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Introduction: Higher education institutions are under increasing pressure to respond to societal needs which has in turn led to
changes in the type of knowledge, competencies, and skills required from learners. Assessment of student learning outcomes is the
most powerful educational tool for guiding effective learning. In Ethiopia, studies are scarce on assessment practices of learning
outcomes of postgraduate students in biomedical and pharmaceutical sciences.

Objective: This study investigated the assessment practices of learning outcomes of postgraduate students pursuing studies in
biomedical and pharmaceutical sciences at the College of Health Sciences of Addis Ababa University.

Methods: A quantitative cross-sectional study was conducted using structured questionnaires administered to postgraduate students
and teaching faculty members in 13 MSc programs in biomedical and pharmaceutical sciences at the College of Health Sciences of
Addis Ababa University. About 300 postgraduate and teaching faculty members were recruited with purposive sampling. The data
collected included assessment methods, types of test items, and student preferences on assessment formats. Data were analyzed using
quantitative approaches, descriptive statistics, and parametric tests.

Results: The study indicated that several assessment strategies and test items were practiced without a significant difference across
fields of study. Regular attendance, oral questioning, quiz, group and individual assignments, seminar presentations, mid-term tests,
and final written examination were commonly practiced assessment formats, while short question and long question essays were the
most commonly used test items. However, students were not commonly assessed for skills and attitude. The students indicated they
mostly preferred short essay questions, followed by practical-based examinations, long essay questions, and oral examination. The
study identified several challenges to continuous assessment.

Conclusion: Practice of assessing students' learning outcomes involves multiple methods focusing on assessing mainly knowledge;
however, the assessment of skills appears inadequate, and several challenges appear to be hindering implementation of continuous
assessment.
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Introduction

Higher education institutions are under increasing pressure to respond to emerging societal needs.' Assessment is known
to support teaching-learning processes, and guides processes aimed at the attainment of applied competencies by learners.
The assessment of students’ progress continuously is also a mechanism to maintain the quality of higher education.” The
function of assessment in higher education includes monitoring student progress, providing feedback on learning,
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accountability, certification of learners’ achievement, supporting learning and teaching, and informing instruction and
curriculum.>~

Healthcare educational training occurs in several changing contexts which impact the learning of students and their
professional practice.® Graduates should demonstrate a good understanding of complex issues based on sound assessment
strategies. Thus, assessment reform has emerged as an academic response to the demands of the health science
professions and the need to equip graduates with the necessary competencies. Effective assessment in health science
education requires tasks that assess cognitive, psychomotor, and affective domains.’

The issue of educational assessment measures is a global concern.® Students' capacity for learning and engagement
appears to be enhanced with the appropriate curricular designs; however, this does not always happen in practice because
it depends on methods of assessment practiced and feedbacks given to students.’

The assessment of learning outcomes especially in postgraduate students needs to test higher-order cognitive skills.'”
The ability of assessments to recognize and reward a student’s performance in these skills is essential. Tests which only
reward the recall of knowledge, concepts, and routine techniques are not fit for purpose within the scopes of postgraduate
education. Assessments need to be performed continuously in the process of teaching-learning.

Modules in competency-based curriculum are designed to forge logical links between learners' needs, aims, learning
outcomes, resources, learning and teaching techniques, and strategies and assessment criteria.'’ The active learning and
continuous assessment are pillars in the instructional process of modular approaches to teaching;'> however, research
findings in Ethiopia indicate that the assessment activities at present are largely summative, assess the development of
lower-level cognition, and do not contribute to improvements in students' learning.'> Assessment is also one way of
securing quality in higher education.’

The Ethiopian higher education institutions curricula were shifted to a modular approach of learning where program
modules are designed focused on competence to determine the workload of students, and to consolidate the student-cent
ered teaching.'* The rationale for introduction of modular curriculum in the Ethiopian higher education system was that
modularization combines advantages of performance objectives, self-pacing, active learning, and continuous feedback,
and identifies key competencies such as vocational and professional skills, job-specific skills, and transferable skills.'”
Addis Ababa University has introduced the modular approach of teaching in graduate programs since 2010 as a policy,
and assessment strategies are clearly described in curricula as formative (continuous assessment) with weight of 60% and
summative assessment with weight of 40% to be implemented for assessment of learning outcomes. Training was given
to the academic community before implementation of modular curriculum, but formal studies that assess proper
implementation of assessment practices are limited.

In Ethiopia few studies were conducted in undergraduate programs of public universities to evaluate assessment

practices, implementation challenges of modularization, and continuous assessment,'*!'*!51°

and only one study has
been conducted in postgraduate programs on assessment.'” However, studies on assessment practices of postgraduate
student learning outcomes in Ethiopian higher educational system are limited, and no study has been published on
assessment of learning outcomes of postgraduate students in biomedical and pharmaceutical sciences in Ethiopia.
Therefore, the goal of this study was to evaluate assessment practices (using both student and faculty experiences) of
student learning outcomes in postgraduate programs in biomedical and pharmaceutical sciences; the specific aims of study
were: to evaluate assessment strategies and test items practiced, to evaluate understanding and interpretation of continuous
assessment, to explore the challenges to implementation of continuous assessment, and to identify students’ preference on

assessment methods and test items.

Methods
Study Setting

This study was conducted in 7 academic departments and 13 graduate programs in both the School of Pharmacy and
School of Medicine of the College of Health Sciences of Addis Ababa University. In 2009, the School of Pharmacy and
School of Medicine, and other health sciences programs merged to form the College of Health Sciences of Addis Ababa
University. The departments that offer postgraduate courses include the Department of Pharmacology & Clinical
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Pharmacy, Department of Pharmaceutics & Social Pharmacy, Department of Pharmaceutical Chemistry &
Pharmacognosy, Department of Anatomy, Department of Physiology, Department of Biochemistry, and Department of
Microbiology and Immunology.

The Study Design and Population

A cross-sectional descriptive study was conducted in postgraduate students and teaching faculty at the College of Health
Sciences of Addis Ababa University. A quantitative survey was employed to explore student and faculty perspectives
regarding assessment practices. The study population comprised postgraduate students enrolled in Master of Science
(MSc) programs in biomedical and pharmaceutical sciences in the College of Health Sciences of Addis Ababa University
including pharmacology, pharmacy practice, pharmaceutics, pharmacoepidemiology and social pharmacy, pharmaceu-
tical analysis and quality assurance, pharmacognosy, regulatory sciences, health supply chain management, anatomy,
biochemistry, physiology, microbiology, and parasitology.

The study population also included faculty teaching postgraduate courses in MSc programs.

Sample Size Determination and Sampling Techniques

The total number of postgraduate students in 13 postgraduate programs at the time of this study was 300, and the total
number of teaching faculty members was 57. Therefore, a convenient sampling of all available students attending MSc
courses and all faculty involved in teaching of postgraduate courses in biomedical and pharmaceutical sciences at
College of Health Sciences of Addis Ababa University was considered. Consideration of all respondents was justified to
partially compensate for expected non-response rate in the era of COVID-19 pandemic during which instructions were
shifted to virtual platforms.

Data Collection and Management

Data were collected using structured questionnaires. The questionnaires for data collection were prepared based on the
literature review.'®?°2? The questionnaires were reviewed by experts and pre-tested and validated on a small number of
respondents (n=24), after which adjustments were made to improve the clarity and appropriateness of the questionnaire
items. The questionnaires were administered to postgraduate students and teaching faculty. Data collected include
demographic data of students and faculty, various themes of assessment including assessment strategies, test types,
awareness of continuous assessment, challenges to implementation of continuous assessment, and preference of assess-
ment methods.

For opinions, views, and attitudes of respondents about assessment that need agreement to a given statement or
question, a 5-point Likert scale (ranging from 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree) was designed, while for
questionnaire statements that focus on frequency responses of practice of assessment, the questionnaire items were
designed using a six-point frequency response Likert-type scale (ranging from l=never to 6=always).

The data were collected from a diverse range of respondents such as postgraduate students from 13 academic
disciplines, and teaching faculty with diverse qualifications and experience of teaching which could triangulate the
findings.

Operational Definitions

Assessment is defined as any act of interpreting information about student performance, collected through any means,

while the term evaluation is used to mean the process of arriving at judgments using assessment information.
Continuous assessment (formative assessment) is defined as a periodic and systematic method of assessing and

evaluating a person’s attributes with feedback given to students.

Data Analysis

Data were cleaned, coded, entered, transformed, categorized, and analyzed using SPSS version 25. The data in this study
are qualitative in nature, obtained from subjective opinions, attitudes, and perceptions on questions asked and derived
from a Likert scale but analyzed using quantitative methods. In this study we aimed to combine the items in order to
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generate a composite score (Likert scale) of a set of items for different participants, then defined the scale as an interval
scale, thus used mean and standard deviations as measures of central tendency and dispersion, and parametric tests such
as independent sample #-test and one way analysis of variance (ANOVA) were used to test differences between means.
For variables significant in ANOVA analysis, Fisher LSD post-hoc multiple comparisons were performed. The reliability
of items in the questionnaire was checked using Cronbach’s-alpha reliability coefficient. The results indicated that alpha
was ranging from 0.7 to 0.9, indicating items were intercorrelated and had acceptable internal consistency. Data were
described as frequencies, percentages, and mean (standard deviations). Significance was declared at p-value less
than 0.05.

The study data were collected using questionnaire designed using Likert scale rating for opinions, frequencies,
and attitudes and perceptions. The Likert scale is applied as one of the most fundamental and frequently used
psychometric tools in educational and social sciences research,>® though it is also subject to debates and contro-
versies on the analysis of data. The Likert scale was developed to measure attitudes, and the typical Likert scale is
a 5- to 7-point ordinal scale used by respondents to rate the degree to which they agree or disagree with
a statement.>* Literature informs two schools of thought on the analysis of item response in Likert scale: some
consider the Likert scale as an ordinal scale, and recommend use of median and mode as measures of central
tendency, and interquartile range as measures of dispersion, and use of non-parametric test; while the other school of
thought considers the Likert scale as an interval scale and recommends use of mean and standard deviation as well
as parametric tests for data analysis.”>*> However, evidence from both real and simulated data indicates that
parametric tests tend to give the correct answer even when assumptions of a normal distribution of data are
violated, so parametric tests are sufficiently robust to yield largely unbiased answers that are acceptably close to
“the truth” when analyzing Likert scale responses.?®

Results

Sociodemographic Data and Disciplines of Study

This study explored assessment practices of learning outcomes of postgraduate students in various academic disciplines
by considering opinions and views of both student and faculty members. A total of 231 out of 300 graduate students
completed the questionnaire, and 43 faculty members completed the questionnaire out of 57, giving the total response
rate of 76.8% (274/357). However, 20 questionnaires from graduate students were incompletely filled and were thus
excluded from analysis. The sociodemographic and enrollment data of respondents are indicated in Table 1 and Table 2.

The majority of student respondents were male (79.6%) and in the age group 20-30 years (55.2%).

Table | The Sociodemographic Data of Study Participants

Students (Number, %) Faculty (Number, %)

Sex Sex

Male 168 (79.6) Male 39 (90.7)

Female 43 (20.4) Female 4 (9.3)

Age Age

20-25 27 (12.9) 25-30 0 (0)

26-30 116 (55.2) 31-35 12 (27.90)

31-35 47 (22.4) 3640 Il (25.6)

3640 18 (8.6) 4145 8 (18.6)

(Continued)
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Table | (Continued).

Students (Number, %) Faculty (Number, %)
Over 40 2 (0.9) 46-50 4(9.3)
Current enrolment status Over 50 8 (18.6)
Course work 54 (25.6) Teaching experience in years
Thesis research 157 (74.4) Less than 2 5(11.6)
2-5 8 (18.6)
5-10 8 (18.6)
10-20 13 (30.2)
Over 20 9 (20.9)

Academic qualification

MSc 19 (44.2)
MD 3 (6.90
PhD 21 (489)

Academic Rank

Assistant 24 (55.8)
professors

Associate 12 (27.9)
professors

Professors 7 (16.3)

Table 2 The Frequency Distribution of Respondents by Academic Disciplines

Faculty (Number, %) | Academic Disciplines Students (Number, %)
3(6.9) Anatomy 15 (7.1)
2 (47) Biochemistry 2 (0.9)
7 (16.3) Clinical pharmacy 30 (14.2)
0 (0) Health supply chain management 32 (15.2)
1 (2.3) Medicinal chemistry 2 (0.9)
7 (16.3) Microbiology 11 (5.2)
8 (18.60) Pharmacology 26 (12.3)
4 (9.3) Pharmaceutics 27 (12.8)
3 (6.9) Pharmacognosy 11 (5.2)
2 (4.7) Pharmaceutical analysis and quality assurance | 12 (5.7)
2 (4.7) Pharmacoepidemiology and social pharmacy | 12 (5.7)
3 (6.9) Physiology 10 (4.7)
1 (2.3) Regulatory science 21 (10)
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Assessment Strategies and Practices

This study indicated that assessment strategies employed by instructors (as reported by students), were taking regular
attendance, oral questioning in the classroom, quiz, group and individual assignments, seminar presentations, mid-term
test, and final written examination, which were the most common strategies of assessment of learning outcomes;
however, observation on practical tasks, and self- and peer-assessments were never practiced (Table 3). The findings
were also reproducible as reported by faculty (Table 4). There was no statistically significant difference in assessment
strategies across academic disciplines based on both student and faculty responses (p > 0.05 in both cases).

Table 3 Types of Assessment Strategies Practiced in Postgraduate Programs as Reported by Students

No Assessment Strategy Most Frequent Rating N (%) MeanzSD
| Final written examinations Always 128 (60.7) 5.14%1.261
2 Individual assignments Frequently 56 (26.5) 422+1.319
3 Seminar presentation Frequently 64 (30.3) 4.02+1.383
4 Group assignments Frequently 61 (28.9) 3.83+1.335
5 Mid-term test Often 55 (26.1) 3.65+1.480
6 Oral questioning in class Frequently 65 (30.80) 3.64+1.251
7 Taking regular attendance Often 56 (26.5) 3.35%1.479
8 Pre-assessment Rarely 8l (384) 2.40£1.163
9 Quiz Rarely 62 (29.4) 2.87+1.278
10 Pre-assessment Rarely 81 (384) 2.40£1.163
I Observation on practical tasks Rarely 62 (29.4) 2.36%1.377
12 Self-assessment Never 93 (44.1) 1.95%1.186
13 Peer-assessment Never 107 (50.7) 1.84+1.203
Overall 39.2% 3.27£0.996
Cronbach’s-alpha reliability coefficient = 0.749

Table 4 The Types of Assessment Strategies Practiced in Postgraduate Students as Reported by Faculty

No Assessment Strategy Most Frequent Rating N (%) MeantSD
| Final written examinations Always 32 (74.4) 5.35%1.307
2 Group assignments Frequently 18 (41.90) 3.98+1.205
3 Individual assignments Frequently 14 (32.6) 3.90+1.376
4 Oral questioning in class Often 18 (41.90) 3.70+1.337
5 Mid-term test Frequently 14 (32.6) 3.59+1.533
6 Quiz Frequently 12 (27.90) 3.44+1.485
8 Seminar presentation Frequently 15 (34.9) 3.37+1.346
9 Taking regular attendance Frequently 10 (23.3) 3.10£1.543
(Continued)
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Table 4 (Continued).

No Assessment Strategy Most Frequent Rating N (%) MeaniSD

10 Observation on practical tasks Rarely 11 (25.6) 3.05%1.618

Il Pre-assessment Rarely 13 (30.2) 2.42+1.314

12 Peer-assessment Never 22 (51.2) 1.84+1.233

13 Self-assessment Never 23 (53.5) 1.77+1.088
Overall 39.1% 3.27+0.910
Cronbach’s-alpha reliability coefficient = 0.711

Investigation on the types of assessment items (test types) shows that short essay and long essay questions were
predominantly practiced to assess students’ learning outcomes, while individual and group seminar presentations were
often used; however, multiple choice questions (MCQ), true—false questions, and computational problems were rarely
used. Other types of assessment such as oral examination, practical-based examinations, extended matching items,
laboratory reports, and portfolios were never practiced according to students' responses (Table 5). Findings from faculty
respondents indicated similar trends for the types of assessment items practiced, and other items like oral examination,
laboratory reports, practical exams, and case-based exams were also never practiced (Table 6). There were statistically

significant differences (F=3.67, p=0.00) in assessment items across academic disciplines based on students’ opinion.

Table 5 The Types of Assessment Items Used by Instructors in Postgraduate Programs as Reported by

Students
No Type of Test Item Most Frequent Rating N (%) MeanzSD
| MCQ Rarely 60 (28.4) 3.42+1.588
2 True —false questions Rarely 86 (40.8) 2.29+1.262
3 Extended matching items Never 85 (40.3) 2.13%1.327
4 Short essay questions Frequently 68 (32.2) 4.51%1.325
5 Long essay questions Always 63 (29.9) 4.41+1.386
6 Computational problems Rarely 71 (33.6) 2.89£1.198
7 Individual seminar presentation Often 50 (23.7) 4.03+1.439
8 Group seminar presentation Often 56 (26.5) 3.49+1.391
9 Oral examination Never 94 (44.5) 2.09£1.302
10 Practical-based exam Never 74 (35.1) 2.31£1.392
I Case-based exam Never 53 (25.1) 2.66+1.396
12 Supervised internships Never 88 (41.7) 2.16+1.357
13 Laboratory reports Never 110 (52.1) 2.02+1.414
14 Portfolios Never 74 (35.1) 2.52+1.593
Overall 34.9% 2.92%0.804
Cronbach’s-alpha reliability coefficient = 0.760
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Table 6 The Types of Assessment Items Practiced Among Postgraduate Students as Reported by

Faculty
No. Type of Test Items Most Frequent Rating N (%) MeanzSD
| MCQ Always 18 (41.9) 3.95+2.070
2 True —false questions Rarely 15 (34.9) 2.77+1.586
3 Extended matching items Never 14 (32.6) 2.23%1.172
4 Short essay questions Often 14 (32.6) 3.98+1.581
5 Long essay questions Frequently 9 (20.9) 3.051.710
6 Computational problems Never 18 (41.9) 2.21%1.424
7 Individual seminar presentation Often 14 (32.6) 3.81+1.468
8 Group seminar presentation Frequently 12 (27.9) 3.43%1.399
9 Oral examination Never 12 (27.9) 2.86+1.582
10 Practical-based exam Rarely 15 (34.9) 2.93+1.387
I Case-based exam Rarely 15 (34.9) 2.70+1.423
12 Supervised internships Never 24 (55.8) 2.00+1.482
13 Laboratory reports Never 15 (34.9) 2.33+1.426
14 Portfolios Never 23 (53.5) 2.23%1.702
Overall 36.2% 2.87+0.468
Cronbach’s-alpha reliability coefficient = 0.721

The respondents were also asked how they understand and interpret continuous assessment (CA). Almost in all items
asked, students indicated their agreement with an overall item scale mean of 3.76 indicating the right interpretation and
attitude on continuous assessment. However, 36.7% of students have a misconception that continuous assessment can be
administered until the student achieves passing grades (Table 7). Similarly, faculty indicated their correct understanding

Table 7 The Graduate Students’ Understanding and Interpretation of the Continuous Assessment

No | Item Questionnaire N (%) (Agree | MeantSD
+ Strongly
Agree)
| CA is administration of several tests to determine the student’s status in | 159 (75.4) 3.85+0.984
the course
2 CA provides day-to-day feedback about the learning-teaching 169 (80.1) 3.89+1.022
3 CA is administration of different assessment tasks during learning 171 (81) 3.91+0.884
4 CA informs the student’s learning progress 174 (82.5) 3.94+0.979
5 CA helps the instructor to identify the right teaching approaches 179 (84.8) 4.10+0.904
6 CA can be administered until the student achieves passing grades 77 (36.7) 297+1.142
Overall 73.49% 3.7610.205
Cronbach’s-alpha reliability coefficient = 0.663
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and interpretation of a continuous assessment with an overall item scale mean of 3.94. Similarly to students, about 30%
of faculty also believe that CA can be administered until the student achieves passing grades (Table 8). The study
participants were questioned about the optimum number of assessment tasks per module for deciding the status of the
student on the assessment of learning outcomes. Both students and faculty converged on 4 assessment tasks as an
optimum.

In this study, current assessment strategies and test items were investigated through interviewing both students and
faculty. Additionally, students were invited to provide their opinion on the choice of their preferred assessment items or
methods. The results (Table 9) indicated that most students agreed on assessment items in the order of preference
indicated by item means: short essay questions, practical-based examinations, long essay questions, oral examinations,
and multiple choice questions. This finding is interesting, given that about 80% and 70% of students affirmed practical-
based examinations and oral examinations, respectively, as their preferences even if these formats were not represented in
current assessment practices. There was no significant difference (F=1.489; p=0.13) across disciplines in preferred
method of assessment types, and there was no statistically significant difference between genders in the preferred choices
of assessment types (=0.791, p=0.430).

Table 8 The Understanding and Interpretation of Continuous Assessment as Reported by Teaching Faculty

No | Item Questionnaire N (%) (Agree | MeantSD
+ Strongly
Agree)
| CA is administration of several tests to determine the student’s status in | 34 (79.1) 3.84+1.214
the course
2 CA provides day-to-day feedback about the learning-teaching 36 (85.7) 4.33+0.954
3 CA is administration of different assessment tasks during learning 35 (87.5) 4.07+£0.917
4 CA informs the student’s learning progress 42 (97.7) 4.47+0.550
5 CA helps the instructor to identify the right teaching approaches 35 (83.3) 4.24+0.790
6 CA can be administered until the student achieves passing grades 13 (30.2) 2.70%1.166
Overall 81.8% 3.94£0.471
Cronbach’s-alpha reliability =0.521

Table 9 Students' Preference on Assessment Methods and Test Items

No | Items on Questionnaire N (%) (Agree + MeantSD
Strongly Agree)
| Multiple choice questions 143 (67.8) 3.61£1.176
2 True—false questions 86 (41.3) 2.97+1.237
3 Short essay questions 188 (89.1) 4.11£.790
4 Long essay questions 158 (74.9) 3.84+1.009
5 Extended matching items 67 (31.8) 2.79+1.128
6 Oral examinations 147 (69.7) 3.63+1.008
7 Practical-based examinations 169 (80.1) 4.04+0.968
Overall 64.9% 3.57£0.260
Cronbach’s-alpha reliability coefficient = 0.574
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This study also enquired about the challenges to implementation of continuous assessment in postgraduate teaching.
The students believed that shortage of instructional time, inadequate teaching and learning materials, large content of
courses, lack of information communication technology facilities, lack of support from academic administrators, and lack
of specific manuals and guidelines for assessment are challenges to implementation of continuous assessment (Table 10).
Faculty responses indicated that they have the same belief as student respondents (Table 11). Large content of courses
was the biggest challenge agreed by both students and faculty. There was no significant difference across academic

Table 10 The Challenges to Implementation of Continuous Assessment in Graduate Teaching as

Reported by Graduate Students

No | Item on Questionnaire (Challenges) N (%) (Agree + MeaniSD
Strongly Agree)
| Shortage of instructional time 116 (55) 3.34%1.145
2 Inadequate teaching and learning materials 129 (61.1) 3.47%1.101
3 Large content of courses 133 (63) 3.61£1.104
4 Lack of information communication technology facilities 105 (50) 3.30+1.095
5 Big class size (student-teacher ratio) 79 (344) 291+£1.225
6 Inadequate assessment skills of instructors 70 (33.1 2.83%1.163
7 Negative attitude from instructor 68 (32) 2.92+1.114
8 Negative attitude from students 67 (31.2) 2.82+1.080
9 Lack of support from academic administrators 107 (51) 3.38+1.066
10 | Lack of specific manuals and guidelines for assessment 119 (56.7) 3.39£1.143
Overall 47.12% 3.19+0.085
Cronbach’s-alpha reliability coefficient = 0.768

Table Il The Challenges to Implementation of Continuous Assessment in Graduate Teaching as
Reported by Faculty

No | Item on Questionnaire (Challenges) N (%) (Agree + MeantSD
Strongly agree)
| Shortage of instructional time 28 (65.1) 3.56x1.140
2 Inadequate teaching and learning materials 28 (65.1) 3.56%1.031
3 Large content of courses 30 (69.8) 3.70%1.206
4 Lack of information communication technology facilities 30 (69.8) 3.76+1.284
5 Big class size (student-teacher ratio) 23 (53.4) 3.37+1.291
6 Inadequate assessment skills of instructors 17 (39.5) 3.05+1.112
7 Negative attitude from instructor 3 (6.9) 2.51+0.935
8 Negative attitude from students 7 (16.2) 2.67+0.892
9 Lack of support from academic administrators 17 (39.5) 3.26+1.093
(Continued)
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Table 11 (Continued).

No | Item on Questionnaire (Challenges) N (%) (Agree + MeantSD
Strongly agree)

10 | Lack of specific manuals and guidelines for assessment 26 (60.6) 3.56£1.098

Overall 48.59% 3.30£0.180

Cronbach’s-alpha reliability coefficient = 0.882

disciplines in challenges for implementation of continuous assessment according to student respondents; however, faculty
respondents indicated statistically significant differences (p=0.013).

Discussion

The present study was conducted with the goal of evaluating assessment practices (using both student and faculty
experiences) of student learning outcomes in postgraduate programs in biomedical and pharmaceutical sciences and
several specific aims. The findings will serve to initiate more medical education research that will have relevance to
improve learning, teaching, and assessment practices among postgraduate programs in Ethiopia and other low-resource
settings. The study addressed several aspects of assessment practice including assessment strategies, types of test items,
student preferences on assessment tools, interpretation and understanding of continuous assessment, and challenges for
implementation of continuous assessment.

The study on current assessment practices in the study setting indicated that various formats of assessment are used
by instructors to assess learning outcomes of graduate students; the main methods of assessment are taking regular
attendance, oral questioning in classroom, quiz, group and individual assignments, seminar presentations, mid-term test,
and final written examinations; however, practical tasks and newly introduced innovative methods such as portfolios,
self- and peer-assessment, and simulations®’ were not practiced in the study setting. The practical tasks were not used as
an assessment tool; this may be related partly to lack of advanced laboratories and consumables that suit postgraduate
teaching for the conduct of experiments or demonstration during instruction of modules which may be paralleled by the
lack of application of the same for assessment purposes. Studies recommend validation that assessment methods for
learning outcomes are adequate predictors of future performance of graduates. A focus should be placed on formative
assessment, such as peer-assessment and self-assessment, which has been historically neglected in the medical sciences
but which may be partly the answer to increasing cohort sizes in recent years.” Collaborative learning models are one of
the approaches to teaching in modular postgraduate education, but peer-assessment was not currently practiced in the
study setting. However, the importance of peer-assessment is clearly understood if we want to test the learner’s ability to
collaborate, communicate, assess, and give and receive feedback, all of which are essential parts of healthcare profes-
sionals which can be then assured by peer-assessments.”® Assessment for learning by means of formative assessment in
medical education can completely change the learning process in postgraduate students.>” More recently, portfolios, self-
and peer-assessment, simulations, and other innovative methods were introduced in higher educational contexts.

Similarly, investigations on the practice of types of tests administered as assessments showed that short essay
questions and long essay questions were predominantly practiced to assess students’ learning outcomes, while individual
and group seminar presentations were often used; however, MCQ, true—false questions, and computational problems
were rarely used. Oral examination, practical-based examinations, extended matching items, laboratory reports, and
portfolios were also never practiced, which clearly indicates deficits in assessment of skills among graduate students.
Short and long essays and MCQ test mainly knowledge of learners. Studies recommend a carefully balanced combination
of test items to comprehensively reflect the assessment blueprint. The assessment methods commonly used in both
undergraduate and postgraduate medical education are multiple choice questions (MCQ), extended matching questions,
essay questions, objective structured clinical examinations (OSCE), and oral assessment.” The predominant use of short
essay and long essay questions in the present study may indicate the true practice of faculty to focus on assessment of
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knowledge and understanding of subject matter and neglect of assessment of the skills component of learning. Our
observation is further strengthened by the lack of practice of oral and practical examinations and laboratory reports in this
study.

There was no significant difference in the assessment strategies and types of test items across postgraduate disciplines
of study, which may be related to similarity of disciplines i.e. all are basic science fields in health sciences that may
practice nearly similar approaches of teaching-learning and assessment. The findings have some comparability to the
study reported by Chalchisa.'” The assessment methods should match the competencies being learnt and the teaching
formats being used, while multiple assessment methods are necessary to measure students’ knowledge and skills.*
Studies indicate that both knowledge and skills can be tested using current assessment methods, but attitude, comprising
teamwork, professionalism, and communication skills, is more difficult to assess.’

Modular curricula were designed and implemented in Addis Ababa university with the objective of training graduates
with job-specific skills and competencies. For effective transfer of learning using modular approach, educational design
needs to focus on activation of existing knowledge, engaging with new information, demonstrating competence and
application in the real world.*! Studies indicate that continuous assessment is poorly implemented for various
reasons.'>'*'> We tried to assess student and faculty attitudes on the interpretation of continuous assessment. Our
findings indicate that both students and faculty positively agreed to all items indicating their positive awareness on
continuous assessment; however, more than 30% of both students and faculty have a misconception that continuous
assessment can be administered until the student achieves passing grade. This contradicts the main purpose of continuous
assessment, which is driving teaching-learning through use of assessment results, with less focus on student achievement,
so the finding informs the necessity of intervention at both student and faculty levels. The study suggests that in order to
maximize the benefit of the modular curriculum, the basic principles of modularization should be perceived well by both
students and instructors.”

The challenges to implementation of continuous assessment in postgraduate teaching were evaluated. Both the
students and faculty agreed that the shortage of instructional time, inadequate teaching and learning materials, large
content of courses, lack of information communication technology facilities, lack of support from academic adminis-
trators, and lack of specific manuals and guidelines for assessment were challenges to implementation of continuous
assessment. These challenges are also typically reported in other low-resource settings.>> *® The curricular designs need
to consider fulfillment of educational inputs, standards and policies, and human and material resources before launching
academic programs. One way of securing quality education is by assessing students’ progress continuously and filling the
gaps observed in their skills based on the results of the assessment.’

In Addis Ababa University, there is not any guidance on the standard number of assessment tasks to be administered
to graduate students that is aligned to the time given for students' learning of a particular module. In this regard the
respondents were asked to suggest an optimum number of assessment tasks; both students and faculty members
recommended four tasks as an optimum number of assessment tasks to assess student achievement against course
level learning outcomes. This finding should be aligned to mitigate challenges to the implementation of continuous
assessment given scarcity of resources in the study setting.

In this study, students were invited to give their opinion on the choice of their preferred assessment items or methods.
The results indicated that most students agreed on assessment items in the order of preference indicated by highest item
means: short essay questions, practical-based examinations, long essay questions, oral examinations, and multiple choice
questions. This finding is an interesting one in that about 80% and 70% of students also affirmed practical-based
examinations and oral examinations, respectively, as their preferences even if current assessment practice indicated their
absence. The investigation of students’ assessment preference has gained increased attention due to understanding factors
that drive the learning process and its outcomes.® Students’ preferences of assessment methods reflect their perception of
the learning environment, their learning conceptions, and their approaches to learning, i.e. students’ preferred assessment
requirements are strongly related with their approaches to learning.?” In this study preference of students for short essay
questions, long essay questions, practical-based examinations, oral examinations in that order may indicate approaches of
postgraduate learning practiced and students' desire for achievement of learning goals. Assessments using multiple choice
questions motivate students towards surface approaches of learning, while open, essay-type questions encourage them to
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pursue deep understanding of the subject and the achievement of long-term knowledge.’” The study on learning
approaches suggests a positive shift towards deep and strategic learning in postgraduate students,®® which infers that
assessments in postgraduate studies need to be designed in alignment with such new learning style shifts. If different
groups of students favor different assessment types but achieve similar learning outcome, knowing that preference can
clearly inform faculty decisions regarding which types of assessment to plan.*® In this regard, alignment and balancing of
assessment with students’ preferences and expectations may be recommended.

Conclusion

The study indicated that several assessment strategies and test items were practiced in biomedical and pharmaceutical
graduate programs in Addis Ababa University without a significant difference across fields of study based on the opinion
of both students and faculty. Short question and long question essays were not only the most prevalently practiced forms
of assessment but also the most preferred ones. Practical-based examinations and oral examinations were also identified
as top preferred assessment forms. However, assessment tools for measuring practical skills and attitude were not
adequately used as evidenced from lack of practical-based assessments like observations, lab reports and portfolios, peer-
assessment and self-assessment. Students and faculty appear to have adequate understanding and interpretation of
continuous assessment; however, there are several challenges identified against its implementation including large
content of courses, lack of information communication technology facilities, lack of teaching-learning materials, shortage
of instructional time, and lack of administrative support and manuals and guidelines.
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