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Using Perception for assessments and exams
Dr Joel Parker
School of Biological Sciences
BIOL1004 Patterns of Life uses online multiple-choice tests to assess whether students have memorised the many scientific terms required to identify and classify organisms. Rote memorisation is only level 1 of Bloom’s taxonomy of learning outcomes, but knowing these terms provides an essential foundation for the higher order skills the students will develop later.
The use of online tests enables Joel to set sufficient questions to cover the whole curriculum, and the Questionmark Perception software marks all the tests instantly and accurately. The software also analyses the results for each question so he can identify any areas where the cohort as a whole has problems.

There are two graded assignments during the course, each with 50 questions covering recent topics. Students can see the score they obtained and so get feedback on their progress – this has proved popular. The questions and answers are made available on Blackboard after the test so that students can check and revise.
At the end of the course there is an essay examination plus a final online test with 50 questions covering the whole curriculum.
The four course instructors provided 40 questions each, and the tests and exam are drawn from this pool. The questions were entered into Perception by Matthew Bellamy, the School’s e-learning specialist – this was helpful since the software has a steep learning curve and can be confusing for novices.
The software randomises the order of the questions presented to each student to minimise opportunities for cheating such as whispered messages or simply leaning back and looking at an adjacent screen.
One of the biggest challenges is scheduling the tests and fitting them around the students’ timetable – they are not replacements for lectures. There are around 120 students, so more than one workstation area is usually required and hence more than one invigilator. The workstation areas may be in different and unfamiliar parts of the campus. It is important to allow for a few ‘spare’ workstations inc case of failure. Joel commented that ISS staff have been very helpful with the practical aspects of running online assessments.
Students who miss an assessment due to illness or some other factor beyond their control are able to take it a few days later in a small ad-hoc session. Joel has learned how to schedule these additional assessments himself.
There is a possibility that the lists of questions and answers will be passed on to the following year’s students – but if they decide to ‘cheat’ and learn the answers by heart then they will be memorising the scientific terms, which is what they are required to do anyhow!
