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1. Project Overview & Objectives

Ufi has been working with a project team of 2 Awarding Bodies, Edexcel and CCEA, technology partners Bradford Technology Ltd, and FD learning to pilot the delivery of online assessment to learndirect Skills for Life learners. This pilot project is part of a larger national initiative called “The Paperless Exam Project (PEP 2)” which is piloting online assessment within normal qualification conditions across England and Northern Ireland.

This pilot project gave up to 200 learndirect Skills for Life learners the opportunity to sit online Basic Skills and Key Skills National Tests in Literacy, Numeracy and IT at Levels one and two under examination conditions from 23rd September to 4th October 2002. 

Objectives of the Pilot Project 

· To prove the effectiveness of the technological solution in delivering online assessment in Basic/Key Skills.

· To identify and address pedagogical and technological issues raised by online testing.

· To identify learner attitudes to and demand for online National Tests.

· To identify effective procedures for candidates and centres in delivering online assessment.

· To give a manageable number of pilot centres experience of online assessment with these Awarding Bodies with a view to rolling out online assessment nationally in the near future.

2. Participating Centres

Six learndirect learning centres in London & South East Regions were selected to work with the London based Awarding Body Edexcel and two in Belfast were selected to work with the Northern Ireland based CCEA.  Five learndirect Army Education Centres (AECs) also participated, three located in England, one in Northern Ireland and one overseas. The centres were selected to provide a range of learning models for a variety of types of Basic Skills and Key Skills learners. Details of the participating pilot centres can be found in Appendix A
.

Two other learndirect centres identified at the start of the project were unable to proceed to testing due to internal difficulties and are not included in this report. 

The full PEP 2 Project also included other non-learndirect centres that are also excluded from this report.

3. Technology overview

Two technological solutions were offered to fit the range of learndirect centres’ architectures.
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The Local Area Network (LAN) based solution was used at Ards, Dairy Farm, Little Ilford, The Learning Hub and The Flexible Learning Centre. The Non-LAN solution was used at Laing & all AEC’s.

The PEP 2 test delivery software, developed by Bradford Technology Limited (BTL) and FD Learning (part of the Fretwell Downing Group), comprised The Microboard, a dedicated website which contained all candidate registration and administration functions and the Exambase Server and Exambase Client  that handle the secure rescheduling & delivery of tests to candidates within the examinations centre. The Microboard site also held electronic versions of all documentation and the test software for downloading.  

For centres with a LAN-based architecture the Exambase software was installed on the LAN server with tests and data downloaded and uploaded to The Microboard via the Internet before and after tests. Where the centre did not have a LAN configuration or a specific LAN (i.e. Novell) was not supported at this stage, the Exambase software resided on a remote server hosted by BTL and was accessed over the Internet in ‘real time’ to run the tests.

All learndirect centres were able to comply with the minimum technical specification
 required although one needed to upgrade their Internet connection. 
Issues:

Both systems effectively delivered tests and the software generally worked well. Centre staff considered it well designed and easy to use.  A number of issues arose that are noted here in summary. These will be covered in detail in the PEP 2 evaluation report to be published by Edexcel/CCEA

1. Edexcel and CCEA still have concerns relating to integrity/reliability of service when using the Internet to deliver assessment materials from a remote server. Consequently the LAN solution is seen as the preferred architecture for roll out by the two awarding bodies.

2. The PEP 2 software is still being upgraded and it was felt that the use of the Internet showed up a number of the issues to be resolved. Most problems were caused by the use of security and encryption facilities that caused difficulties with making connections and ‘time outs’ when connecting to servers. An upgraded version of the software was released to centres during the session that improved some issues.

3. The late delivery of documentation and incomplete pre-testing of software also contributed to some difficulties with installation and running of software. Further development and testing of the software is required. 

4. The quality of the helpdesk support provided by BTL was considered very high by centres but very substantial support for centres was required during the pilot. The LAN centres required a greater amount of installation support than the non-LAN centres.  It is unrealistic to expect a similar amount to be given to a greater number of centres during a nationwide roll out. Careful consideration needs to be given to reducing the amount of helpdesk support required by centres installing the LAN solution. An effective strategy for managing large-scale installation will be a crucial factor in determining the success of an effective roll out. In particular there needs to be a strategy for on site testing to prove system integrity in advance of live tests being delivered.

5. For centres running the non-LAN solution the question of where the server and it’s associated support functions is to be hosted needs to be addressed. It is not currently feasible for Ufi to host a server that would involve handling confidential candidate and examination data. Nor can Ufi manage assessment on behalf of a single Awarding Body, as that would compromise UfI’s impartiality. However it is important to be able to offer this alternative technological solution as it has the scalability to enable small, remote (such as outreach) centres or those with low levels of technical support to offer assessment.

6. There was a higher than expected number of last minute or on demand candidates. Registration procedures and the software need to be improved to accommodate this. Much greater flexibility is required to provide testing on demand as the rigidity of holding sessions at specific times on specific dates within a window caused difficulties and deterred some learners from participating. 

7. Difficulties encountered in handling the results data delayed the issuing of results by three days. Results processing needs to be speeded up for future sessions.

4. Test Content

Candidate reaction to the Literacy and Numeracy tests was exceedingly favourable. Candidates reported enjoying the experience of taking the tests and of participating in the pilot. Many learners reported that they valued the opportunity to gain a formal qualification. Almost unanimously they reported preferring to take an online test rather than a paper test. This was evidenced both in candidates with and without experience of computer based learning. 

The test screens were considered easy to use and navigate. The instructions and help functions were clear and easy to follow. The layout and colour scheme were satisfactory although some minor enhancements were suggested.

Question loading times were mostly acceptable with 7 seconds being the maximum recorded for the later version of the software. An objective of the next software release is to reduce this to 2 seconds.

Security was handled effectively with candidates unable to access any other functionality from within their PC during tests.

Issues:

1. The test content caused some concerns. At present the online tests that are devised by the QCA are identical to the paper tests and are clearly written with A4 paper format in mind. The scenario information often contains too much text to fit onto a computer screen and many learners found the font too small. The use of a zoom feature helped but enlarging the scenario overwrote the stem question which candidates considered a hindrance.  

2. No account has been taken of multimedia features of computer based delivery such as are used in learndirect’s learning materials and the QCA need to consider this for future tests. In particular the use of audio for explaining instructions is required.

3. The mouse click functionality to answer questions was considered easy to use but some candidates felt the tests insufficiently engaging and would have preferred a variety of question styles with more interaction.

4.  Candidates also reported feeling uncomfortable with the format of the multiple-choice questions that are stated as incomplete sentences without punctuation. This contradicts the writing style that SfL learners are taught and was found confusing.

5. There was no additional support offered for candidates with special needs or disabilities. No additional help was offered to people with SLD or reading difficulties. One candidate with impaired eyesight was able to use a screen magnification program ‘Luna’ over the test to enhance her view. The whole issue of special arrangements is to be addressed by the PEP project in its next phase.

5. Centre Management of Assessment

5.1 Technical support

Participating centres were provided with technical documentation and instructions both on paper and via the Microboard. Some documentation was delivered late. Each centre was asked to nominate a technician for the duration of the pilot project. The technician attended a pre-test briefing session. Support to centre technicians was provided by the BTL helpdesk and in some cases on-site support was given for installation.

Issues:

1. The quality and availability of technical support in centres was a key element in the success or otherwise of the centres using the LAN solution. Complex IT support relationships involving third party contractors accessed via helpdesk services added difficulty to some centres' ability to offer the assessments effectively as no one member of the service took responsibility or had full knowledge of the assessment system. Consequently technicians on call during testing were unfamiliar with previous installation and configuration issues and were unable to identify or resolve difficulties. Where nominated technicians went on leave or were periodically not available centres were left with difficulties that in some cases delayed or disrupted tests.

2. Centres using the non-Lan configuration needed much less on-site support but instead required more administrative support at the server.

3. Potential solutions to these difficulties may include:-

· The AB approval process including the signing off of each assessment centre individually on demonstration of technical competence to offer assessment prior to live sessions taking place.

· Eligibility to offer assessment being made subject to clearly defined contractual terms of IT support (i.e. service level agreements) by the centre which would have to be agreed with any service contractors.

· The Awarding Body/software developer providing an on site installation service, possibly chargeable.

· A named individual in each centre to take full responsibility for providing adequate assessment technical support. 

· Greater provision of instructional materials, documentation or training for technical staff and contractors. 

5.2 Assessment management and invigilation

Participating centres were provided with Instructions for the Conduct of Electronic External Tests including content based on the learndirect/BSI Draft Guidance Manual for BS 7988. Each centre was asked to nominate an Assessment Manager for the duration of the pilot project who attended a pre-test briefing session.

The Instructions for the Conduct of the Tests were considered clear, well written and manageable. 

Issues:

1. The environment & layout instructions were considered useful but some centres had difficulty complying with the requirements due to insufficient time to acquire partitions. In some cases centres had to improvise solutions. The layout of centres differed enormously and some centres found it more difficult to provide appropriate workstation layouts than others due to a variety of environmental factors. However all centres managed to provide a layout that did not compromise the sitting of the tests.

2. The invigilation arrangements and procedures for managing the assessments were generally considered effective. The Awarding Bodies are reviewing the provision of contingency papers to ensure that this process is effective also.

3. The Warning to Candidates and Notices to Candidates provided by the AB were too difficult for candidates to understand and a simplified version is required.

4. In most centres assessment management and invigilation for the pilot project was carried out by the Centre Manager or a Facilitator. In one centre an external invigilator from within the College staff was used. 

5. Centre staff were obviously inexperienced in assessment management and found it a stressful task, particularly as they had to do it as well as their other normal duties. Although the pre-test briefing covered all aspects of how to manage and invigilate the tests most centres needed additional support on or just prior to the day of tests with the invigilation procedures such as correctly displaying notices, locating workstations and using screens and partitions. Together with the stress of learning unfamiliar software functionality and preparing candidates in a short timescale this was a significant workload for the centre staff, especially in situations where there were unforeseen technical difficulties also. This was not conducive to providing a relaxed and supportive ambience for the candidates.

6. These difficulties should be overcome for the future, as a parallel project is under way to develop the capability of learndirect centres to deliver online assessment. This is scheduled for piloting in January 2003, and participating centres will be provided with a full guidance manual and trained Assessment Co-ordinators. This should ensure that a robust, impartial and effective invigilation and assessment process and system is in place prior to centres running any further online assessments. The feedback from this pilot project  will be taken into account when rolling out the training and guidance. 

6. Candidate Preparation

Candidates who sat the Tests came from two routes, those who were already working on learndirect Skills for Life courses in their centres and those who came with no prior experience of learndirect. 

All centres were advised at pre-test briefing sessions on how to appropriately prepare candidates for testing using learndirect SfL courses. Centres were also provided with advice on how to prepare learners for the computer based tests in the context of the ICT requirements.


Evaluation of candidate preparation showed how the following courses and materials were used and rated by staff. (not all centres reported)

6.1 Learners working in learndirect centres

Numeracy

	Resource
	Overall usefulness rating out of 5 
	Staff comments

	Numbers Direct
	5,5,5,
	Very useful

	Number Skills Check
	5, 4, 5,
	Valuable

	Surf Direct
	5, 5  1,
	Useful for first timers to IT

	Preparing for Testing
	-   4, 5,
	Valuable  

	Exemplar National Tests
	5, -   5,
	

	PEP 2 Sample Test
	5, 5, 4,
	Good sample of activities

	Other
	
	Classwork, 

Numbers Direct books


Literacy

	Resources used
	Overall usefulness rating out of 5 
	Staff comments

	A Way With Words
	5, 4, 4,
	Very useful

	Word Skills Check
	5, 3, 5,
	

	Surf Direct
	5, 4,  1,
	Useful for first timers to IT

	Preparing for Testing
	-    4, 5,
	Valuable

	Exemplar National Tests
	5,  -   5,
	

	PEP 2 Sample Test
	5, 5, 4,
	

	Other
	
	


6.2 Learners with no prior experience of learndirect

Numeracy

	Resources used
	Overall usefulness rating out of 5 
	Staff comments

	Numbers Direct
	- - - -
	

	Number Skills Check
	- - - -
	

	Surf Direct
	- - 4, -
	

	Preparing for Testing
	- 5
	Not made available to AECs

	Exemplar National Tests
	- 4,5,5,
	Valuable

	PEP 2 Sample Test
	- -  5, -
	Good format, user friendly

	Other
	- -  5,-
	Tutor led learning & coursework

F2f briefing for candidates


Literacy

	Resources used
	Overall usefulness rating out of 5
	Staff comments

	A Way With Words
	- - - -
	Very useful

	Word Skills Check
	- - - -
	Can confuse on what is required

	Surf Direct
	- - 4, -
	Useful for first timers to IT

	Preparing for Testing
	- 5
	Not made available to AECs

	Exemplar National Tests
	- 4,5,5
	Valuable

	PEP 2 Sample Test
	- - 5, -
	

	Other
	- - 5, -
	Tutor led learning & coursework

F2f briefing for candidates


Issues:

1. All centres commented that they had insufficient time to prepare learners because of the timing and short duration of the pilot project (over the summer break and at the start of the academic year). They would have preferred more time for learners to undertake courses prior to assessment particularly as learners were learning at different times and speed. This may have impacted upon candidate results and demonstrates the need for more flexible or on demand testing. 

2. All centres agreed that learners needed to have acquired some IT skills before sitting tests.  Although Surf Direct was considered useful some staff felt it too difficult for SfL learners and would prefer to use a Basic Skills oriented IT course. 

3. All centres agreed that practice on previous/sample tests was essential in order to develop the skills and techniques required.

4. Some centres were unable to use Preparing for Testing because it was only available for one week prior to tests and it was not made available to the AECs, but those who did found the online sample tests and practice materials extremely useful. Where centres reported high value in using the paper based Exemplar tests it was where they were used as a substitute for the unavailable online sample tests. Feedback and review on other PfT content was reported back to BTL. 

5. A significant factor in raising candidate’s motivation to take tests was the way that the tutors briefed them and explained the tests. Many were motivated by the prospect of gaining a qualification alone, others were reassured by the opportunity to look at sample tests and were motivated out of interest. Undertaking the practice online tests was reported as a considerable confidence builder and motivator. 

6. The following models are recommended as routes into online assessment for future learners and take into account the feedback from this pilot project:

Diagram 1: Suggested route for Learndirect learners into online assessment:

















Diagram 2: Suggested route for non-learndirect learners into online assessment










7. Candidate Results

The following results were achieved in online tests in Literacy (BS) and Communication (KS) at Levels One and Two and Numeracy (BS) and Application of Number (KS) at Levels One and Two:-

	Literacy/Comm 

L1
	Literacy/Comm 

L2
	Numeracy/AoN L1
	Numeracy/AoN L2
	Total
	Pass

Rate

	Entered
	Passed
	Entered
	Passed
	Entered
	Passed
	Entered
	Passed
	Entered
	Passed
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	50
	40
	30
	23
	55
	38
	27
	20
	162
	121
	75%

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


A further twenty two tests were taken on paper for contingency reasons. 

1. The overall pass rate is in line with that achieved nationally by candidates sitting paper based tests. This evidences the validity of the online tests as a delivery medium.

2. The pass rate also evidences the validity of the learndirect course portfolio at delivering National Literacy and Numeracy Curriculum based learning outcomes.

3. The pass rates demonstrate that online assessment is equally effective and beneficial to learners who are working in traditional provision as to those in learndirect provision, provided they are prepared appropriately. This has an implication for current projects looking at embedding learndirect into College provision and means that learndirect centres can effectively offer online assessment outside of their own learners.

4. Learners without previous experience of online learning enjoyed the experience and reported that it left them motivated to continue learning with learndirect.

5. Learners who failed have reported that they would continue with learndirect learning and sit an online test again. 

6. Two learners at one centre had previously failed paper tests on 3 attempts but passed on this first attempt online. They both reported that they were much less nervous at taking the tests online, ‘it didn’t feel like an exam so they were less ‘uptight’ and as they were more relaxed they didn’t panic and could concentrate’.

8. Summary of Key issues 

1. Prior to moving from piloting into managed roll out the following issues need to be addressed:-

· A viable technology solution for non-LAN centres 

· Completion and testing of all software upgrades 

· An installation management strategy to be defined

· Centre technical support service requirements to be defined

· Awarding Body approval process to be defined

· BS7988 Assessment Management guidance and training to be in place

· Costs/revenues involved in offering assessment yet to be determined:-

AB test registration and centre approval charges

Costs of investment in assessment technology – Ufi or centres?

Revenues from LSC funding of courses and tests

· A plan for identifying and mapping appropriate learndirect centres to ensure the offer of assessment within the Hub network meets the national needs of learndirect learners

2. Other issues include: -

· Issues with the test content to be raised with QCA

· Looking at moving from sessional to on demand testing

· Support for learners with additional needs e.g. visual impairment, SLD 

9. Next Steps

 The next session of online tests will not be before January 2003.  From January 2003 tests will be offered by QCA in monthly sessions (each lasting 2 weeks) for 6-7 months. After that there will be 2 sessions of tests offered per month.

Up to 30 centres could be included in the next session of tests with Edexcel/CCEA. Additional centres will then be added at each subsequent session to deliver a phased roll out nationally of up to 100 centres by mid 2003. The initial roll out should ensure that every English Region, together with Wales and Northern Ireland is served by at least 2 learndirect centres that can offer assessment both to their own learners and to candidates from other centres within the Hub/Region. These centres offering online assessments will also be approved to offer paper based tests.

In order to offer online assessment effectively centres will need:

· To conform to a minimum technical specification of equipment

· To be able to offer a suitable physical assessment environment
· To have access to an appropriately trained Assessment Co-ordinator

· To have suitable trained available technical support

· To conform with BS 7988 Standards for online assessment 

· To have Awarding Body approval to offer assessment which may involve demonstrating compliance and capability as listed above

In line with UfI’s strategy of offering online assessment through every Awarding Body other pilot projects are also under development. In particular pilot projects with ncfe and NOCN will be undertaken shortly and with other Awarding Bodies subsequently.  

Appendix A.

Participating Pilot Centres

Ards Open Learning Centre, Belfast

Candidates came from a variety of backgrounds including women returners, lone parents, retired and unemployed people and learners with learning difficulties. Ards offers learners both flexible open learning classes (mostly in IT) and learndirect courses in IT, Business Skills and Skills for Life. 

Dairy Farm Training, Belfast

Dairy Farm Training provided two groups of candidates. The first was a group of unemployed learners who had been working on learndirect Skills for Life courses over a long term period. The second was a group of learners who had been attending Key Skills classes and who had missed or failed opportunities to take paper tests. They were given three weeks intensive preparation in learndirect courses before taking the online tests. 

Laing Training, Edmonton

A private training company owned and operated by the construction company Laing. Candidates were already studying learndirect Skills for Life courses as well as vocational courses in construction and allied trades. The majority of candidates were unemployed young men aged between16 and20. 

Little Ilford Centre, Newham College

The learndirect centre in Little Ilford co-operates closely with other Basic Skills provision within the College so that learners have access to both learndirect courses and classroom provision.  Learners are drawn from a wide variety of age ranges and backgrounds and many have ESOL learning requirements as well as Basic Skills needs.

The Learning Hub, Wembley

Learners at the Learning Hub are drawn from a cross section of the local community. In the main they work exclusively on learndirect courses and usually learn IT skills in conjunction with Skills for Life.

The Flexible Learning Centre, Croydon College

A large well established learning centre located within Croydon College.  The tests were offered to Basic Skills and ESOL learners working solely within the College’s Basic Skills Unit. Many learners had no experience of computer based learning or of learndirect prior to their involvement in this pilot project.  

Army Education Centres

12 AEC Larkhill

29 AEC Ballykelly

15 AEC Bicester
42 AEC Hohne

20 AEC Bramcote

All Army Education Centres offer the full range of learndirect SfL and ICT courses alongside their range of vocational courses to members of the Armed forces and their families. AEC learners took the National Tests as Key Skills rather than Basic Skills tests.

Appendix B.

Technical Specifications for Test Centres

The following specifications are recommended minimums. Although the system may work on less well specified equipment we cannot guarantee performance below these specifications. Equipment of higher specifications is preferred where possible.

ExamBase Web Server (LAN solution)

Intel Pentium II or Equivalent processor 450 MHz

128 Mb RAM

Display capable of 800x600 full colour (24bit) resolution

10/100 mbit Ethernet connection with clients

128kbps Internet connection

100mb free hard disk space

Windows NT4(sp6a), 2000, XP pro

Client PC’s (LAN solution)

Intel Pentium II, Celeron or Equivalent processor 300 MHz

64 Mb RAM

Display capable of 800x600 full colour (24bit) resolution

10/100 mbit Ethernet connection to server

5mb free hard disk space

Windows 98, ME, NT4(sp6a), 2000, XP

Internet Explorer 5.5

Client PC’s (non-LAN solution)

As LAN solution above but no Ethernet required.

Broadband internet connection (min 256kbps per 10 PC’s)
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