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Abstract—This study presents our experiences in designing,
implementing and deploying an on-line evaluation scheme to
measure the English and information technology skills of new
entrants to Sri Lankan universities at point of entry in 2011.
Over 15,000 students from 25 districts of the country were
subjected to the on-line evaluation. The test was conducted by
using a learning management system, in 24 consecutive days in
twenty six centres scattered across the country. This paper
sums up the experiences we gathered in conducting the
evaluation of a larger group of students spread across a wide
geographical area and the lessons learned.

Index Terms— Assessment, blended learning, evaluation,
skills.

I. INTRODUCTION

In Sri Lanka after obtaining secondary education in one of
the two local languages, namely Sinhala or Tamil, around
22,000 students enter 15 universities located island wide to
follow over 220 degree programmes offered under the
government free education programme annually. There is
high demand and competition among students for university
entrance. In the year 2010 only 17.2% of qualified students
were able to secure a place in a university [1]. Due to the
change in the language used for learning, a large number of
students required further training in English. Also due to lack
of resources at schools, the Information Technology (IT)
knowledge of these students at the time of entering the
universities is well-below the level required. Also, there are
not many students who either own a computer or had a
chance to use computers before.

The Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE) in Sri Lanka,
in an effort to upgrade the English and IT skills of the new
entrants, introduced a pre-orientation programme (POP) in
2011 which included English and IT skills [2]. The aim was
to conduct an intensive training programme in English and IT
over a period of 3 months for students selected to follow
university degree programmes. The main objective of the
training programme in English and IT was to elevate the
current knowledge of English and IT of university entrants
and enhance their ability to use them effectively for academic
success at the university level. Over the last few years
training programmes spanning over 4 weeks were carried out
by respective universities to improve both the English and IT
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knowledge of students after admitting to the universities.
After identifying that the students require at least 3 months
training to improve English and IT, a methodology was
developed to identify the weak students who are eligible for
university entrance and to train them both in English and IT
prior to their admission to the universities. Two of the main
problems to be solved in implementing this project were to
identify the weak students from the large number of
prospective university students reside at every corner of the
country within few days and to train them locally by using
local resources rather than bring them to a central location
which was not feasible due to various constraints.

Results of such tests will definitely guide teachers and
policy makers in recognizing learner goals and redesigning
and strengthening syllabuses for future English and IT
undergraduate courses. Several studies [3], [4] have
documented the positive impacts of national examinations on
improving curricula and teaching and learning methods.

Il. METHODOLOGY

The constant use of the Internet and the World Wide Web
has inspired many teachers, moderators and trainers to work
with students using the computer. Working with networked
and multimedia technology not only enhances the IT
knowledge of students but also their English Language skills.
In the foreseeable future, academics and English language
teachers will have to take a closer look at aligning
assessments schemes with courses that are offered online as
well as using the traditional method (which will have some
online components).

Indeed, assessments are believed to be the ‘engine that
drives and motivates’ students [5]. It is now believed that
highly networked organizations such as professional
associations are recognizing the huge potential of ‘any time,
any place’ assessment schemes [6]. Online assessments are
definitely revolutionary and offer more opportunities for
students to benefit from the own learning. As we are bending
more and more toward learner-centred teaching and learning,
developing assessments with the use of multimedia
technology will provide teachers and academics with new
methods of assessments.

The design of assessments to evaluate the student progress
was based on formative assessments [7] with respect to the
curriculum of the courses and the objectives of the
programme. Multiple Choice Questions (MCQs) were the
main types of questions and this form of testing was
successfully used for the BIT programme of the university
[8]. In this programme we showed that MCQ could be used to
assess skills in courses such as “PC Applications” in which
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knowledge and skill of general application packages were
evaluated [9]. Whether it is an online or face-to-face (f2f)
course, the assessment of those who have followed the course
is very important to certify their learning [10]. Formative
assessments were ideal for our target group.

There is no doubt about the vital role of examinations in
determining language policy and planning as they introduce
ways of reforming syllabuses, existing teaching methods etc.
The definitions and aims of language planning have been the
subject of much debate [11]. Fasold [12] observes that the
term implies that certain choices will be made about language
behaviour. In language planning and policy, one of the first
steps is to discover more information of the target population,
their social distribution and the status of languages used [13].
In addition, successfully conducted national examinations
pave to measure developed competencies, abilities and skills
of the target population. National assessments schemes act as
an important instrument to identify factors that will impact
language policy and planning in a country and in turn shape
the education system. In this backdrop, nationally conducted
online examinations are definitely agents of change in the
education system of a country.

To assess the English and IT skills of the new entrants to
Sri Lankan universities the following techniques were used:

e A situational analysis with stakeholders to develop

content for the tests and course

e Pre-test for English to assess English language skills at

point of entry

e Pre-test for IT to assess IT skills at point of entry

A situational analysis was conducted with stakeholders
namely ministry officials, university officials and lecturers to
develop the assessment techniques, the course content and
mechanism for a specific target population and to identify the
possible regional centres where the course and the online
tests can be conducted.

After the situational analysis, it was decided to coordinate
this training centrally, and to assess and train all weak
students using regional centres. Each training programme
was designed to be delivered over 12 weeks covering 4 hours
of learning for each subject (English and IT) per week for
each selected student. Training was supplemented with take
home assignments for students.

A. English Course

In addition to the 48 hours of teaching and learning that the
students experienced by following the orientation course, the
English component also offered a listening component
comprising of 12 extra hours. A student book plus a teachers’
guide were developed for the English component. The
objectives of the English component were many. It aimed to
develop the new entrants use of English in day to day
activities, in informal and formal conversations, for academic
reading and writing purposes, to enhance the students’
listening skills and finally to enable the new entrants to
function effectively in their chosen academic fields.

The course content for the English component contained
an integrated approach where all the skills such as reading,
writing, speaking, vocabulary, grammar and listening were
incorporated. Each lesson also contained a separate listening
activity based on the respective topics. In addition, the
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English component was accessible to students as a blended
online course. In any case, the listening component was
accessible only as an online task. This was so designed to
enhance the students’ use and knowledge of IT skills even
within English.

B. IT Course

The entire IT component was offered to students online
with facilitators at the regional centre trained to guide the
students. An average user was expected to complete the
course within 45 hours and the curriculum covered the
content of a typical information technology driving license
level [14], which includes working with a computer, Internet
services, word processing applications, preparing
presentations and data analysis using spreadsheet
applications. The study material of the course was developed
and made available on-line, in a Course Management System
(CMS) for both student and trainers. A question base was
provided to conduct an on-line test after completing the
course to access the student’s achievement. The open source
software application Moodle [15] was used as the CMS to
deliver the course content.

Through this method of delivery, each centre was able to
offer training for 10 batches of students. Thus having a
training centre in each district in the country, it was possible
to cover more than 50% of the target group. The sole
objective of the pre-tests was to identify weak students to be
placed at the limited region centres. The regional centres
enabled access to English and IT knowledge for all university
entrants and to determine how factors like location and
gender affect on their knowledge. Online courses were
prepared and deployed on a central server for both courses
for all students which can be access anytime from anywhere
from the country. The on-line courses comprised of a
spectrum of learning resources such as student manuals,
references, activities and quizzes. These on-line courses were
aimed at students with reasonably good knowledge in IT to
follow the programme at their own pace from anywhere
using the online material. As large number of students may
not have used a computer before, the pre-test was designed
using multiple choice questions to check their basic skills.

The assessment of the English and IT skills of the new
entrants through supervised online pre-test was held for the
first time in June 2011. It was the first instance of an online
test that has been administered island wide to assess skills of
tens of thousands of students.

C. English Test

To design a test that would reveal the English competences
of all the new entrants was an extremely difficult task. The
test was designed to gauge not only the reading, vocabulary
and grammar skills of the students but also their written
competencies. Hence, the English evaluation technique
consisted of four components. The four components were
designed to evaluate the reading, grammar, vocabulary and
writing skills of the new entrants. The English evaluation
technique was based on UTEL (University Test of the
English Language, Sri Lanka) Level 4 (a benchmark scheme
modelled on IELTS - International English Language
Testing System [16]). The English evaluation technique
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mainly focused on pre-intermediate English language skills.
The adoption of UTEL benchmark 4 was because, in the
situational analysis that was conducted, it was revealed that
undergraduates of Sri Lankan universities were expected to
be at a minimum of UTEL 5 when they graduate. Hence, the
orientation course and the assessment techniques were
modelled on benchmark UTEL 4.

D. IT Test

The IT evaluation technique consisted of modules
focusing on computer driving licence level [14]. The pre-test
was administered by the National Online Distance Education
Services (NODES) [2] of the government of Sri Lanka and
was conducted in 26 centres around the country including the
North and the East. The duration of the tests was two hours (1
hour for English and 1 hour for IT). The new entrants were
asked to register on-line for the pre-test prior to sitting for it.

One of the main difficulties faced in conducting the test
was the uneven distribution of students across different
districts and the availability of test centres to conduct the
examination (Fig. 1a). Thus difficulties were faced in
assigning students to their closest examination centres
resulting uneven allocation of students in each examination
date. Another challenge was to encourage and access the
students who have never used computers before. Through
media students were encourage online booking to enrol for
online test. Facilitators at regional centres were trained to
assist in the entire process including subsequent training and
evaluations using online material. Due to the lack of
knowledge of students on on-line examinations resulted in
many students pressing wrong keys and terminating their
sessions accidently. Thus in the first few days, students
actions were carefully monitored and the Moodle quiz
module was customized to minimize the unintended actions
during the examinations. Also, all examination centres were
monitored real time through video-conferencing facilities
and the supervisions at the examination centres were
instructed to educate the students on common mistakes prior
to starting the examination. Out of the 22,000 who were
offered training about 30% didn’t take part as they were not
ready to take up the opportunity or they were unaware of the
programme.

DIFFICULTIES FACED

IV. RESULTS

The test was conducted by using Moodle CMS, in 24
consecutive days in twenty six centres scattered across the
country. Over 15,000 students from 9 provinces and 25
districts of the country were subjected to the on-line
evaluation. Performance in these tests is given in Fig. 1b.
After considering many factors and the expected outcome the
pass marks for the IT and English were set as 40 and 80
respectively.
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V. CONCLUSION

The implementation of the project validated the
effectiveness of the approach employed. Also, the findings of
the study revealed students’ competence in IT and English
skills prior to entering the Sri Lankan universities. The
findings also revealed whether there were significant
differences between students in urban city areas and rural
areas in Sri Lanka. Based on the results of the study, this
study determined the student population at pre-intermediate
level, below and above in both IT and English skills. The
purpose for such categorization was to exclude students who
are above the pre-intermediate level and to focus on the
students who are below that level for further training. Our
findings have already provided significant insights for the
designing and implementing mass scale distributed on-line
evaluations and for course designers and teachers of IT and
English undergraduate courses in Sri Lankan universities.
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