment 

methods and assessment tasks (B6); consistency of assessment practices with 

recent development in assessment (B7); focus on skills and their transferability 

(B8); indication of how well the students achieve the program objectives (B9); 

and  the ability of assessment to encourage active learning (B10) (in the order 

mentioned in the text and as stated in Table 6.2). The average percentage score 

of 74 per cent is a high positive score for the quality of assessment practices 

related to policy issues. There are no negative responses in this category, hence 

it can be deduced that the quality of assessment practices with regard to the 

improvement of learning is good.  
 

Table 6.2: Improvement of the quality of learning 
 
 
 
B. Quality aspects of assessment practices with regard to 
     the improvement of student learning  
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B 1 Assessment practices match program objectives (Q 2.1). 100 82 
B 2 Accessibility of clear policy documents to all staff members (Q2.2). 101 84 
B 3 Assessment practices are consistent if repeated (Q 3.1). 98 81 
B 4 Assessment instruments test what they are supposed to test  

(Q 3.2). 
95 79 

B 5 Communication of assessment expectations at the beginning of the 
course or a program (Q 4.1). 

71 59 

B 6 Methods of assessment match tasks (Q 4.2). 97 80 
B 7 Assessment practices are consistent with recent developments in 

assessment (Q7.1). 
64 53 

B 8 Assessment focuses on skills and transferability (Q 8.1). 87 72 
B 9 Assessment results indicate how well students have achieved 

program objectives (Q 8.2). 
89 74 

B 10 Assessment encourages active learning (Q 9.2). 88 73 
 
Average percentage (%) scores = Total number of responses  
                                                            Number of aspects 

 
737 = 74% 

    10 
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Table 6.2 indicates that the quality of assessment practices with regard to 

improvement of the quality of learning seems to be good. There are no negative 

responses, and the average of about 74 per cent for the positive responses for all 

the quality aspects in respect of improvement of learning is relatively high. These 

aspects include a match between assessment objectives and program 

objectives; consistency of assessment practices if repeated; ability of 

assessment instruments to test what they are supposed to test; communication 

of assessment expectations at the beginning of the course or a program; match 

between methods of assessment and assessment tasks; focus of assessment on 

skills and their transferability; ability of assessment results as indicated how well 

students achieved the program objectives, as well as the ability of the 

assessment to encourage active learning. The percentage scores range between 

53 per cent and 89 per cent and this exhibits quite a high quality. Furthermore, 

there are no negative responses with regard to the quality of assessment 

practices and the improvement of student learning. It can be deducted from the 

information in Table 6.2 that the quality of assessment practices with regard to 

improvement of learning is relatively good.  

 
6.2.2.3 Quality of content coverage (Category C)  
C1 to C5 represent the quality aspects with regard to the quality of content 

coverage in assessing students. The quality aspects are stated below: 

 

Quality of assessment practices concerning the aspects of sufficient content 

coverage (C1); representativeness of important components of the curriculum in 

assessment (C2); representativeness of current subject perspectives in 

assessment (C3); focus of assessment on skills and their transferability (C4); and 

the coverage of higher order cognitive skills in assessment (C5) (as indicated in 

Appendix A and Table 6.3).  
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Table 6.3: Quality of content coverage 
 
 
 

C. Quality aspects with regard to the quality of 
content coverage 
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C1 Sufficient content coverage (Q 6.2). 109 90 

C2 Representativeness of important components of the 
curriculum in assessment (Q 6.1). 

96 69 

C3 Representativeness of current subject perspectives 
(Q7.2). 

74 61 

C4 Focus of assessment on skills and their transferability 
(Q 8.2). 

87 72 

C5 Coverage of higher order cognitive skills in assessment 
(Q 9.1). 

107 87 

Average percentage (%) scores =  
Total number of responses 

Number of aspects 

379 = 76% 
            5 

 

The information in Table 6.3 points out that the quality of assessment practices 

with regard to the quality of content coverage is good, and there are no negative 

responses. The average percentage score of 76 per cent for all the positive 

responses is comparatively high. All the quality aspects in respect of the quality 

of content coverage scored above 60 per cent. It can be inferred that the quality 

of assessment practices with regard to the quality of content coverage in the 

assessment of students in higher education institutions in Lesotho is good.  
 
6.2.2.4 Administrative issues (Category D) 
D1 to D8 represent the quality aspects related to administrative issues in 

Category D (Table 6.4).  The questions in Category D were aimed at revealing 

the quality of assessment practices in respect of administrative issues. These 

quality aspects included the effective use of assessment to make important 

decisions (D1); manageability of the assessment burden by the students (D2);  

manageability of assessment within instructional time (D3); co-ordination of 

assessment activities to enhance practicality (D4); equal assessment 

opportunities to all lecturers (D5); equal access to assessment information (D6); 

regular review of assessment of practices by individual departments (D7); and 
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systematic review of assessment practices by individual departments (D8). The 

responses are displayed in Table 6.4. 
 

Table 6.4: Quality aspects with regard to administrative issues 
 
 
 

D. Quality aspects with regard to administrative issues 
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D 1 Effective use of assessment to make important 
decisions (Q 5.1). 

103 85   

D 2 Manageability of assessment burden by the students 
(Q11 1.). 

82 68   

D 3 Manageability of assessment within instructional time    
(Q10.2). 

80 65   

D 4 Co-ordination of assessment activities to enhance 
practicality (Q10.3). 

77 64   

D 5 Equal assessment opportunities to all lecturers. 91 75   
D 6 Equal access to assessment information (Q 13.1). 92 76   
D 7 Regular review of assessment of practices by 

individual departments (Q 17.1). 
  82 68 

D 8 Systematic review of assessment practices by 
individual departments (Q 17.2). 

  83 69 

Average percentage (%) scores =  
Total number of responses 

  Number of aspects 

433 = 72% 
    6 

 

165 = 83% 
    2 

 
 

According to the outcomes in Table 6.4, the average percentage score of 72 per 

cent of positive responses for the quality of assessment practices relating to 

administrative issues represents a very high score for good quality. This is an 

indication that the quality of assessment practices is good in the context of the 

effective use of assessment to make important decisions; manageable burden of 

assessment to students and within instructional time; coordination of assessment 

activities to enhance practicality; and equal assessment opportunities and access 

to assessment information. The weakness of the quality of assessment practices 

in respect of administrative issues seems to be the non-existence of regular and 

systematic review of assessment at a departmental level. The average 

percentage score of 83 per cent of negative responses is relatively high and it 

reflects the unsatisfactory quality of assessment practices relating to regular 

review of assessment of practices by individual departments, as well as 
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systematic review. It can be inferred that regular as well as systematic review of 

assessment practices is relatively minimal. 

  

6.2.2.5 Collaboration in assessment (Category E) 
The purpose of the three questions (E 1 to E 3) for Category E was to investigate 

the quality of assessment practices relating to collaboration in assessment of 

students in the higher education system of Lesotho (Appendix A).  E1; E2 and E3 

represent the quality aspects for Questions 15.1; 15.2 and 15.3, as indicated in 

Table 6.5. Question 15.1 specifically focused on the quality aspect of shared 

decisions by the lecturers and the students (E1); Question 15.2 addressed the 

aspect of shared decision-making by parents and lecturers (E2); and finally, 

Question 15.3 probed into the aspect of shared decision-making by the lecturers 

(E3). The quality aspects concerning the three questions have been classified as 

Category E, and there are only three quality aspects in this category (Table 6.5):  

 
 
 
 

Table 6.5: Quality aspects with regard to collaboration 
 
 
 
E. Quality aspects of assessment practices with regard 
collaboration  N
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E1 Shared decisions by the lecturers and the students 
(Q15.1). 

55 48 

E2 Shared decision-making by the lecturers (Q15.2). 95 87 
E3 Shared decision-making by the lecturers (Q15.3). 84 69 
Average percentage (%) scores = Total number of responses  
                                                            Number of aspects 

204 = 68% 
    3 

 
 
             
The results in Table 6.5 indicate that the quality of assessment practices with 

regard to collaboration in the assessment of students in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho, scored very high negative responses. The percentages for 
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negative responses are relatively high with regard to the aspects of shared 

decisions by the lecturers and the students (69%); and shared decision-making 

by parents and lecturers (87%). This is evidence that collaboration is limited in 

the assessment of students in institutions of higher education in Lesotho.       

 

6.3 Use of alternative assessment (Part 3) 
The purpose of Part 3 of the lecturers’ questionnaire was to investigate the 

extent to which the lecturers use alternative assessment (Appendix A). The 

lecturers were requested to rate the extent to which they use alternative 

assessment tasks and types by using a Likert-scale (Appendix A). Similar to 

6.2.2 the levels on the Likert-scale were described as follows: “very frequently” 

and “frequently” have been combined to represent positive responses. While 

“occasionally”, “rarely”, and “never” represent negative responses. The related 

questions were grouped together under two appropriate categories of “alternative 

assessment tasks” and “types of alternative assessment” (Appendix A). The 

categories of the alternative assessment tasks and types were clearly 

demarcated, hence the researcher found it unnecessary to use different 

designations for these categories. It must be noted that alternative tasks refer to 

the assigned work for the learners, while the types of alternative assessment 

entail the techniques of presenting the tasks to the learners. 

 

6.3.1 Implementation of alternative assessment tasks   
The purpose of subsection I of Part 3 of the lecturers’ questionnaire was to 

investigate the extent to which alternative assessment tasks are used in the 

higher education system in Lesotho. The lecturers were requested to indicate 

how often they use the described alternative assessment tasks (Appendix A). 

Only the percentage scores for the outcomes of Questions 18.1 to 18.5 are 

shown in Table 6.6. 
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Table 6.6: Implementation of alternative assessment tasks 
 
 
 

Use of alternative assessments tasks 
(Questions 18.1 to 18.5) 
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5 4 3 2 1 
Positive 

responses 
(%) 

Negative 
responses (%) 

18.1 Clear policy guidelines for the use of alternative 
assessment. 

8 11 21 30 22 

18.2 Use of authentic (real) assessment. 8 10 27 36 19 

18.3 Use of extended essay. 8 13 21 28 30 

18.4 Use of performance assessment focusing on 
student actions. 

5 16 4 23 17 

18.5 Use of performance assessment focusing on 
student products. 

6 19 36 24 15 

Average percentage (%) scores =  
Total number of responses  
      Number of aspects 

104 = 21% 
5 

353 = 71% 
       5 

 
Question 18.1: Clear policy guidelines for the use of alternative assessment 
The views of the lecturers on the existence of clear policy guidelines relating to 

the use of alternative assessment do not differ much.  Of one hundred-and-

twenty lecturers, 21 per cent think that the existence of clear policy guidelines is 

occasional, while 30 per cent of the lecturers think that this is rare.  A 

considerable number of lecturers (22%) are of the opinion that the existence of 

clear policy guidelines for the use of alternative assessment do not exist in the 

higher education system. Very small groups of lecturers think that policy 

guidelines exist frequently (11%) and very frequently (8%).  These results point 

to the policy gap that exists in respect of the implementation of alternative 

assessment in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. 

 
Question 18.2: Use of authentic (real) assessment tasks 

The largest number of the lecturers (34%) is of the opinion that authentic 

assessment is rarely used in the higher education system of Lesotho. Relatively 
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larger groups of lecturers are of the view that authentic assessment is 

occasionally (26%) and never (18%) used. The smallest groups of the lecturers 

indicate that authentic assessment is frequently (10%) and very frequently (7%) 

used. It is clear that authentic assessment tasks are rarely used. 

  

Question 18.3: Use of alternative assessment tasks 

The use of alternative assessment tasks scored the highest number of negative 

responses. The indication is that alternative assessment tasks are rarely used. 

Most of the lecturers (30%) never use alternative assessment. A relatively bigger 

number of the lecturers (28%) indicate that the use of alternative assessment is 

rare, while 21 per cent of the lecturers use such tasks occasionally. Very small 

groups of the lecturers use alternative assessment tasks frequently (13%) and 

very frequently (8%). It is clear that the use of alternative assessment scored 

very low positive responses.   

 

Question 18.4: Use of performance assessment focusing on student 
actions 

The largest number of the lecturers (40%) occasionally use alternative 

assessment tasks focusing on action. A relatively larger number of lecturers 

(23%) rarely use this type of assessment, while a group of 17 per cent never 

uses these tasks. Small groups of lecturers use alternative assessment 

frequently (16%) and very frequently (5%). 

 

Question 18.5: Use of performance assessment focusing on assessment of 
a product   
Performance assessment focusing on student products are used occasionally 

(36%). The second largest group of lecturers (24%) indicated that they use this 

type of assessment rarely. Considerable numbers of lecturers (19%) employ 

performance assessment focusing on student products, while eighteen lecturers 

(15%) never use this type of assessment task. A relatively small group of 

lecturers (6%) indicated that this type of assessment task is used very frequently.    
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Generally, all the alternative assessment tasks scored more negative responses 

than positive responses. Despite the conflicting opinions, the following can be 

inferred: Existence of clear policy guidelines and the use of performance 

assessment focusing on student action, as well as authentic assessments is rare. 

Use of performance assessment focusing on student product is occasional and 

finally, extended essays are never used. The limited use of alternative 

assessment tasks confirms the problem of the study.   

 
6.3.2 Implementation of alternative assessment techniques  
Subsection II of Part 3 of the lecturers’ questionnaire investigated the extent to 

which alternative assessment is used in higher education by looking specifically 

into the use of different types of alternative assessment tasks. Questions 18.6 to 

18.13 addressed the extent to which alternative assessment techniques are 

used, by requesting the respondents to indicate on a Likert-scale how often they 

use the provided types of techniques of alternative assessment (Appendix A). 

Table 6.7 presents the results for this category.   
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Table 6.7: Use of alternative assessment techniques 
 
 
 
Use of  alternative assessment techniques 
(Questions18.6 to 18.13) 
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5 4 3 2 1 
Positive 

responses 
(%) 

Negative 
responses (%) 

18.6 Use of students’ own experiments 7 19 26 23 25 
18.7 Use of student projects  7 26 48 11 8 
18.8 Use of student portfolios 5 12 22 17 45 
18.9 Use of student products 2 27 35 22 16 
18.10 Assessment of a students performing an 

action  
3 26 33 25 14 

18.11 Assessment of demonstrations  
(exhibitions) 

11 19 24 27 19 

18.12 Assessment of field work 11 17 38 16 19 
18.13 The assessment of extended essays  22 32 23 10 12 
Average percentage (%) scores =  
Total number of responses  
       Number of aspects 

246 = 31% 
    8 

558 = 70% 
     8 

 
Question 18.6: Student’s own experiments 

Only seven per cent (7%) of lecturers use assessment of student’s own 

experiments very frequently, while 19 per cent use it frequently; 26 per cent use it 

occasionally, and 23 per cent use it rarely. Finally, 25 per cent of lecturers never 

use student experiments.  It is clear that the use of assessment of student 

experiments is very limited and if used, it is occasional.   

 

Question 18.7: Student projects 
These type of assessment is used very frequently by lecturers (7%); 26 per cent 

of lecturers use them frequently and 48 per cent occasionally. Furthermore, 11 

per cent use student projects rarely and 8 per cent never use this form of 

assessment. The inference can be made from this data that the use of project 

assessment is only occasional in institutions in Lesotho.  
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Question 18.8: Assessment of student portfolios  
The largest percentage of the lecturers (45%) never use portfolio assessment, 

whereas 22 per cent indicated that they use it occasionally.  A relatively larger 

percentage (17%) rarely uses this type of alternative assessment, while 12 per 

cent of the lecturers use portfolio assessment frequently, and 5 per cent very 

frequently. This is an indication of the limited use of portfolio assessment in 

institutions of higher education. 

 
Question 18.9: Assessment of student products  
The greatest number of lecturers (35%) use product assessment occasionally, 

while 27 per cent use it frequently; 22 per cent use it rarely, and smaller groups 

of lecturers never use it (16%) and use it very frequently (2%). It can be 

concluded that assessment of a product is also occasional.   

 

Question 18.10: Assessment of a student performing an action  

Most of the lecturers (33%) employ this type of alternative assessment 

occasionally, while 26 per cent use the assessment of student actions frequently 

and 25 per cent rarely.  A group of 14 per cent of the lecturers never employ this 

type of alternative assessment, while only 3 per cent indicated that they use it 

very frequently. It is therefore evident that performance assessment is also only 

occasionally implemented. 

 

Question 18.11: Demonstrations (exhibitions) 
The highest percentage (27%) of lecturers rarely employ demonstration 

assessment, while 24 per cent of the respondents employ it occasionally. Two 

smaller groups of lecturers (each constituting 19%) frequently and never use this 

type of alternative assessment. Finally, only 11 per cent use it very frequently. It 

is concluded that the use of demonstration assessment is rare in institutions of 

higher education in Lesotho. 
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Question 18.12: Assessment of fieldwork  

According to the results in Table 6.7, the largest number of lecturers indicated 

that they use fieldwork occasionally (38%), while 19 per cent never does. 

Relatively larger groups of lecturers (17% and 16% respectively) use assessment 

of fieldwork frequently and rarely.  Finally, the smallest number of the lecturers 

(11%) indicated that they use fieldwork assessment very frequently. On the basis 

of this data, it can be concluded that the use of fieldwork assessment is only 

occasional.    

 

Question 18.13: Assessment of extended essays 
Extended essays as assessment techniques are very frequently (32%) and 

occasionally (23%) employed by the lecturers. A relatively large percentage of 

lecturers (22%) use extended essays frequently, whereas 12 per cent never use 

them, and 10 per cent rarely employ them. It can be inferred that this technique is 

frequently utilised. This is contrary to the information in 6.3.1, where it is 

indicated that the extended essay as an assessment task is never used.     

.  

Without condoning the varying views on the utilisation of alternative assessment 

techniques, it can be concluded that the utilisation of assessment techniques 

focusing on student experiments; student projects; assessment of products and 

assessment of performance of actions, as well as fieldwork assessment 

techniques seem to be only occasional. Portfolio assessment is never used, 

while assessment of demonstration (exhibitions) is rare. Extended essay 

assessment is frequently used, and it seems to be the most commonly used 

alternative assessment technique in institutions of higher education in Lesotho.  

 

The overall evidence of the limited use of alternative assessment is exhibited by 

the low scores of the responses. The use of portfolio assessment is 

conspicuously scarce. This necessitates the need for systematic policy-driven 

use of alternative assessment.   
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6.3.3 Comparison of the use of alternative assessment types and tasks 
(Lecturers) 
Pearson’s correlation coefficient (correlation) is a number between +1 and -1. It 

measures the strength of the relationship between two variables (McBurney 

1990:419). The purpose of correlation analysis was to establish the possible 

relationship between the use of assessment tasks (Q18.1 to 18.5) and the use of 

assessment techniques (Q18.6 to 18.13), as shown in the correlation table in 

Appendix H.  A negative small value implies a very weak association between 

the uses of the two types of assessment. Table 6.8 was adapted from the table in 

Appendix H. 

 
Table 6.8: Correlation between tasks and techniques 

   
TASKS (Q18.1-18.5) 
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 18. 1 18. 2 18. 3 18.4 18.5 
18.6 .529 .513 .406 .386 .422 
18.7 .047 .089 .114 .233 .284 
18.8 .444 .480 .319 .260 .275 
18.9 .290 .333 .215 .495 .474 

18.10 .293 .346 .095 .457 .362 
18.11 .324 .412 .345 .387 .333 
18.12 .369 .389 .284 .373 .325 
18.13 .190 .059 -0.13 .178 .063 

Adapted from data sheet prepared by the Statistics Department UFS (Appendix H) 

 
Table 6.8 shows the correlation between the use of alternative assessment tasks 

and techniques. The following low correlation coefficients can be observed 

between some assessment tasks and techniques:  

 

.013 between extended essay tasks (Q18.3) and the use of the extended 
essay technique (Q18.13). This correlation indicates a very weak association 

between these two variables. This is contrary to expectations: a strong 

association would be expected between the two variables since the technique 

and the task are closely related. The technique is used to present the task.  
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.047 between existence of policy (Q18.1) and student experiments (Q18.2). 
The weak association exists between these two variables. This is contrary to 

expectations because every assessment activity should be policy driven, thus 

there must be a stronger association between the policy and the use of student 

experiments.   

 

.063 between extended essays (Q18.13) and product assessment (Q18.5.) 
The low value of correlation indicates a weak association between these 

variables. It can be inferred that since product assessment is more of a 

performance assessment, while extended essay assessment is more of the 

paper and pencil type; the small value of coefficient correlation is expected 

between the two variables.  The same exposition applies to the correlation value 

of .059 between extended essays (Q18.13) and student experiments (Q18.2) 
because in the assessment of experiments students perform actions. 

 

Generally, relatively small values of correlation coefficients exhibit very weak 

relationships between the variables.  

 

Furthermore, according to Table 6.8 higher correlation values are observed in the 

following: 

 

.529 between the use of students’ own experiments as an assessment 
technique (Q18.6) and clear policy guidelines for the use of alternative 
assessment (Q18.1). This correlation value shows a relatively closer relationship 

and it can be deducted that according to the policy, students’ own experiments 

are also mostly  implemented assessment practices (Table 6.8) in institutions  of 

higher education in Lesotho. This finding may be greatly influenced by the fact 

that almost all institutions offer practical training and  science inclined  courses.   
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.513 between the use of students’ own experiments as a technique (Q 18.6) 
and the use of authentic (real) assessment tasks (Q18.2). The relatively 

larger value indicate that students’ experiments are mostly used as authentic 

assessment (Table 6.8). It may be argued that the greater association between 

use of students’ experiments and use of authentic assessments stems from the 

fact that students experiments are indeed authentic in nature as reality is 

involved in experiments.   
 

.495 between the use of students’ products as a technique (Q18.9) and the 
task of using performance assessment focusing on student action as tasks 
(Q18.4). This is a relatively closer association between the two variables and it 

can be concluded that since product and action assessments are both 

performance assessments, the extent of their use should be almost equal or 

related (Table 6.8).  
 

.480 between the use of student portfolios as a technique (Q18.8) and the 
use of authentic (real) assessment tasks (Q18.2). It can be inferred that the 

extent of the use of both portfolio assessment and authentic assessment 

indicates a close association (Table 6.8). Portfolio assessment exhibits a greater 

degree of authenticity. 
 
.474 between the use of student products as a technique (Q18.9) and the 
use of performance assessment focusing on assessment of a product as a 
task (Q18.5 ); and .457 between the use of the assessment technique where 
a student performs an action (Q18.10); as well as the use of assessment 
tasks where the student performs an action (Q18.4). In line with expectations, 

the tasks in which students perform an action and create a product respectively, 

exhibit a relatively closer association to the techniques. All involve assessment in 

real contexts  
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What expires from the correlation analysis in Table 6.8 is that there is a very 

weak association between the uses of most of the alternative assessment tasks 

and alternative assessment techniques. Most of the correlation values are less 

than +1 and greater than +0.1. This indicates a minimal relationship between the 

use of alternative assessment tasks and alternative assessment techniques. The 

correlation range is between -0.13 and .529. 

 

The lecturers’ questionnaire has uncovered that the quality of assessment 

practices is good in respect of policy issues. However, the following aspects 

need to be improved: provision of feedback within reasonable time; existence of 

a clear policy for staff development, except that there should be equity 

opportunities for capacity building in assessment; improvement of the quality of 

learning and content coverage in assessment; as well as administrative issues, 

except the aspects of regular systematic reviews of assessment practices by 

individual departments. The weakness in the quality of assessment practices is 

mostly exhibited by limited collaboration issues of the assessment practices.  

 

There is clear evidence of a policy gap in respect of the use of alternative 

assessment in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. Common alternative 

assessment tasks include the use of performance assessment focusing on 

student products, despite the fact that there is a gap in the use of authentic (real) 

assessments The most commonly used alternative assessment techniques 

include extended essays and students’ projects, while student portfolios are only 

used to a limited extent.  The correlation analysis further provides clear evidence 

that the use of alternative tasks and the use of alternative techniques do not 

influence each other. Where there is any association, it is very limited. 

Data collected from the students’ questionnaire are analysed and discussed next. 

 

6.4 Presentation, analysis and discussions of the data (students)   
The purpose of the student questionnaire was to collect data to investigate the 

way in which the students experience the quality of assessment practices and 
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the extent to which alternative assessment is employed to assess students in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho (Appendix B). Similar procedures used 

for analysing the data from the lecturers will be followed in presenting and 

analysing the data from the students. 

 
6.4.1 Biographic information (Part 1)   
Biographic information of students included information on the name of the 

student’s institution, gender and subject area of the student. The aim the of 

biographic information is to know more about the students as participants of the 

study, and to arouse their interest in the study.  

 

• The names of the students’ institutions 
Although the students were requested to name their institutions, for the ethical 

purpose of confidentiality the actual names of the institutions were not used. The 

institutions were named A, B, C, D and E. Despite the fact that the sample size 

of the students for each institution was determined as 120, not all the students in 

the sample responded (Table 5.3). 

• The gender of the students who participated in the study 

Of all the 357 students who responded to the questionnaires, 133 were males, 

while 224 were females, as indicated in Figure 6.5.  

      

Figure 6.5: Gender profile of students 

 
133(37%)                             

224 (63%) 

Males 
Females 
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Figure 6.5 shows that of all the students who participated in the study, the 133 

males constitute 37 per cent, while the 224 females constituted 63 per cent of the 

participants. 

• Subject areas of study for students who participated 

The students who participated, are enrolled in different subject areas. As a result 

of the diversity in nomenclature, the listing of the subject areas became so 

diverse that it was not easy to analyse the data in terms of subject areas. It was 

not possible to design definite groupings to represent almost all the subjects 

offered by the specific institution. Some subject areas included Bachelor of 

Commercial Studies, Bachelor of Science Education, Bachelor of Education, 

African Languages, Business Studies, Business Education, Religious Education 

and pure subject disciplines such as Sesotho, History, Social studies and others. 
 
6.4.2 Quality of assessment practices (students) 
The purpose of Part B was to determine the way in which students experienced 

the quality of assessment in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. The 

students were requested to use a four-point Likert-scale to rate the quality of 

assessment practices in their institutions (Appendix B).  
                           

Similar to 6.2.2 and 6.3 the responses of “strongly agree” and “agree” were 

considered as “agree”, while the responses for “disagree” and “strongly disagree” 

were presented as “disagree”. The aspects were grouped in the following 

categories: Category F: Quality aspects with regard to administrative issues, 

Category G: Quality aspects with regard to improvement of students’ learning; 

and category H: Quality aspects of assessment practices with regard to the 

practicality of student assessment. Similar to 6.2.2, the relevant designations of 

the aspects under each category were used. 

 

6.4.2.1 Perceptions (Category F) 
The questions in this category sought to reveal the quality of assessment 

practices with regard to administrative issues. These aspects are designated F1-
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F5 in the order stated in the text and in Table 6.8. The following responses were 

recorded: 

 

• Communication of specifications and expectations of assessment of 

students at the beginning of the course (F1): 246 responses (69%);  

• clarity of assessment guidelines and expectations (F2): 227 responses 

(64%); 

• redemption and procedures for appeal processes in assessment (F3): 220 

(62%);  

• provision of a second chance for reassessment in the case of failure (F4): 

266 responses (75%); and  

• a conducive environment for student assessment (F5): 210 responses 

(59%).   
 
Table 6.9: Quality aspects of assessment practices with regard to administrative 
issues                              

 

F. Students’ experiences with regard to the quality of administrative 
issues  
 

Po
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e 
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Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
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F1 Communication of specifications and expectations of assessment 
to students at the beginning of the course (Q1.7).  

246 69 

F2 Clarity of assessment guidelines and expectations (Q4.18).  227 64 
F3 Redemption and procedures for appeal processes in assessment 

(Q4.19).  
220 62 

F4 Provision of a second chance for re-assessment in the case of 
failure (Q4.20).  

266 75 

F5 Conducive environment for student assessment.  210 59 
Average percentage (%) scores = Total number of responses  
                                                            Number of aspects 

599 = 75% 
  8 

 

The information presented in Table 6.9 shows clearly that the students in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho are of the opinion that the quality of 

assessment practices with regard to administrative issues is good. All the scores 

of the quality aspects in the context of administration are positive and they range 
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between 57 per cent and 75 per cent, with an average percentage of 75 per cent. 

This indicates a relatively high quality. The above provides clear evidence that 

the quality of assessment practices in respect of administrative issues is good in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho.  

 
6.4.2.2 The improvement of the quality of learning: Students (Category G) 
This section addresses the analysis of the results on the quality of assessment 

practices with regard to the improvement of learning as experienced by the 

students (Table 6.9).   
 
Table 6.10: Improvement of the quality of learning (students) 
  
G. Improvement of the quality of learning  
 

Po
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tiv
e 

 
   on
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s 
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) 

G1 Motivation of learning by assessment (Q4.1).  280 79 
G2 Integration of assessment to instruction (Q4.2). 269 75 
G3 The link between assessment and learning objectives  

(Q4.4). 
291 82 

G4 Promotion of self-reflection (Q4.6).  269 75 
G5 Improvement of student progress (Q4.7). 301 84 
G6 Deeper understanding of content (Q4.8). 268 75 
G7 Encouraging active learning (Q4.9). 275 77 
G8 G8 Informative feedback (Q4.10). 240 67 
G9 Prompt feedback (Q4.11). 204 57 
G10 Identification of students’ strengths (Q4.12.) 246 69 

G11 Identification of student’s weaknesses (Q4.13). 223 63 
G12 Provision of challenging cognitive abilities through 

assessment (Q4.16). 
272 76 

Average percentage (%) scores = Total number of responses  
                                                               Number of aspects 

879 = 73% 
 12 

 

The questions in category G sought to determine how the students experience 

the quality of assessment practices with regard to the improvement of the quality 

of learning, as stated in Table 6.10. The questions are designated G1-G12 as 

shown in Table 6.9. All the quality aspects in relation to the improvement of the 

quality of learning scored very high positive responses, ranging from 57 per cent 

to 84 per cent responses, with an average of 73 per cent. It is evident that the 
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quality of assessment practices with regard to improvement of learning in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho is good.  

 

6.4.2.3 Practicality of assessment (Category H)         
Data concerning the practicality of assessment practices is examined and 

discussed in this section. The quality aspects in category H are designated H1 to 

H5 (Table 6.10) 

 

Table 6.11: Practicality of assessment practices 
 
 
 
H Practicality of assessment practices (Category H) 
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H1 Fairness of assessment (Q4.3). 249 70 

H2 Manageable load of assessment (Q4.5). 248 69 

H3 Ability of students to work in a group (Q4.14). 280 78 

H4 Ability of students to work independently (Q4.15). 243 68 

H5 Conducive environment for assessment (Q4.21). 210 59 

 
Average percentage (%) scores =  

Total number of responses  
        Number of aspects 

 
344 = 69% 

          5 

 

The main focus of the questions in Category H (Table 6.11) was to establish how 

the students experience the quality of assessment practices related to 

practicality. The aspects and their scores are as follows:  

 

• Fairness of assessment: 249 (70%);  

• manageable load of assessment: 248 (69%); 

• ability to work in a group: 280 (78%);  

• ability to work independently: 243 (68%); and  
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• environment conducive to assessment: 210 (59%).  

 

The results in Table 6.11 indicate that the quality of assessment practices 

relating to practicality of assessment is good. All the quality aspects in this 

category scored very high positive responses. The scores range between 59 per 

cent and 78 per cent, and the average percentage score is 69 per cent. It can be 

concluded that the quality of assessment practices in respect of the practicality of 

assessment is good. 

 
6.4.2.4 The use of alternative assessment (students) 
The purpose of Part C was to determine the extent to which students are 

assessed, using the provided types of alternative assessment in the higher 

education system of Lesotho. A four-point Likert-scale was also used for the 

results presented in this section (Appendix B and Table 6.12). Questions 5.1 to 

5.9 focused specifically on the use of alternative types of assessment. The types 

of alternative assessment include students’ own experiments; student projects; 

student portfolios; student performance of an action; demonstrations or 

exhibitions; fieldwork assessment; extended essays; and paper and pencil 

assessment in the higher education system of Lesotho. 
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Table 6.12: Use of types of alternative assessment (students) 
 
 
 
 
 

Use of types of alternative assessment 
(Questions 5.1 to 5.9) 

 
  
 

A
lw

ay
s 
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N
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4 3 2 1 
Positive 
responses 
(%) 

Negative 
responses 
(%) 

Q5.1 Student’s own experiments.  
 

15 25 36 25 

Q5.2 Student  projects.   22 32 28 18 

Q5.3 Student portfolios.  10 28 30 22 

Q5.4 Student products.  16 27 28 30 

Q5.5 
 

Assessment of a student performing an action.  18 23 25 33 

Q5.6 Demonstrations or exhibitions.  18 32 25 25 

Q5.7 Fieldwork assessment. 20 31 29 20 

Q5.8 Extended essays.   22 37 27 14 

Q5.9 Paper and pencil assessments.  48 32 9 11 

Average percentage (%) scores =  
Total number of responses  
       Number of aspects 

 456 = 51% 
   9 

435 = 48% 
  9 

 

The information in Table 6.12 indicates that the quality of assessment practices 

relating to the use of alternative assessment is good. It is, however, also 

indicated that in the use of student portfolios and student products the quality is 

very limited. Both these questions scored the highest numbers of negative 

responses, whereas the use of paper and pencil assessment scored the highest 

positive responses. The majority of students (48%) indicated that they are always 

assessed through paper and pencil assessments, and this obtained the largest 

number of positive responses. It must be noted that the research problem of the 

study, which points to an overdependence on paper and pencil assessment and 

the limited use of alternative assessment is confirmed by the above results of the 

study (1.3).  Furthermore, the following can be inferred: 
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 Assessment of students’ projects, demonstrations or exhibitions, fieldwork 

assessment and assessment of extended essays are mostly used. 

 Assessment of student’s portfolios and students’ own experiments are 

sometimes used. 

 The use of product assessment and assessment of students performing 

actions is limited since most of the participants are of the view that these 

types of alternative assessment are never used. 

 Paper and pencil assessments are the most commonly used type of 

alternative assessment.  
  

The general conclusion is that paper and pencil assessments still dominate the 

use of other assessment techniques, and this confirms the problem of the 

research. The other types of assessment techniques are used minimally. These 

include assessment of student products, assessment of a student performing an 

action, portfolios, and others.  

 
6.5 Comparison of the use of alternative assessment and paper and pencil 
assessment 
Similar to 6.3.3, information from Pearson’s correlation table, provided by the 

Department of Statistics at the UFS, was extracted and used to analyse the data 

collected on the implementation of alternative assessment (Questions 5.1 to 5.9). 

The purpose of the correlation analysis was to compare the extent to which 

paper and pencil assessments are used with the use of alternative assessment, 

as indicated in Table 6.11. The correlation analysis further assisted to establish 

the extent to which the use of paper and pencil assessment is associated with 

the use of alternative assessment. Table 6.11 was extracted from the correlation 

table in Appendix I, in which various assessments were correlated.  
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Table 6.13: Paper and pencil assessments and alternative assessment (students) 
Alternative assessment 

(Q5.1 to Q5.9) 
Paper and pencil assessment 

(Q5.9) 

Q5.1 Student’s own experiments .058 

Q5.2 Student projects .119 

Q5.3 Student portfolios -.013 

Q5.4 Student products .078 

Q5.5 Students performing an action .052 

Q5.6 Demonstrations or exhibitions .185 

Q5.7 Fieldwork assessment .185 

Q5.8 Extended essays .281 

Q5.9 Paper and pencil assessment 1 

 

The results in Table 6.13 show that the correlation between the use of alternative 

assessment and the use of paper and pencil assessments is very low, showing 

very weak association. Most of the correlations are very weak positive 

correlations, with the exception of the correlation value between the use of 

portfolio assessment (Q5.3) and paper and pencil assessment (Q5.9), which is 

very weak and negative (-.013). A negative small value implies a very weak 

association between the uses of paper and pencil assessments and portfolio 

assessments. In general, the correlation values between the use of paper and 

pencil assessments and the use of all other alternative assessment practices are 

very low; ranging between -.013 and .400. 

 

What expires from the correlation analysis in Table 6.13 is that the use of paper 

and pencil assessments does not relate to the use of any of the alternative 

assessment practices. Most of the correlation values are less than +1 and 

greater than +0.1. This shows that there is a minimal relationship between the 

use of paper and pencil assessments and alternative assessment.  

 

Generally, the students’ questionnaire has uncovered that the quality of 

assessment is good in the following: 
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• Similar to the views of the lecturers, the students believe that the quality of 

assessment practices is good with regard to administrative issues and 

improvement of the quality of learning. 

• Assessment of students is practical, meaning that it is sensible, realistic and 

valuable to the students. 

 

Correlation analysis indicates that there is a limited relationship between paper 

and pencil assessments and alternative assessment practices (Table 6.13). The 

implication is that the use of paper and pencil assessments does not influence 

the use of any type of alternative assessment, and vice versa. 

Qualitative data is presented and analysed next. 

  

6.6 Presentation and analysis of qualitative data (interviews)  
Data in this section was collected by means of face-to-face interviews for their 

advantages (5.5.1). 

The interview protocol contained three major questions. Before the interviews 

could start, the necessary introductions were made and requests were made to 

the interviewees to tape-record the interview process. The data collected from 

the interviews was subsequently transcribed. In analysing the qualitative data, 

the analysis and interpretation of data are closely interwoven and the data 

collection process may also be included. The most common procedures used in 

this study to analyse the collected data include data perusal and organisation, 

inductive and deductive reasoning (5.12.2). These procedures were employed 

and subsequently the data was categorised, compared and contrasted.  

What emerges from the theoretical perspectives of the research methodology   

(5.12.2) is that the sub-processes of data analysis and presentation are 

interwoven, and as a result some of these processes were carried out 

simultaneously to analyse the qualitative data. The next section presents and 

analyses the data collected from the interviews. 
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6.6.1 Analysis of the interviews  
Since the study is predominantly quantitative in nature, with a small qualitative 

injection, the collected quantitative data was complimented with a small number 

of interviews to improve the validity on the results of the study (Babbie and 

Mouton 2001:369).  The initial intention of the study was to conduct face-to-face 

interviews with five instructional leaders (one from each of the five selected 

institutions). Finally, only one instructional leader from each of three of the five 

selected institutions, was interviewed. The questions and sub-questions of the 

interview enabled the researcher to categorise the collected data into themes 

and sub-themes (6.5.3.1 to 6.5.3.2).The responses to the major questions of the 

face-to-face interviews and the subsequent sub-questions are presented in this 

section.   

 

6.6.2 Interview questions 
As stated earlier, the study initially targeted to interview five instructional leaders. 

However, access to interview two leaders from the other two institutions was very 

difficult, due to a lack of co-operation. 

 

Information was sought to answer the following major questions and sub-

questions: 

 
Question one: What are opinions of the selected instructional leaders on 
the quality of assessment practices in the higher education system of 
Lesotho?  
 
1).  Do any policy guidelines exist with regard to the use of alternative assessment? 

 

2). What is your opinion on the quality of assessment practices? 

 

3). What do you see as major quality aspects of assessment practices? 
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4). What do you see as major weaknesses of assessment practices? 

 

5). What quality improvements would you recommend regarding assessment 

practices? 

  

The major theme of this question enabled the researcher to further break it down 

into sub-themes for each of the five sub-questions as follows: 

 

• Existence of a policy on the use of alternative assessment. 

• Quality of assessment practices. 

• Major quality aspects of assessment practices. 

• Major weaknesses of assessment practices.  

• Suggested quality improvements of assessment practices.  

 

In the analysis of the data collected from the interviews, the following procedures 

will be followed: 

 

• Presentation of the theme or sub-theme. 

• Presentation of the question. 

• Purpose of the question. 

• Presentation of the responses of the participants in tabular form. 

• Interpretation and discussions. 

• Comments and/or recommendations. 

 

Having presented all the questions and sub-questions, it is necessary to follow 

the procedures mentioned above question by question to enhance the logical 

presentation of the data.  

 

The data for the first sub-themes, as part of the major theme on the views of the 

instructional leader, are presented, analysed and discussed next. 

 



 223 

6.6.3 Views of instructional leaders on the quality of assessment practices 
This section presents the opinions of the selected instructional leaders on the 

quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho, on 

each of the sub-themes or sub-questions as outlined in 6.6.2, in response to 

Question one of the interview protocol. Each sub-theme or sub-question is 

presented and discussed. 

 

The purpose of Question one was to determine the status quo of the quality of   

assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho, relating to 

each of the five sub-questions and questions. 

 

• Existence of a policy with regard to the use of alternative assessment  
 

Question: Do any policy guidelines exist with regard to the use of alternative 

assessment? 

The researcher is of the opinion that policy guidelines are important to ensure 

that appropriate measures are employed and the right direction of action is 

followed. Shaw (1995:2) emphasises the need of policy guidelines to provide the 

right direction and to ensure that assessment practices conform to changing 

situations and the needs of the students, employers and other stakeholders.  

 

The purpose of the first sub-question was to determine the existence of policy 

guidelines with regard to the use of alternative assessment in institutions of 

higher education in Lesotho. The responses are displayed in tabular form (Table 

6.12) below. 

 

Table 6.14: Existence of policy guidelines 

 
Existence of policy guidelines relating to the use of alternative assessment  
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 
“I am not aware if there is 
any.” 

“There is none to my 
knowledge.” 

“No! No! Not 
there.”       
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The responses of the instructional leaders show clearly that there are no policy 

guidelines relating to the use of alternative assessment. What can be inferred 

from the responses, is that no policy guidelines exist with regard to the use of 

alternative assessment in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. One can 

assume that not being aware of any policy guidelines on the use of alternative 

assessment, clearly implies non-existence of such a policy. Furthermore, this 

policy gap clearly indicates that there is no central system monitoring the quality 

of assessment practices.  The implication is that the responsibility of improving 

and maintaining the quality of assessment practices is in the hands of individual 

institutions. There is a need for a centrally coordinated policy and a well-

established quality assurance system, more particularly with regard to the use of 

alternative assessment practices. Closely related to the existence (or non-

existence) of a policy is the question of the status of the quality of assessment 

practices, which is addressed in the following paragraphs.  

 

• Quality of assessment practices 
The varying opinions of the participants in the study underline the controversial 

nature of the quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho The results of the research pertaining to the quality of assessment 

practices, are discussed in the following section: 

 

Question: What is your opinion on the quality of assessment practices? 
The status of the quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher 

education is one of the major themes of this study. In the researcher’s point of 

view, only assessment practices of acceptable quality and/or standards can 

provide valid evidence of the capability of the students to compete efficiently in 

the world of work. 

  

This sub-question was aimed at determining the status quo of the quality of 

assessment practices. The instructional leaders were required to express their 
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views on the quality of assessment practices in their institutions. The responses 

are depicted in Table 6.15. 

 

Table 6.15: Quality of assessment practices 

Quality of assessment practices (QAP) 
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 
“Quality of tests and 
examinations vary with 
individuals. Some lecturers 
set very good examinations, 
while some set faulty 
examinations…..There is a 
concern from the external 
examiners about the quality of 
some of the examination 
papers.” 

“The quality is good but 
examinations need to be 
supplemented with 
practical assessment to 
cater for students’ 
differences.  Group 
projects are possible 
because students are too 
many”.  

 

Not very good, in many 
cases lecturers use past 
papers continuously, it is 
content-based and the 
curriculum is exam-
based .There is always a 
race to catch up with the 
syllabus. 

 

Table 6.15 Indicates that there are contradictions and similarities of opinions 

about the status of the quality of assessment practices.  

 

What expires from the presented data in Table 6.15 is that there are various 

views with regard to the quality of assessment practices, and more particularly 

relating to the construction of tests and examinations. It seems that there is no 

consistency in the quality of assessment practices regarding tests and 

examinations.  This clearly indicates the need for staff development on the 

construction of high quality assessment practices. Regular staff development is 

necessary to equip the lecturers with the required skills and knowledge to assess 

the students. The researcher is of the opinion that consistency is one of the best 

indicators of high quality, and should thus be maintained. Bowering-Carr and 

West-Burnham (1993:25) point to the importance of consistency across all the 

faculties to improve the quality of assessment practices, as well as team spirit 

(2.7.1). The participants in the study also revealed that, according to the external 

examiners’ reports, there is a concern about the quality of examinations.  

   

It is evident from the participants’ responses, that there are conflicting opinions 

about the quality of assessment practices; some participants are of the opinion 
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that the assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho are 

somehow good, while some think that they are not very good. It is further stated 

that examinations are largely content-based and the curriculum is examination-

based. Furthermore, it was alleged that some of the lecturers always rush when 

teaching to cover the syllabus, while some continuously depend on the use of 

past examination papers. The implication is that assessment directs the 

curriculum and instruction, and as a result, learning becomes superficial. This is 

in agreement with Greaney (1992:9) and Mitchell (in Hart 1994:7) who 

emphasise the academic destruction of paper and pencil assessment (4.2.6). It is 

recommended that examinations be supplemented with more practical 

assessment methods to cater for the students’ differences. The implication may 

be that some students perform well in practical assessment while others perform 

well in examinations.  

 

A strong wish to employ alternative assessment was also expressed, but it was 

pointed out that large student numbers and a lack of adequate resources only 

allow for group projects rather than individual projects. This finding coincides well 

with the literature review on the effects of massification on the quality of higher 

education. Lemmer (1999:185) is of the view that massification may lower the 

standards of academic results (2.3.6). This indicates that the quality of 

assessment practices remains a debatable issue in institutions of higher 

education. The responses of the qualitative investigation further reveal the need 

for a well-established quality assurance system in the assessment of students’ 

achievements in higher education in Lesotho. 

 

• Major quality aspects of assessment practices 
This subsection presents the responses on the major quality aspects of 

assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. 

 

Question: What do you see as major quality aspects of assessment 
practices? 
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Aspects of quality are very useful in the assessment of the quality of a 

phenomenon. They may be used as assessment criteria to inform judgement and 

as policy guidelines. These aspects are closely related to client satisfaction and 

requirements and thus reveal the extent to which stakeholders, such as 

instructional leaders, are satisfied with the quality of assessment practices in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho. This question was asked with the 

intention of identifying the quality attributes of assessment practices in the above-

mentioned institutions. Table 6.16 displays the responses of the participants with 

regard to the question.  

 

Table 6.16: Major quality aspects of assessment practices 
                                   Major quality aspect(s) (MQA) 
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 
“In our institution, we have started 
internal moderation of tests and 
examinations.  Lecturers are also 
encouraged to use alternative 
assessments by the management. 
Some lecturers follow the advice and 
use assessments such as oral 
presentation and oral examinations. I 
myself use class presentations.”  

“Somehow good up to a 
certain degree, the 
assessment of students 
prepares them for work 
And students learn more 
on the work.” 

“Our assessment 
encourages practical 
work because it 
incorporates 
assessment of 
practical work.” 

 

The responses of the participants reveal that the primary quality aspects of 

assessment practices in institutions of higher education include the following: 

 

 Internal moderation of tests and examinations is highly commended by the 

researcher. Jonathan (2000:45, 48) comments that moderation is the 

commonly used quality assurance mechanism in institutions of higher 

education with the purpose of re-examining the assessment and the 

assessed work of the students (3.8.4). 

 

 Although alternative assessment is generally used on an ad hoc basis, the 

use of alternative assessment practices such as oral presentations, oral 

examinations, class presentations and assessment of practical work are 
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highly commended. However, appropriate policy guidelines are necessary 

to adopt a course action for the implementation of alternative assessment 

in institutions of higher education in Lesotho.  

 

 Ability of assessment practices to prepare students for the world of work 

and to enable them to adapt and learn on the job as new changes appear. 

According to the Ministry of Education Strategic Plan (2004-2015) the 

mission statement of one of the selected institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho is to equip the graduates with skills that will make them more 

adaptive in life (Ministry of Education Strategic Plan 2004-2015).  
 

 Assessment incorporates assessment of practical work. This quality 

aspect is supported by Kellaghan and Greaney (1992:65), when they 

suggest that the quality of examination systems may be improved by 

including the use of other methods of assessment such as practical 

examinations (4.1). 

 

According to the responses of the participants on the quality aspects of 

assessment practices, it can be proposed that the existing policy gap relating to 

the use of alternative assessment be closed through the formulation of 

appropriate policy guidelines to direct the systematic utilisation of alternative 

assessment.   

 

• Major weaknesses of assessment practices   
The major weaknesses of assessment practices in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho are identified and presented next. 

 

 

Question: What do you see as major weaknesses of assessment practices? 
Identification of weaknesses or problems is beneficial to quality improvement 

processes. Juran in Arcaro (1995:17) advise that problems are friends, since 
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identification of problems triggers response mechanisms to find solutions and 

preventative measures with the sole purpose of improving quality in education 

(2.6.7). In line with this notion, the above question intended to identify the major 

weaknesses of the assessment practices in institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho. Table 6.17 illustrates the responses of the participants. 

 

Table 6.17: Major weaknesses of assessment practices 
                                                  Major weaknesses(MW) 
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 
“There is limited supervision 
of all the activities of 
preparing for examinations 
such as construction of 
questions. Lack of policy is 
also one of the weaknesses 
of assessments.”   
 

“Assessment is theory–
based, it is not 
sufficient due to high 
student-lecturer ratio. 
The student numbers 
are just too high. 
“There are not enough 
resources.”       

“There are financial 
constraints for students’ 
projects; we end up 
depending only on simple 
plot projects for growing 
vegetables. There is always 
not enough money to buy 
plant hormones and other  
necessary chemicals.”  

 

What expires from the responses of the participants in Table 6.17 is that the 

major weaknesses of assessment practices are inter alia: 

 

 Lack of policy with regard to the use of alternative assessment practices. 

Kruger and Van Schalkwyk (1997:49) emphasise that the role of a policy 

is to provide guidelines for every activity and behaviour (231). 

 

 Theory-based assessment or content-based assessment refer to the 

criticised content-driven pencil and paper assessments or traditional 

methods of assessment (5.1).   

 

 Insufficient assessment of students due to the high student-lecturer ratio. 

Evidence to Enquiry into HE (http://www.qaa.ac.uk./about  quad/ 

evidence. hum) points to the negative impact of the massification of higher 

education on assessment and the way in which this results in superficial 

assessment and other instructional activities (1.1.2.4)  

http://www.qaa.ac.uk./about%20%20qaa/
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 Financial constraints that restrict the availability of adequate resources for 

the use of alternative assessment practices. Biggs (1999:preface) warns 

that the cost of higher education is increasing alarmingly and that the 

current pressure in assessment and learning is to find more cost-effective 

ways of assessment in higher education, while still maintaining standards 

(3.5.11).  

  

• Suggested quality improvements of assessment practices  
 

Question: What quality improvement measures would you recommend 
regarding assessment practices? 
 

The purpose of this question was to probe into the suggestions of the selected 

instructional leaders on possible ways of improving the quality of assessment 

practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. This information may 

become extremely important in the formulation of policy guidelines and criteria for 

the quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. 

Table 6.18 presents the responses of the participants. 

 

Table 6.18: Suggested quality improvements 
                                    Suggested quality improvements (SQI) 
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 
“Policy should be 
formulated and 
implemented. To make 
checks to ensure that the 
policy is implemented at 
departmental level. The 
heads of department to 
make the checks and also 
ensure that internal 
moderation is executed.” 

More practical aspect is necessary 
in assessing the students. More 
manpower such as subject tutor 
and assessors. Learning resources 
are also necessary. Students to be 
attached. Establishment of quality 
assurance department. Module 
system to alleviate the problem of 
large numbers. Module system is 
suitable for large and small 
numbers of students and it 
enhances focus and depth.” 

Need for financial 
support for 
students’ projects 
so that chemicals 
such as hormones, 
pesticides and 
other equipment 
may be bought.  
Need to budget for 
students’ projects. 

 



 231 

The views of the participants differ on the way in which the quality of assessment 

practices may be improved. However, the following suggestions emerged as 

recommendations for the improvement of the quality of assessment practices: 

  
 Formulation and implementation of a policy for quality improvement and 

enhancement in assessment practices. 

 Instructional leaders at department level should take initiatives to ensure 

that appropriate strategies are followed in executing internal moderation of 

assessment practices.    

 Increased utilisation of practical assessment and an adequate supply of 

instructional resources, as well as human resource, are necessary. 

 Students should be attached to workplaces; this also suggests the 

formulation of appropriate follow-up activities to assist in the production 

and development of adaptive graduates of higher education. 

 Quality assurance system in assessment practices. This can ensure that 

the product (graduates) of higher education satisfies all the stakeholders.  

 Adoption of modular programs may assist to alleviate the problem of 

superficial instruction and assessment, which results from increasing large 

numbers of students. The viewpoint is that the modular approach 

enhances focus and depth in instruction.  

 Viable financial support and the need to stick to the budgets are 

necessary to supply the appropriate resources on a continuous basis. 

 Consensus of all the stakeholders on the quality criteria of assessment is 

imperative.    

 
6.6.4 Lesotho government initiatives to improve the quality of assessment 
practices  
Biggs (1999: Preface) points out that governments and funding bodies are 

demanding sound quality assurance systems for all the processes and activities 

(3.5.11). The researcher is of the view that the government of Lesotho, through 

the Ministry of Education (MOET): Higher Education Sector, has an important 



 232 

role to play in improving and maintaining the quality of assessment practices to 

facilitate continuous quality improvement accountability.    

 

Question: What are the Lesotho government’s initiatives to improve the 
quality of assessment practices?  
The purpose of this question was to determine the Lesotho government’s 

initiatives to improve the quality of assessment of student achievements in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho. 

 
Table 6.19: Initiatives to improve the quality of assessment practices 

Initiatives to improve the quality of assessment practices 
Participant 1 Participant 2 Participant 3 
“There is not much 
government involvement in 
assessment of students. I am 
not sure whether the strategic 
plan for higher education has 
been implemented yet.” 

“There is no ownership, no 
accountability and they do not 
show much commitment; it is 
like the product is not theirs.” 
There is also lack of 
monitoring system, they need 
to establish department of 
quality assurance.” 

“There is very little 
involvement of the 
government in 
assessment of students. 
The government 
involvement is limited to 
other administration 
issues only.” 

   

What emerges from these responses of the participants in Table 6.14 is that 

there is a general agreement that involvement of the Lesotho government in 

matters concerning assessment of students is very limited. The ownership, 

accountability and commitment of the government are not clearly demarcated 

and exhibited; moreover, it is not clear if any monitoring system with regard to 

assessment of student achievement exists. According to the responses of the 

research it seems that it is also not clear if the good intentions of the Ministry of 

Education outlined in the strategic plan (2004-2005) have been implemented. 

This suggests a dire need to establish quality assurance systems, both at 

institutional and national level. Close monitoring of assessment practices through 

sound government controlled quality assurance strategies are necessary to 

improve and maintain quality in higher education.  Lello (1993:43) points to the 

importance of accountability (2.3.2). He emphasises that accountability has 
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become the heart of reform and control for the role it plays in improving and 

maintaining the quality of education. Scott (1994:48) confirms that accountability 

is closely related to quality control in education systems (2.3.2). The vital role that 

the Lesotho government should play in quality assurance initiatives in the higher 

education system, is emphasised.  

 

Without condoning the conflicting views of the participants in the study, both the 

theoretical perspectives and the empirical investigation in this study show 

similarities between the viewpoints. According to theoretical perspectives it is 

very expensive to implement alternative assessment strategies to assess 

students (2.6.4, 2.6.6.2, 2.7.7, 3.1, 4.2 & 4.2.2). This is confirmed by the 

empirical data (6.6.3). The successful implementation of alternative assessment 

depends greatly on adequate resources as well as necessary expertise in 

assessment of student achievements. Lesotho is a third world country hence the 

use of alternative assessment is a controversy in the existing socio-economic 

status of the country. Cost effective ways that can enhance incorporation of 

alternative assessment strategies is a challenge for institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho. The question of how to implement alternative assessment 

strategies successfully within the socio-economic context of Lesotho remains to 

be answered.  

 

The other controversy is how to assess masses of students with limited 

resources in (1.2.3.4, 3.5.8, 6.6.3). There is also congruence of theoretical data 

and empirical data with regard to the impact of mass education on the quality of 

assessment in higher education systems world wide. The problem seems to be 

even more challenging with implementation of alternative assessment strategies 

in Lesotho.    

 

 The global problem of over dependence on the use of paper and pencil 

assessment in most of the institutions of higher education in third world countries 

and other environments where facilities are limited is also corroborated by both 
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empirical and theoretical data (2.6.4 & 6.4.2.4). The findings of this study confirm 

this recurring problem in institutions of higher education in Lesotho (6.4.2.4).  

 

The most intriguing issue is the confirmation of the notion that quality is 

perceived differently in different contexts. Despite very limited use of alternative 

assessment, empirical data indicates that the quality of assessment practices in 

Lesotho is generally good while according to international perspective this may 

be debatable. Globalisation demands high standards of assessment practices 

and there is an increasing call to move more towards alternative assessments.. 

 

However, despite conflicting views the quality of assessment practices is The 

quality of assessment practices is relatively satisfactory despite the existing gap 

in the use of alternative assessment. Ways for the continuous improvement and 

maintenance of the quality of assessment practices should be found so that the 

deficiencies in the quality of assessment practices are addressed. The 

government of Lesotho, through the Ministry of Education (Higher Education 

Sector), should introduce a framework and networking strategies for a quality 

assurance system in higher education in this country.     

 
6.7 Conclusion 
This chapter presented, analysed, interpreted and discussed the data from the 

lecturers’ questionnaire, the students’ questionnaire and the face-face interviews 

conducted with three instructional leaders from three of the selected institutions 

of higher education in Lesotho. Quantitative means of analysing the data, as well 

as qualitative means were applied. The results of the theoretical research were 

also analysed and discussed. Data collected through the questionnaires and the 

interviews were organised and categorised under relevant themes and/or the 

objectives of the study. Finally, interpretations and deductions were made on the 

basis of presented data.  
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The next chapter presents a summary, conclusions and recommendations made 

on the basis of the findings of the theoretical research, as well as the empirical 

research. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE 
STUDY 

 
7.1 Introduction 
 
A presentation of the conclusions on the findings of the study involves the 

background, the questions, the way in which the findings were investigated, the 

obtained results, and the explanation of the results (Gillham 2002:86). This 

chapter thus seeks to present and discuss the summary, conclusions, 

recommendations and the limitations of the study (Gillham 2002:86). The chapter 

is also about the evaluation of the research process (1.7.4; 5.10). In research the 

last chapter is necessary to state the conclusions, based on the findings of the 

study and to consider whether the questions of the research (5.10) have been 

answered (Creswell1994:149; Leedy and Ormrod 2005:158). For this study, the 

findings, deductions and inferences, including the recommendations and 

conclusions were made on the basis of the collected data (resultson the 

investigation of the quality of assessment practices and the use of alternative 

assessment in the higher education system in Lesotho (Chapters 6 and 7).   

 
In the following section presents a summary of the investigation on the quality of 

assessment practices and the extent to which alternative assessment is utilised 

in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. 

 
7.1.1 Problem of the study 

Restatement of the problem is a vital issue in evaluating the research to 

determine whether the questions of the research have been answered (Gay and 

Airasian 2003:532). Despite the international call to move away from traditional 

ways of assessing student achievement, an excessive and continuing 

overdependence of assessment practices on paper and pencil tests and 
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examinations, persists in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. Assessment 

practices in higher learning are often limited to paper and pencil tests, as a result, 

traditional assessment dominates other techniques and approaches to 

assessment, and little recognition is given to the use of alternative assessment 

practices. This is reflected when the weight of assigned tasks and coursework is 

often less than that of examination. 

 
7.1.2 Research questions 
Literature review, questionnaires and face-to-face interviews were employed to 

seek answers to the questions of the study. The following major questions 

emerged from the stated problem and guided this study to answer the research 

question. The major questions inquired into the following: 

 

• Theoretical perspectives on quality in education (Chapter 2), assessment 

of student achievement (Chapter 3), and the use of alternative 

assessment (Chapter 4).  

• The existence of clear policy guidelines on the assessment of student 

achievement (1). 

• The lecturers’ and students’ perceptions on the quality of the practices of 

the assessment of student achievement in higher education in Lesotho ( 

Appendices A and B). 

• The extent to which alternative assessment practices are utilised in the 

assessment of student achievement in institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho (1; Appendices A and B). 

• Lesotho government’s initiatives to improve the quality of assessment of 

student achievement in higher education in Lesotho (Appendices C and 

G). 

• Possibilities for improvement of assessment practices and the use of 

alternative assessment in the higher education system in Lesotho (1)  
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7.1.3 Purpose of the study 

Given this background of the problem of the study, the research aimed at 

investigating the quality of assessment practices and the extent to which 

alternative assessment practices are utilised in the assessment of student 

achievement. The study also probed into possible quality improvements of 

current assessment practices in higher education institutions in Lesotho.   

 

To achieve this purpose, the following objectives directed the study:  

 

• Search of relevant theoretical perspectives on quality issues in education, 

with specific focus on the quality of practices of assessment and the use 

of alternative assessment in higher education. 

• Investigating the existence of clear policy guidelines on the assessment of 

student achievement in higher education in Lesotho.   

• Conducting research to determine lecturers’ perceptions on the quality of 

assessment practices, the experience of students on the quality of 

assessment practices, as well as the extent to which alternative 

assessment practices are utilised in higher education in Lesotho.  

• Determination of the initiatives of the Lesotho government to improve the 

quality of the assessment of student achievement in higher education in 

Lesotho. 

• Making recommendations on the basis of the findings of the study to 

determine how the quality of assessment practices can be improved, as 

well as the way in which the best alternative assessment practices may be 

used in the context of the institutions of higher education in Lesotho. 

 
7.1.4 Research methods used in the study 
A literature search was conducted to provide the background to the study. A 

multi-method approach, which is largely quantitative with an injection of 

qualitative methods, was used to improve the quality of the study (Chapter 5). An 

empirical investigation; questionnaires for students and lecturers were used to 
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collect data on the quality of assessment practices and the extent to which 

alternative assessment is used in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. 

Finally, face-to-face interviews were used to obtain first-hand information on the 

initiatives of the Lesotho government to improve the quality of assessment 

practices in institutions of higher education in this country.  

 
7.1.5 Limitations of the study 
Limitations are conditions beyond the control of the researcher that may restrict 

the conclusions of the study and their application to other situations (Best and 

Kahn 2003:37). Several limitations were acknowledged and identified as potential 

weaknesses of the study (Creswell1994:113). The weaknesses of this study 

emerge from the following aspects:  

 

• The study is limited to higher education in Lesotho only. This education 

sector comprises of post secondary education (tertiary education), which 

includes colleges and one university. Only five institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho were involved in the study. Institutions A, B, D and E 

are all found in Maseru city, except Institution C, which is situated about 

thirty kilometers north-west of Maseru. All these may have a negative 

impact on the generalisability of the results. 

• Convenience sampling and cluster sampling are not representative of all 

the participants in the research area. The students and the lecturers in 

higher education institutions of Lesotho as the populations under study 

were too large for proportional sampling techniques. Cluster sampling also 

encounters errors at every sampling stage. Each of the selected 

institutions of higher education had unique problems such as time tabling 

problems, teaching practice, semesterisation and student riots. Some 

lecturers in other institutions were engaged in teaching practice when the 

data for this study was collected. The administering and collection of the 

questionnaires had to be re-scheduled. 
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• Data collection was carried out when some students were preparing for 

the end of year/semester examinations. This may have resulted in a 

situation where the students responded to the questionnaire whilst they 

were not relaxed. As a result, extended time was given for students to 

complete the questionnaire. This delayed the process of data collection 

and processing. It took about six months to collect the quantitative data of 

this study. 

• Some lecturers were not quite conversant with the technical language on 

alternative assessment and some related issues, and as a result they did 

not participate as a result  the external coder for qualitative data could not 

be found. This also delayed the process of data collection and processing. 

• The initial intention was to interview education officers in the tertiary sector 

of the Ministry of Education. However, due to failure to obtain access to 

the officers the researcher had to change the intention and interviewed 

instructional leaders from the selected institutions (deans and heads of 

departments). This delayed the processes of data collection and analysis. 

• Part-time study exposed the researcher to adverse situations such as 

insufficient resources, including the lack of electricity. This added to the 

obstacles that restricted the timely completion of the study as planned and 

the failure to access services of external decoder for qualitative data. 

• There are growing interest in research into the quality of assessment of 

students’ achievements in higher education and the increasing shift 

towards information age globally. As a result, the time lag during the 

process of data collection for this study caused by the re-scheduling of the 

process  extension of  time for students also added to the major 

weaknesses of this study with regard to limited reference to recent texts 

and insight into current opinions and  issues of assessment in institutions 

of higher education. 

 

The general opinion is that no study is without problems and weaknesses. What 

is necessary is to acknowledge these weaknesses in respect of the 
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generalisability of the results of the study. Having presented the limitations of this 

study, it is also imperative to summarise all the discussions in this thesis in the 

next section.  

 

7.2 Conclusions of the study 
The conclusions of this study are presented on the basis of the theoretical and 

empirical findings. It must be noted that since the conclusions are made against 

the background of the findings of this study, the two aspects merge in some 

sections of Chapters 6 and 7. 
 
7.2.1 Conclusions based on the findings of the literature research 
The aim of the literature study in this research was to highlight theoretical 

perspectives on quality in education, and more specifically to focus on the quality 

of assessment practices, as well as the use of alternative assessment in the 

higher education system of Lesotho. 

 

7.2.1.1 Conclusions on quality in educational systems and processes 
(Chapter 2) 

The literature research on quality in educational systems and processes (Chapter 

2) reveals the following:  

• The problem of the poor quality of higher education and its activities and 

processes, such as the assessment of student achievement, is a global 

phenomenon. Institutions are accountable to a variety of stakeholders 

(2.3), who always demand high quality in education. 

• History shows that the idea of quality was adopted from industry and 

commerce and that it is widely applied in education systems and 

processes (2.4). The definition of quality is multi-dimensional, however; 

the core definition is fitness for purpose (2.2.) and it changes with context, 

purpose, students’ needs and stakeholder perception (2.2) 

• There are always driving forces that are involved in a move towards 

quality enhancement, improvement, maintenance and assurance (2.3). 
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Quality theories that guide the implementation of quality assurance 

systems, with the purpose of maintaining and continuously improving 

quality in a systematic way, exist as indicated in Chapter two (2.5.3.1). 

The literature also indicates that some of the ideas emanating from these 

theories, were integrated to develop the theory of total quality (2.5.3.1). 

• Total quality implies that the implementation of a quality assurance system 

should be an institution-wide process (2.5.5.5). Quality hallmarks in 

implementing a quality assurance system should be considered (2.2.7). 

However, there are always problems or stumbling blocks in the 

implementation of quality assurance systems (2.6.7). These systems have 

both advantages and disadvantages (2.6.8).  

  
7.2.1.2 Conclusions on the quality of assessment practices in higher 

education (Chapter 3) 
Based on the literature review of the quality of assessment practices in higher 

education (Chapter 3), the following findings can be identified: 

  
• Assessment should be a systematic process of collecting information, 

making inferences about the learning and development of students, and 

using the collected information to increase student learning and 

development. The purposes and uses of assessment are closely related 

(3.3.2). For example, the data collected on assessment with the purpose 

of selecting students for a new program, may be used to select the 

students for the particular program.  

• Assessment practices are currently undergoing a paradigm shift (Tables 

3.1 and 3.2). As such, assessment practices have become more formative 

than summative, more judgemental rather than statistical, more holistic 

rather than incremental, and building more on strengths rather than 

identifying weaknesses (3.4). This implies that assessment practices 

should be reviewed regularly and systematically to match emerging issues 

and changing contexts in higher education. 
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• Challenging and problematic issues in the assessment of student 

achievement in higher education include a mission statement, a vision for 

the future, standards, transformation, and others (3.5). 

• Principles that guide the improvement and enhancement of the quality of 

assessment practices in higher education apply (3.6). These include a 

policy in the planning and design of assessment practices, matching 

assessment practices to educational objectives, integrating assessment 

with instruction, appropriateness of assessment methods and techniques. 

• The multidimensional nature of the definition of quality is a taunting 

challenge. However, in the context of assessment practices, fitness of the 

purpose of assessment practices is a core quality aspect. This entails 

fulfillment of students’ requirements, expectations, and needs and/ or 

desires (3.7.1). 

• Indicators of the quality of assessment practices include coherence across 

the department or faculty, employing a range of techniques, being subject 

to quality assurance procedures, policy guidelines and comparison or 

benchmarking (3.7.2). 

• Quality assurance practices in assessment are procedural and they 

include defining quality assurance in assessment practices; policy 

formulation and planning; specification of standards and expectations; 

moderation in assessment practices; validation of assessment practices; 

and accreditation (3.8).  

 
7.2.1.3 Conclusions on the use of alternative assessment in higher 

education (Chapter 4)  
 

• Alternative assessment entails a range of assessment methods and 

techniques designed to take the place of, or to supplement standardised 

traditional tests in which students actually perform, demonstrate, construct 
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and develop a product or a solution to a problem under defined conditions 

and standards in a real situation (4.3).   

• Alternative assessment practices are characterised by meaningful and 

challenging assessment tasks; students performing; creating; producing, 

or doing something that requires higher-level thinking or problem solving 

skills; tasks that are set in a real context, focusing on complex processes 

and behaviour; criteria and standards for performance that are public and 

known in advance; multiple approaches to problem solutions; and others 

(4.3.3). 

• The drive for the use of alternative assessment arises from calls for 

accountability; current instructional and assessment theories such as 

constructivism; multiple approach assessment, workforce demands, the 

demands from industry and business and the need for contextualisation of 

assessment (4.3.3). Different types of alternative assessment practices 

include project assessment; on-demand tasks; demonstrations and 

exhibitions; oral presentations; portfolio assessment; and others (4.3.4). 

• Alternative assessment practices have some advantages, such as socially 

situated assessment in which knowledge is constructed socially by social 

working groups; the development of self-reflection skills by which 

individual students judge their own work; bringing authenticity to the 

classroom since alternative assessment presents students with tasks that 

simulate real world challenges and problems (4.3.6). 

• The disadvantages of alternative assessment include inadequate 

resources; low reliability, which always results from inconsistency in 

scoring; a limited number of tasks that are recurrently prepared; and 

others (4.3.7).  

• High quality alternative assessment practices are guided by principles 

such as performance tasks that yield multiple solutions; predetermined 

criteria that are liable to criticism and some degree of uncertainty so that 

not everything about the task is known (4.3.8). 
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• Use of a portfolio may improve and enhance the quality of the assessment 

of student achievement (4.3.9). The benefits of using portfolio assessment 

include individual development and improvement of the quality of 

instruction as well as enhanced curriculum fidelity (4.3.10).  

• Alternative assessment practices synchronise very well with current 

innovative theories, such as constructivism (4.3.10.1), the theory of 

learning styles (4.3.10.2), and Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple 

intelligences (4.3.10.3). 

 
7.2.2 Conclusions on the findings of the empirical research  
This section provides conclusions on the findings from the empirical research. 

The study investigated the quality of assessment practices, the extent to which 

alternative assessment is used in institutions of higher education in Lesotho, as 

well as the initiatives of the Lesotho government to improve the quality of these 

practices. The findings from the empirical research entail the findings from the 

lecturers’ and the students’ questionnaires, as well as the interviews of the three 

instructional leaders from the higher education sector. 

 

7.2.2.1 Conclusions on the findings of the lecturers’ questionnaire  
The conclusions on the findings from the lecturers’ questionnaires are presented 

below. 

 

A. Quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher education in 
Lesotho 

 

 The quality of assessment practices relating to policy issues is positive  
This is reflected by aspects such as clear policy guidelines for all the activities 

of the assessment of student achievement; meaningfulness of assessment 

tasks; relevance of assessment to the day-to-day problems of students; 

provision of informative feedback; extent to which adequate feedback is 

provided; provision of opportunities for students to make appeals; and the 
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existence of opportunities for every lecturer to build capacity. James 

(1995:45) points to the importance of the clear vision of an assessment policy 

as a top priority in high quality assessment practices. However, the quality of 

assessment practices in respect of the provision of feedback within 

reasonable time; and the existence of a clear policy for staff development, is 

not satisfactory. Sound ways should be found to close the gap with regard to 

the provision of feedback within reasonable time and the formulation of policy 

guidelines for staff development in the assessment of students. This is in 

agreement with the opinion of Ashcroft (1995:118) who asserts that timeliness 

in providing feedback to student is crucial for development and self-

improvement. Moreover, Ashcroft (1995:119) warns that staff development is 

necessary to improve the reliability and the validity of assessment practices.     
 

 The quality of assessment practices with regard to the improvement of 
learning is satisfactory in all the provided quality aspects. These include the 

following: The match between student assessment and the program 

objectives; fitness of assessment practices to the purpose; the consistency of 

assessment practices if repeated and the appropriateness of assessment 

instruments to what is tested; the fairness of assessment practices with 

regard to communication of expectations of assessment to students at the 

beginning of the program; the match between assessment methods and 

assessment tasks; consistency of assessment practices with recent 

developments in assessment; the focus of assessment on skills and their 

transferability; the achievement of program objectives; as well as the 

capability of the assessment to encourage active learning. The implication is 

that best practices must be sought and found to maintain and enhance this 

standard for continuous quality improvement.     
 

 The quality of assessment practices with regard to the quality of content 
coverage is quite good, and includes the following aspects: Sufficient content 

coverage; representativeness of important components of curriculum in 
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assessment; representativeness of current subject perspectives; focus of 

assessment on skills and their transferability; and coverage of high-order 

cognitive skills in assessment. Systematic and ongoing capacity-building, 

supported by sound policy guidelines in relation to staff development may 

greatly enhance and maintain the quality of assessment practices in this 

context.  

 
 The quality of assessment practices with regard to administrative 

issues is satisfactory  
Quality aspects relating to administrative issues include the effective use of 

assessment to make important decisions; manageability of assessment within 

instructional time; manageability of the assessment burden by the students; 

coordination of assessment activities to enhance practicality; equal 

assessment opportunities to all students; as well as regular and systematic 

review of assessment practices by individual departments. The status of the 

quality of assessment practices necessitates a strong support of clear policy 

formulation and implementation to maintain standards.   
 
 The quality of assessment practices with regard to issues of 

collaboration in assessment is minimal in institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho. This is exhibited in the following aspects: shared decisions by 

lecturers and students; shared decision-making by parents and lecturers and 

finally, shared decision-making by the lecturers. There is an inevitable gap in 

collaboration in assessment practices. This may lead to unsystematic and 

uncoordinated assessment practices. 

  
A. The use of alternative assessment in institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho 
Two categories of aspects were investigated to determine the use of 

alternative assessment, which included the use of alternative assessment 

tasks and the use of types of alternative assessment. 
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 The extent to which alternative assessment tasks are used in 
institutions of higher education in Lesotho.  
The following were found in the research: 

Policy guidelines for the use of alternative assessment exist occasionally; the 

use of performance assessment focusing on the assessment of student 

actions, as well as the use of performance assessment focusing on 

assessment of products, are used occasionally in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho. There is clear evidence of the limited use of alternative 

assessment tasks. The use of these tasks may greatly contribute towards the 

enhancement and the maintenance of the quality of assessment practices in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho. Particular emphasis may be 

placed on integration of assessment and instruction.  
 

 The extent to which alternative assessment types are used 
The assessment of students’ own experiments, projects, products, as well as 

when performing actions and fieldwork are only used occasionally in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho. The assessment of extended 

essays is mostly used. The assessment of students’ demonstrations 

(exhibitions) is also rarely used, while the use of students’ portfolios is limited 

in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. It is clear that the use of 

alternative assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho 

is marginal. 
 
What expires from the lecturers’ questionnaire is that best practices to 

maintain and enhance the quality of assessment practices in relation to 

issues of policy formulation and implementation; improvement of learning; 

content coverage; administrative issues; and achievement in assessment of 

students must be found. However, there is an inevitable gap in the policy 

regarding the use of alternative assessment and collaborative decision-

making in assessment of student achievement, and these need to be 
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improved. The need to use varied methods and strategies of assessment is 

further suggested. 
 

The problem of the limited use of alternative assessment and the overuse of 

traditional assessment has further been uncovered. In line with this, it has 

transpired, as mentioned above, that extended essay assessment is mostly 

used, while portfolio and performance assessment are applied minimally. 

 

7.2.3 Conclusions on the findings of the students’ questionnaire 
The conclusions based on the findings of the results of the students’ 

questionnaire are presented next. Similarities and differences between data 

collected by the lecturers’ and students’ questionnaires will be integrated into the 

presentation where possible.    

 

 Students’ experiences of the quality of assessment practices with 
regard to administrative issues are satisfactory. The aspects that received 

satisfactory responses in the research were inter alia: Communication of 

specifications and expectations of assessment to students at the beginning of 

the course; clarity of assessment guidelines and expectations; redemption 

and procedures for appeal processes in assessment; and provision of a 

second chance for reassessment in case of failure. This is in congruence with 

the opinions of the lecturers (7.3.2.1). The above clearly indicates that there is 

a challenge for institutions of higher education in Lesotho to find and employ 

mechanisms for continuous quality improvement in the administrative aspects 

of assessment.  
 
 Students’ experiences of the quality of assessment practices with 

regard to the improvement of the quality of learning. The quality of 

assessment practices in this context is satisfactory. These quality aspects 

include the following: Motivation of learning; integration of instruction to 

assessment; the link between assessment and program objectives, as well as 
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promotion of self-reflection. Other aspects are improvement in students’ 

progress; encouraging a deeper understanding and active learning; 

identification of students’ strengths and weaknesses; as well as provision for 

challenging cognitive abilities. Most importantly, feedback is prompt and 

informative. The students and the lecturers agree that assessment of 

students improves the quality of learning in institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho. The status of the quality in this context demands identification and 

implementation of sound mechanisms for continuous quality improvement in 

the assessment of students. Stetar (1999:11) points to the main purpose of 

quality assurance systems as the development of uniform procedures across 

faculties, institutions as well as the improvement of student learning 

experiences. 

 

• Students’ experiences of the quality of assessment practices with 
regard to practicality. The quality of assessment practices in institutions 

of higher education is relatively good with regard to the practicality of 

student assessment. This relates to the aspects of fairness of 

assessment; manageable load of assessment; ability to work in a group; 

ability to work independently; and finally, a supportive environment for 

assessment. It is important that assessment should be practical and 

feasible within the available resources and time (McMillan 2004:36). 

 
B. Extent to which alternative assessment practices are used 
Conclusions on the extent to which alternative assessment practices are used in 

institutions of higher education are presented in this section. The use of types of 

alternative assessment was investigated, and the following conclusions were 

made.   

 
 Assessment of students’ own experiments, demonstrations or exhibitions, 

fieldwork and assessment of extended essays are mostly applied, while 

assessment of students’ projects and products are only sometimes used. 
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The same conclusions are made on the findings of the lecturers’ 

questionnaire about the extent of the use of experiments and product 

assessment. The minimal use of the portfolio is emphasised. 

 The use of portfolios and the assessment of students performing actions 

are limited, while paper and pencil assessments are generally used to 

assess students in higher education of Lesotho. This is also in line with 

the conclusions made on the lecturers’ questionnaire (7.3.2.1). 

 

As pointed out earlier, the problem of this study is once again confirmed. There is 

overwhelming evidence of the excessive use of traditional assessment and very 

marginal use of other types of assessment tools. This indicates a clear gap in the 

use of alternative assessment, more particularly, with regard to the use of 

portfolios and performance assessment.  The use of alternative assessment is 

still limited in institutions of higher education. However, Gipps (1998:78) is of the 

opinion that traditional assessment, and especially paper and pencil 

examinations, still hold the status of raising educational standards in developing 

countries such as Lesotho. This indicates that examinations may not be 

abandoned totally, but should be used together with alternative assessment 

practices within the economic context of Lesotho.  

  

7.2.4 Conclusions on the findings of the face-to-face interviews 
The conclusions of the qualitative investigation are presented and discussed in 

this section. It must be noted that in presenting the conclusions of the interviews, 

reference will be made to quantitative conclusions to indicate similarities and 

differences where necessary.  

 

• Existence of policy with regard to the use of alternative assessment  
Policy on general assessment of student achievement exists in higher education 

in Lesotho. However, there is a policy gap as far as the use of alternative 

assessment is concerned (6.5.2.1.1). The lecturers (7.3.2.1) and instructional 

leaders agree on this issue. It is necessary to close this gap through the 
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formulation of relevant policy guidelines to guide the application of alternative 

assessment in higher education   

 

• Quality of assessment practices 
There are differing opinions among instructional leaders about the quality of 

assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. Some 

instructional leaders are of the opinion that the quality of assessment practices is 

generally good, while some think the opposite. It is indicated that the quality of 

tests and examinations vary with individual expertise. Some lecturers set good 

examination papers, while some do not. Moreover, examinations need to be 

supplemented with the assessment of practical work to cater for students’ 

differences (6.5.3 and 1.2). Similar conclusions have been made on the findings 

of the lecturers’ questionnaires (7.3.2.1). This suggests the need for close 

monitoring and capacity-building in the assessment of student achievement; staff 

development, a quality assurance framework and consistency in assessment 

practices.  
 

• Major quality aspects of assessment practices 
Major quality aspects of assessment practices in institutions of higher education 

include the internal moderation of tests and examinations, encouraging the use 

of alternative assessment by management. Sometimes alternative assessment, 

such as oral presentation, oral examinations and class presentations are used 

(6.5.3.1.3). It is clear that the use of alternative assessment is generally very 

limited. This is congruent with the conclusions from both the lecturers’ and 

students’ questionnaires (7.3.2.1 and 7.3.2.2). Moreover, the challenge is that the 

use of alternative assessment should be encouraged by sound policy formulation 

and implementation, as well as staff development in assessment.  

 

• Major weaknesses of assessment practices   
The research has shown that assessment practices in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho have weaknesses. These include a gap in national policy 
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on the assessment of students, content-driven assessment and an exam-based 

curriculum, which has led to the extensive use of examination papers, rushing to 

teach for the examination and often the poor quality of examination papers. 

These weaknesses emphasise some of the defects of examinations and tests 

cited in the literature review (4.2.6) by Kellaghan and Greaney (1992:10; Salvia 

and Ysseldyke 1995:240; 241). Mitchell (in Hart 1994:7) points to the corrupting 

influence of examinations, which force teachers to teach and focus on what can 

be tested, and thus ignoring what is important for students to learn. Mitchell (in 

Hart 1994:7) further indicates that examinations and tests also encourage the 

coverage of superficial content; surface-learning, where examinations and tests 

determine the curriculum. Gardner (1993:29) criticises that in an examination-

based curriculum, the tail (assessment) wags the dog (curriculum). 

 

Inadequate and superficial assessment of students, due to the high student-

lecturer ratio, has contributed to the use of only group projects as alternative 

assessment. Cari (1990:75) agrees that mass education is a threat to the quality 

of higher education.  There are also financial constraints and a lack of availability 

of adequate resources for the use of alternative assessment (6.5.3.1.4). 

Excessive use of paper and pencil assessments is also confirmed by the 

qualitative data.   

 

• Suggested quality improvements on assessment practices  
A sound policy on internal moderation should be implemented in Lesotho, and 

heads of departments should take the responsibility to monitor the activities of 

internal moderation. Assessment of practical work should be emphasised and 

implemented. Adequate staffing and other resources are needed to implement 

alternative assessment. Students should be placed in the workplace to be 

assessed while performing. This may enhance performance assessment. There 

should also be strong financial support for students’ projects. 
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• Lesotho government initiatives to improve the quality of assessment 
practices 

No specific government initiatives were uncovered concerning its involvement in 

the assessment of student achievement. This emphasises a need to establish a 

national quality assurance system for the provision of clear policy guidelines to 

enhance the close monitoring of assessment activities in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho.  

 
7.3.5 Recommendations 
The following recommendations are made on the basis of the conclusions of the 

study. It is necessary to improve the quality of assessment practices by 

employing some of the following. 

 

7.3.5.1 Internal moderation  

External moderation of assessment is a common practice in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho. However, internal moderation seems to be uncommon 

practice. Moderation teams should be formed at departmental level and across 

faculties with the purpose of re-examining the assessment and the assessed 

work of the students. This can be achieved by small working teams, which may 

embark on joint planning and decision-making, as well as sound networking to 

improve the quality of assessment at faculty and departmental level on an on-

going basis. Moderation also helps to ensure that assessment approaches and 

strategies are appropriate to the objectives of the programs (Murdoch Grobellaar 

2004:113). 

 

7.3.5.2 Abandoning over dependence on traditional assessment 
The use of balanced assessment is necessary to improve the quality of 

assessment practices in institutions of higher education. Assessment approaches 

and strategies should be varied by reducing overdependence on traditional 

assessment. Practical assessment, including the use of projects; performance 

and product assessment; and student experiments are also necessary to 
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improve the quality of assessment practices in institutions of higher education in 

Lesotho. Alternative assessment assists to strike a balance in the assessment of 

students. Adams and Smith (1996:640) are of the view that there is not one best 

method of assessment. The use of diverse methods of assessment that respond 

to individual differences and the development of adaptive graduates of higher 

education in Lesotho and other countries with similar circumstances, is an 

imperative. This suggests abandoning the overdependence on only one 

approach or assessment technique. 

 

7.3.5.3 Adequate staffing as well as continuous and systematic staff 
development 
Higher education in Lesotho should embark on continuous and systematic 

development of staff to improve expertise in the assessment of student 

achievement. In line with the conclusions of this study, Gravett and Geyser 

(2004:220), as well as Heywood (2000:45) point to the need for institutions of 

higher education to ensure that all lecturers involved in the assessment of 

students possess the relevant and necessary skills to be competent in 

undertaking their roles and responsibilities. As one of his fourteen points of 

quality, Deming asserts that staff development is essential to improve quality in 

education (Nightingale and O’Neil 1994:127; West-Burnham 1993:8; and Arcaro 

1995:80). The escalation of mass education and other trends that impact on 

educational activities, have challenging implications for quality. Cari (1990:75) 

notes that mass education is a threat to quality in higher education. Adequate 

staffing, as well as continuous and systematic staff development is necessary to 

enhance and maintain the continuous quality improvement of assessment 

practices in education institutions in Lesotho.      

 

7.3.5.4 Sound financial support  
Sound financial support for the assessment of students in higher education is 

necessary. Students’ projects should be enhanced by proactive planning and 

efficient budgeting. 
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7.3.5.5 Regular and systematic review for continuous quality improvement 
Literature reveals that regular and systematic review of assessment practices 

assists in making informed decisions about the fitness of assessment to its 

purpose (James 1998:163). The review of assessment practices is important for 

continuous quality improvement, and is a common characteristic of quality 

assurance systems in higher education (Ellis 1997:11; and Fourie, Strydom and 

Stetar 1999:57). In line with the conclusions and the findings of this study, the 

practice of regular and systematic review of assessment practices in Lesotho is 

relatively minimal.  

 
7.3.6 The use of alternative assessment in institutions of higher education  
The problem of limited and ad hoc use of alternative assessment has been 

confirmed by the research. A policy-driven use of alternative assessment may 

assist to link student performance with assessment for the continuous 

improvement of quality in higher education, and particularly the enhancement 

and maintenance of quality of assessment practices in Lesotho. Different 

alternative assessment tasks (and/ or types) of alternative assessment should be 

used to abandon the overdependence on traditional assessment (Appendices A 

and B). Ashcroft (1995:129) asserts that since assessment is central to the 

maintenance of standards, the use of varied assessment approaches and 

techniques as best practices are imperative for continuous quality improvement. 

Alternative assessment practices are also important in responding to student 

diversity, which includes varying abilities, working and learning styles as well as 

cultural backgrounds (Anderson and Speck 1998: 55). Assessment of students 

should enhance the adoption of deep, active and reflective learning that simulate 

the problems of the everyday life of the student. The use of diverse assessment 

methods and techniques to suit individual differences and the development of 

adaptive graduates of higher education in Lesotho and other countries with 

similar circumstances, is essential.  
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7.3.7 Initiatives of the Lesotho government to improve the quality of 
assessment  
This study has unearthed that there is a gap in the national policy with regard to 

quality assessment practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. The 

Ministry of Education in Lesotho should work together with institutions of higher 

education to continuously maintain and improve the quality of assessment 

practices. This can be achieved through the formulation and implementation of 

relevant national and institutional policies, as well as a national quality assurance 

framework at all levels. Freeman (1993:15) affirms that there is a need for a 

quality assurance policy so that what the institutions of higher education regard 

as quality is well-defined and clearly documented. A quality assurance framework 

may also assist the government of Lesotho through the Ministry of Education to 

establish effective monitoring and networking systems at institutional and 

national levels.  

  
7.4 Possibilities for further research on the quality of assessment 
practices  
For continuous quality improvement, intensive research should be carried out on 

the following:  

 

• Finding appropriate mechanisms of quality assurance to enhance the 

quality of assessment of student achievement in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho. The outcomes of the research may enhance the 

formulation of a viable quality assurance framework and appropriate policy 

guidelines. 

• Enquiring into the possible ways of benchmarking assessment practices to 

enhance the maintenance and continuous improvement of quality. 

Adopting some of the assessment practices to improve local assessment 

in higher education would assist in the production of graduates that are 

globally competitive in the workplace.  
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• Investigation into the strengths and weaknesses of current assessment 

practices in institutions of higher education in Lesotho on a regular basis 

so that best practices of continuous quality improvement may be sought. 

Since quality changes with changing contexts, needs and demands in life, 

it is clear that research into the quality of assessment practices should be 

done to abandon old principles that are not applicable and to adopt new 

ones.   

 

7.5 Conclusion 
This chapter has provided the summary of the study by reinstating the problem, 

the research questions, the purpose and the objectives of the study.  The chapter 

also unfolded by providing a general overview of the sources of data and the 

methods used to investigate the quality of assessment practices as well as the 

extent to which alternative assessment practices are used in the higher 

education system of Lesotho. The findings and the conclusions of the empirical 

and theoretical research were also presented and integrated.  

 

The recommendations were made with regard to the way in which the quality of 

assessment practices can be improved, and also on the use of alternative 

assessment to avoid the overdependence of assessment practices on paper and 

pencil assessment in the higher education system of Lesotho. Finally, further 

research opportunities on ways in which to improve the quality of assessment 

practices were presented.        

 
7.6 Final conclusions of the study 
The purpose of the study was to investigate the quality of assessment practices 

and the extent to which alternative assessment is utilised in institutions of higher 

education in Lesotho. The focus of the study has been achieved and the study 

questions have been answered.  
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The quality of assessment practices in higher education is acceptable, despite 

some weaknesses. The problem of the study has been confirmed with regard to 

continuing the overdependence on traditional assessment, while the use of 

alternative assessment is limited. As such, the gap in the use of alternative 

assessment is a challenge to institutions of higher education in Lesotho.  It is 

necessary to find ways to use balanced methods and techniques of assessment. 

It is envisaged that the study has also provided a valuable theoretical 

background on the quality of assessment practices and the use of alternative 

assessment as a way of improving quality in the assessment of students in 

institutions of higher education in Lesotho.  

 
• so that best practices of continuous quality improvement may be sought. 

Since quality changes with changing contexts, needs and demands in life, 

it is clear that research into the quality of assessment practices should be 

done to abandon old principles that are not applicable and to adopt new 

ones.   
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APPENDIX A
QUALTY ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENTS IN I.ESOTHO

RESEARCH QUESTION FOR LECTURERS

Dear respondent,

You are cordially requested to complete this questionnaire. I am currengy
pursuing a Ph D degree with the university of the university of the Free state and
I am conducting this study to fulfill the requirements of the degree. The purpose
of this study is to investigate ihe quality of assessment practices and the use of
alternative assessment in institutions of higher education in Lesotho. you need
not write your name and the collected information will be treated-as: confjdentiaj.
Your cooperation will help towards the improvement of ihe quality of education in
your country.

Thank you in advance for your participation.

Yuors sincerely,

E

PH. D STUDENT, UFS



Mark with a cross in the provided soace.

i. Age group

Position held

Subject area

2

PART 1:

BIOG RAPHIC IN FORMATION

20-30

For office use only

I 3i-40
,41-50

i s1-60
i 61-65

i Maie

Female

01

02

Juntor iecturer

i Lecturer

j Senror iecturei

I othe(s):

Sesoiho

Engirsh

Mathematics

Science

Other(s):



. .,

For office use only

Experience (in years)

I 01-05

i 06-10

i 11-15

r 16-20
l

i21-2s

r othe(s):
05

PART 2:

QUALITY OF ASSESSMENT PRACTICES IN HIGHER EDUCATION

'lse the followrng four-point scale to indicate your evaluation regarding the guality of assessment practices in your'rstitutron.

Quatity aspects orffi For office use only

Ctear polrry exrst

Clear po[cy oocumffi
are accessible to all staff members

Other(s):

06

07

08

09

Assessmentouleaiv@
Assessment measures ffi
measure (to fit its purpose)



For office use only

3,1 Assessment practices witt OeEnsEtent if
repeated

3.2 Assessment instruments@
supposed to test

4.7

3.3 Other(s)

Soecificatrons of asffi
communtcated to students at the beginning of the
course/program

1.t Methods cf assessment m;EhEsks

't.J Other(s;:

). l in general assess

rmportant cjecisions

5.2 Other(s):

Assessmeni represents im
the currrculum

10

11

72

13

14

-^ 

-

a.2 Rssessmenffi

15

16

17

1B

Orner(s):

with receni
oevelopments in assessment

Assessmeni represen@
sublect area

Otherl s):

Assessment foEuiG on skills a nd therr
tra rrsfera bility

Assessmenr resuitsffi
have achreved specific6b;ectives of the.program

Other(s):

19



v.l Assessment covers hrgher order cogntttve skik
such as problem solving, critical thinking,

reasoning and others

9.2 Assessment encourages active learning not

of factualmemorization and regurgitation

knowledge

9.3 Other(s):

10.1

For office use only

26

27

21

22

In general assessment is a reasonable

lecturers and students

Other(s):

burden on 23

24

25

10.2 Assessment is manageable wi[hin

time

Assessment practices are coordinated to enhance

practicality

11.1 Assessment tasks are meaningful to studentl

lt.2 Assessment tasks are relevant to problems

students encounter in every c.ray life

Ctner(s;:

Feedbacx takes place within a reasonabie perrod

of trme

Feedback informs tnstruction to rmprove students

achievements

,Aoequate feedback is provided to monfoiltudErLt
ga? |

progress

28

29

L2A

13. l Equal assessment opportunities are proviOeO to aii

students
31

Ali students have equal access to assessment13.2

information
32



For office use only
tJt4

74.1 Polrry in assessment on

failure or otherwise

supplementing or others)

t4.2 Stuoents can makG appEJffitrrd,"glGr r"srtr,
(e.9. wrong entry)

15. L

redemption

exists (for

rn case of

exampie

34

Studenrs

assess.nent,

assessment

and iecturers

i.e. they make

are involved

shared decisions

tn

in

J-)

36

37

Jb

39

!5.2 Lecturers and

assessment

parents make shareo decisions

'1 ( 1 All lecrurersmateffi
-)..1 Other(s):

Crea r polio, on stafiGveropment Exrsts

Everyiectureri@
capacrty

buildrng in assessment

Other(s)

indrvrdua j oepanmEnts assessment
practices regularly

Dracti ces svsrematrcaltl

: Other-(s ):

revtew

rrrulVruud, Oepartments revtew assessment



-l

PART 3:
THE USE OF ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENTS

Use the following flve-point scale to indicate

described below.

how often you use the assessment the tasks and types that are

very

frequently
Freguentty I occajioniii, : Rarely Never

For office use only
Quality aspects of issessment task

18.1 i'ctearporiryguidm
I alternativeassessment.

18.2 Authentic (real life) assessment are useA

TO. J r Alternative assessments @
and paper tests and examinations) are used

18.4 pertoimance assessment rocusrng "n.ffiof a student performing an action is used

18,5 performanib aiseslmEnt rocus,ns 
-on ;alG;..r

of a produC is used

How often do you employ:ttne
types of assessment practices?

r Students' own experiments

Students' pro;ects

ro. d Students' portfolios

18.9 Students' products

18.10 Assessment of a srudenfnerformmq an action

18.1 1 Demonstrations (exhi bitions)

18.12 I Field work
I

43

44

8.6
:
8.7

1

_
1

lot

46

48

49

50

51

52

53

54
18.13 i Extended essays

i8.14 orhe(s):

THANKYOUFORYOM



APPENDIX B

QUALTY ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENTS IN LESOTHO
RESEARCH QUESTION FOR STUDENTS

Dear student,

You are cordially requested to complete ihis questionnaire. I am currentiy
pursuing a Ph D degree with the university of the University of the Free State and
I am conducting this study to fulfill the requirements of the degree. The purpose
of this study is to investigate the quality of assessment practices and the use of
alternative assessment in institutions of higher education Maseru area in
Lesotho' You need not write your name and the collected information will be
treated as confidential. lt is envisaged that your cooperation will help towards the
improvement of the quality of education in your eountry.

Thank you very much in advance for: your participation.

Yuors sincerely,

rs. NE

PH. D STUDENT, UFS



1'

l
l

l

J

]i

The purpose of thjs questionnaire

and the extent to which they are

area, Lesotho,

RESEARCH QUESTTONNATRE FOR STUDENTS

is to collect data on how students experience the
presented with alternative assessment practices

quality of assessment practtce

in higher education: l'{aseru

in curriculum studies at the University of the Free State,

To complete this questionnaire, read the instructions and then answer the questions.
Atlempt all the questions as indicated,

The questionnaire is strictly confidential and the responses will be used for the purpose of this study only.
Your cooperation is highly appreciated,

PART A:

BTOG RAP HIC IN FO RMATIO T.I

1. What is the name of your institution?

Mark with a cross (x) in the appropriate box.

2. Gender

The study is undertaken in pursuance of docroral degree
Bloemfontein.

DIRECTIONS

1

)

3.

4.

For office use only

Which is your subject area?



4.

3

PART 2:

QUALTW ASSESSM ENT PRACTICES

The aim of this part is to oetermine how you experience the quality of assessmeni Dracices in vour instrtutron
Use the foliowing 4-point scale to rate the qualily assessment in your institution.

5rrongty

agree

Agree Disagree Strongly

disagree

4 3 2 1

Use a cross (x) to indicate your choice,

For office use only
Assessment

4.1 Is motivating
01

02

03

04

05

06

07

08

09

10

11

12

1aIJ

1..i

15

16

Is inreqrated into instruction

is fair

is lrnked to Iearning ob;ectrves

Is manaqeable

4.6 Encourages self-refl ection
I
I

47 Helps you improve

Encourages deep understandino

+.9 tncouraoes active learninq - -- l
I

I
I

I_t
I

4.14 Improves any abrlity to work rn a group

I
I

-- __l

thinking, problems solving, transfer of skills and

knowtedge

410

4 1i

Feecback rs rnformative

Feedback rs prompt

I

i

I-.'.
i

I

4.72 Lcientifles rndivrdual strenoths

r.1 1 Identifles indivrdual weakrresses

4.15 Improves ability to work independently

z+,.Lt)



For office use only
Assessment

4.17 Specifications and expectations are communicated

to students at the beginning of the course

4.18 Guidelines and expectations are clear and explicit

4.79 Procedures allow for appeal process or grievance

procedures (in case of failure or any probiem)

4.20 Assessment is redeemable (e.g. second chance is

provioed in case of failure or otheruvise)

4.21 Environment is conducive

4.22 Other(s):

USE OF ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENTS

Indicate how often you are assigned the following types of assessment tasks using the following four-point scale:

Always Most of

the time

Sometimes Never

4 3 2 1

Use a cross (x) to indicate your choice

For office use only
Types of assessment tasks

Student's own experiment

5.2 Prolect assessment

5.3 Portfolio assessment

items)

(assessment of collected

Product assessment

constructed somethino

(where a student has

10

19

5.

))

a-ZJ

24

e.g. a circuit board)



Types of assessment tasks

Assessment of actual performance (a

assessed performing an action, e.g.

student is

a first aid

For office use only

t26

27

28

29

30

31

skill)

Demonstrations (exhibition!)

Freldwork

5.8 Extended essay

5.9 Pencil and paper assessment- lexanrs a testg

5.10 Other(s); Specify

THANK YOU IN ADVANCE FOR YOUR COOPERATION!
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APPENDIX C 

 

QUALITY ALTERNATIVE ASSESSMENT IN HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM 
OF LESOTHO 

   
 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL FOR LESOTHO GOVERNMENT OFFICIAL 
 

The purpose of this interview protocol is to investigate the opinions of the government 

officials of the Lesotho government on the quality of assessment practices in higher   

education system of Lesotho. 

 

Question one:  What are opinions of the Lesotho Government officials on the quality 

of assessment practices in higher education system of Lesotho?  

 
i) What is your opinion on the quality of assessment practices in higher 

education in Lesotho? 
 

ii)  What do you see as major quality aspects of assessment of students’     
 

  achievements in higher education system of Lesotho? 
 

iii) What do you see as major weaknesses of assessment practices in higher   

education system of Lesotho? 

 
iv) What quality improvements would you suggest to be made on assessment 

practices in higher education system of Lesotho? 

 

Question two: What are the government initiatives to improve quality of assessment  

 Practices in higher education? 

 
i) What is the Government doing to improve the quality of assessment practices 

in higher education in Lesotho? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………
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…………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………… 

 

 

APPENDIX D 

 

Lesotho College of Education 
P.O. Box 1393, 
Maseru 100. 
Lesotho. 

 
                                                                          20Th. APRIL.2006 

The Administrator 
………….. 
………. 
Lesotho 

 

Dear Sir / Madam, 

 

   Request to conduct research study  

  

I would like to present this letter to request permission to conduct a research study in 
your institution/ department among the students and the lecturers/officers. 
 
 The purpose of the study is to investigate the quality of assessment practices and the use 
of alternative assessments in higher education in Lesotho.  The study is undertaken as a 
requirement for a Ph.D. degree in education (Curriculum Science) with the University of 
Free State (UOFS). It is envisaged that your cooperation will help towards the 
improvement of the quality of higher education in your country. 
  
Thank you very much in advance for your cooperation. 
 

Yours Sincerely, 

 

(Mrs.)’Matselane Khaahloe. 

Ph.D. Student, UOFS. 
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                                                          APPENDIX H 
 
                           Pearson’s correlations of questions 18.1 to 18.13 
  

 Q18.1 Q18.2 Q18.3 Q18.4 Q18.5 Q18.6 Q18.7 Q18.8 Q18.9 Q 
18.10 

Q 
18.11 

Q 
18.12 

Q 
18.13 

Q18.1 1 .594 .384 .389 .369 .529 .047 .444 .290 .293 .324 .369 .190 
Q18.2 .594 I .503 .553 .432 .513 .089 .480 .333 .346 .412 .389 .059 
Q18.3 .384 .503 1 .496 .457 .406 .114 .319 ..215 .095 .345 .284 -.013 
Q18.4 .389 .533 .496 1 .697 .386 .233 .260 .495 .457 .387 .373 .178 
Q18.5 .369 .432 .457 .697 1 .422 .284 .275 .474 .362 .333 .325 .063 
Q18.6 .529 .513 .406 .386 .422 1 .406 .535 .495 .511 .585 .487 .221 
Q18.7 .O47 .089 .114 .233 .284 .406 1 .289 .421 .441 .448 .299 .244 
Q18.8 .444 .480 .319 .260 .275 .535 .289 1 .486 .539 .602 .407 .220 
Q18.9 .290 .333 .215 .495 .474 .495 .421 .486 1 .603 .557 .432 .188 
Q18.10 .293 .346 .095 .457 .362 .511 .441 .539 .603 1 .628 .435 .223 
Q18.11 .324 .412 .345 .387 .333 .585 .448 .602 .557 .628 1 .675 .386 
Q18.12 .369 .389 .284 .373 .325 .487 .299 .407 .432 .435 .675 1 .472 
Q18.13 .190 .059 -.013 .178 .063 .221 .244 .220 .188 .223 .386 .472 1 

                                                             APPENDIX I  

                                Pearson’s correlations for questions 5.1 to 5.9 
 Q5.1 Q5.2 Q5.3 Q5.4 Q5.5 Q5.6 Q5.7 Q5.8 Q5.9 
Q5.1 1 .240 .347 .358 .356 .309 .306 .134 .058 
Q5.2 .240 1 .324 .345 .167 .268 .392 .217 .119 
Q5.3 .347 .324 1 .457 .418 .305 .218 .159 -.013 
Q.4 .358 .345 .457 1 .394 .271 .325 .246 .078 
Q5.5 .356 .167 .418 .394 1 .400 .306 .216 .052 
Q5.6 .309 .268 .305 .271 .400 1 .377 .267 .185 
Q5.7 .306 .392 .214 .325 .306 .377 1 .281 .185 
Q5.8 .134 .217 .159 .246 .216 .267 .281 1 .281 
Q5.9 .058 .119 -.013 .078 .052 .185 .185 .281 1 
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	learning styles are not compatible with traditional assessment since current theories of learning emphasise how learners think and how they apply thinking skills (Adams 1996:236).  Adams (1996:236) alleges that the “hows” that are emphasised by curren...
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	The characteristics of examinations may contribute to views that propose that   paper and pencil assessment should not be totally rejected, but instead be reviewed for continuous quality improvement and the maintenance of standards in education.
	It appears that the above advantages of examinations may contribute to the controversy of total abandonment of these forms of assessment. The issue is whether to abandon examinations totally or to improve them by incorporating alternative forms of ass...
	the disadvantages of this form of assessment in the next section.
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	4.3.9 Alternative assessment and current theories of learning
	Anderson and Specks (1998:23) indicate that the drive to abandon traditional assessment and to move towards alternative assessment is motivated by the compatibility of the latter with current recommended theories of learning (cf. 4.3.9.1; 4.3.9.2; 4.3...
	4.3.9.1 Constructivism and alternative assessment
	This section explores the relationship between constructivist views and the use of alternative assessment. By drawing on a synthesis of current work in cognitive psychology, philosophy and anthropology (Abruscado 2000:26; Ornstein and Hunkins 2004:116...
	 Knowledge is defined as temporary and developmental. It is socially and
	culturally mediated by prior knowledge. It is constructed by students as a result of their natural world;
	4.3.9.2 Learning styles and alternative assessment
	The theories of different learning styles have implications for any educational delivery, including assessment of student achievement.  The implication of different learning styles is that students have their own styles of learning and they exhibit th...
	Alternative assessment implies the provision of different learning environments in which student diversity may be addressed. Student diversity is one of the challenges of quality in higher education (4.3.9.2).  This implies that the students should be...
	The compatibility of multiple intelligences with alternative assessment is examined in the next section.
	4.3.9.3 Multiple intelligences and assessment
	Gardner’s fear that assessment of student achievement is the determinant of the curriculum may be reversed, so that the dog (curriculum) wags the tail (assessment).


	 Age groups (Question 1)
	Figure 6.1 presents information about the age groups of the lecturers who participated in the study.
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	According to the pie chart in Figure 6.1, large percentages of participants fall within the age ranges 41-50; 31-40 and 51-60 years. A small number of the lecturers who participated in the study fall within the age groups 51-60 years and 20-30 years o...
	 Gender  (Question 2)
	Both male and female educators participated in the study. These included fifty males (41%) and seventy-one females (59%). More female lecturers than male lecturers participated in the study.
	 Positions held by lecturers (Question 3)
	The lecturers who participated in the study hold different positions, ranging from junior lecturers (22%) with a frequency of 26; lecturers (55%) with a frequency of 67; and senior lecturers (20%) with a frequency of 24. Other positions (3%) with a fr...
	Figure 6.2 shows the frequency and the percentages of the participating lecturers in their different positions at the institutions. As indicated in Figure 6.2, more lecturers participated in the study and this is followed by junior lectures and senior...
	 Subject areas of  lecturers (Question 4)
	This question was posed to determine the subjects taught by the lecturers who participated in the study and to determine whether lecturers from different subject areas were represented.
	More lecturers teach ‘other’ subject areas which were not specified in the questionnaire. These included subjects such as Teaching Methods, Evaluation and Assessment, African Languages, Commercial Studies and others (51%), with a frequency of 62. New ...
	 Experience  (Question 5)
	Teaching experience of the participating lecturers in years was required to determine the educational caliber of the respondents. The following emerged: 01-05 years: 25 per cent (with a frequency 30); 06-10 years: 23 per cent (with a frequency of 23);...
	Figure 6.4: Experience of lecturers
	The results in Figure 6.4 show that the experience of many lecturers fall within the ranges of one to five years; six to ten years; eleven to fifteen years and twenty-one to twenty-five years of experience. Small numbers of lecturers have sixteen to t...
	The general picture is that female lecturers represented the largest number of the participants and most of the participating lecturers hold the positions of lectureship. The largest number of the participants teaches emerging subjects while the small...
	6.2.2 Quality of assessment practices (Part 2)
	The purpose of part two of the lecturers’ questionnaire was to determine the lecturers’ perceptions on the quality of assessment practices (Appendix A) in higher education in Lesotho. The questionnaire required the lecturers to evaluate the quality of...
	6.3.1 Implementation of alternative assessment tasks
	The purpose of subsection I of Part 3 of the lecturers’ questionnaire was to investigate the extent to which alternative assessment tasks are used in the higher education system in Lesotho. The lecturers were requested to indicate how often they use t...
	7.2.1.1 Conclusions on quality in educational systems and processes (Chapter 2)
	The literature research on quality in educational systems and processes (Chapter 2) reveals the following:
	 The problem of the poor quality of higher education and its activities and processes, such as the assessment of student achievement, is a global phenomenon. Institutions are accountable to a variety of stakeholders (2.3), who always demand high qual...
	 History shows that the idea of quality was adopted from industry and commerce and that it is widely applied in education systems and processes (2.4). The definition of quality is multi-dimensional, however; the core definition is fitness for purpose...
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