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The purpose of this study is to describe how university students rate the evaluation systems and 
strategies that have been proposed for use in Higher Education during the period of COVID-19 
confinement and online teaching as a result of the coronavirus crisis in Spain. For this purpose, we 
prepared a descriptive study by means of an online questionnaire, specifically designed on the basis of 
evaluation and qualification proposals made by REACU (Spain), ANECA (Spain), UNESCO, and the Spanish 
Ministry of Universities. The results obtained, after applying them to a sample of 1008 students from 
different universities in Spain, and covering most of the Autonomous Communities (17), indicate that 
students agree with and value the changes recommended by agencies and agree that the assessment 
should be flexible, diverse, formative and continuous. On the other hand, their experiences indicate that 
the Universities have not yet applied some of the suggested recommendations. 
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Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has had devastating effects in all social, economic and cultural spheres, 
including education. The worldwide spread of the SARS-CoV-2 virus, the origin of this disease, led 
to the closure of schools and universities around the world, affecting 1,576 million students in 191 
countries, 91% of the total on the planet (Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020). This has been a truly global 
challenge for educational communities (Sahu, 2020).  
 
In much of the world and in Spain, face-to-face teaching in universities has been suspended, which 
has caused a drastic change in both teaching and evaluation in educational institutions (Cotino 
Hueso, 2020). In higher education, it is estimated that 20,000 institutions and around 200 million 
students were confined and had to continue their work online (UNESCO, 2020). This led to the need 
to establish unified criteria on how to educate students. Education had to continue to be delivered 
remotely to homes by institutions that could afford it. According to UNESCO (2020), 90% of 
institutions decided to use distance learning and/or e-learning tools for this purpose, and it seems 
that there will be no return to face-to-face either immediately or in the same way. 
 
It is difficult to successfully implement such a radical change in a short time and in such a drastic 
way. Especially when programs developed to be remote often go through different processes than 
those for teaching in-person (Means et al., 2014). There must be at least six to nine months of 
previous planning for an effective distance education program. That includes the tools and platforms 
known to the educational community. It also requires positive attitudes towards online education 
(Hodges et al., 2020). Unfortunately, amid a global pandemic, not all institutions had these positive 
factors. 
 
In this context, the adaptation of remote assessment systems is one of the aspects that has generated 
much debate among the scientific community (Burgess & Sievertsen, 2020; García-Peñalvo et al., 
2020). This is mainly because universities had to define adequate institutional strategies to 
completely redesign remote assessment systems, which might negatively impact the generations that 
graduate during the pandemic (Llorens-Largo & Fernández, 2020). 
 
Educational evaluation in universities is a widely studied topic (Marsh, 2007). Most universities 
were conceived as face-to-face educational institutions. Although virtual campuses have been 
implemented for years in most of the world, the assessment paradigms have not fundamentally 
changed. Therefore, face-to-face exams have continued to predominate as the basic assessment tool 
in both distance and/or online universities (Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2017).  
 
Traditionally, there has been a tendency in higher education to reduce assessment to examinations 
and grading (Bryan & Clegg, 2019). But the confinement caused by the pandemic and the move to 
distance learning has forced the incorporation of online assessment proposals and experiences. This 
has significantly expanded traditional assessment strategies and practices, incorporating much of the 
philosophy of a more comprehensive approach to assessment that promotes strategic, autonomous 
learning and even moving towards self-regulation of the learning process itself. The autonomy of 
universities and the diversity of fields of study that coexist in the same institution often give way to 
diverse and focused assessment methods and instruments. 
 
Educational assessment processes are essential for the learning processes of university students. 
Assessment powerfully conditions students learning, their strategies and efforts, highlighting what 
is considered essential to learn (Álvarez, 2003). If the evaluation is reduced to a memorised exam 
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model, students will conclude that learning is reproducing the information received and memorised.  
However, if the evaluation is oriented to application tasks, such as solving problems, students will 
understand that learning is using the knowledge to build something new (Ashford-Rowe et al., 
2014). According to Entwistle (1991), perceptions of how education and assessment are conducted 
in universities directly impact student learning. Although students need to retain concepts and facts, 
learning is not reduced to this. Students also need to develop and integrate capabilities, strategies, 
and skills for understanding and participating in the world, solving problems, applying knowledge 
in contextualised ways, innovating and creating new solutions, etc. (O'Sullivan & Dallas, 2017). 
Therefore, changes experienced during the COVID-19 pandemic may be an opportunity to refocus 
assessment as learning (Canabal & Margalef, 2017) by incorporating formative assessment 
strategies that promote and maximise learning opportunities, as opposed to reducing assessment to 
testing and certifying acquired knowledge through summative assessment (Keppell et al., 2006). 
 
In a comprehensive systematic review of the literature, Struyven, Dochy, & Janssens, (2005) argue 
that the recent expansion of evaluation methods has enriched universities' evaluative environments. 
This change caused the replacement of traditional multiple-choice tests and written essays with 
project papers, peer reviews, co-evaluations, self-evaluations, and so forth. Students’ experiences 
with the new forms of evaluation have made them perceive multiple-choice testing as superficial or 
inappropriate (Struyven, Dochy, & Janssens, 2005). However, when given a choice between the new 
forms of evaluation and a multiple-choice test, students often choose multiple-choice testing because 
other evaluation forms (such as the written essay or research paper) are more demanding (Birenbaum 
& Feldman, 1998; Drew, 2001).  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic suddenly affected institutions and led to the need to establish unified 
criteria for educating students. For institutes that could afford it, education needed to be moved to 
students’ homes. According to UNESCO (2020), 90% of institutions decided to employ remote 
learning and/or e-learning tools. 
 
Adapting evaluations to the new learning requirements was applied differently by universities 
around the world. So far, the diffusion of varied experiences can be observed. Often, educators and 
institutions have exposed the changes made as a reactionary measure in the face of the pandemic 
(Ferdig et al., 2020). These publications show precisely how, through alternative forms of 
assessment that are flexible and adapted to the student body, a more comprehensive evaluation is 
accomplished with a student body affected by a global pandemic (Fardoun et al., 2020; Mateo-
Berganza et al., 2020).  Experiences that focus on the features of technological tools used in the 
evaluation processes and not their direct impact on student learning can also be observed (Fardoun 
et al., 2020; Teräs et al., 2020). 
 
University/higher education in Spain consists of 82 public universities and 32 private universities, 
with national headquarters, in the 17 autonomous communities of the country. Currently, more than 
1.3 million students are studying for an undergraduate degree, 200,000 are studying for a master's 
degree, and 80,000 are pursuing a doctorate (EDUCAbase, 2020). Of these, 77% do so in public 
universities and 23% in private universities. In general, Spanish education is mainly face-to-face. In 
2019, approximately 80% of university students had enrolled in the face-to-face modality. However, 
when comparing groups of students, 12% of students who attend public universities do so remotely, 
while 30% of students attending private universities attend classes through remote learning systems 
(EDUCAbase, 2020). 
 
On March 14, 2020, after a state of alarm and the mandatory lockdown, about one million university 
students in Spain went from face-to-face education to virtual education (Gobierno de España, 2020). 
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The first indications of the adjustments to be made in university evaluation came from non-
governmental organisations, such as UNESCO (2020), which proposed that institutions combine 
different evaluation tests, adapt to the psychosocial situation of the students, take measures to ensure 
the inclusion of diversity, and select technologies that guarantee data protection. The 
recommendations of Spanish organisations began to appear as of March 30, 2020. The Conference 
of Rectors (CRUE) asked universities to have alternative evaluation tools to face the situation, 
insisting on continuous evaluation as the main evaluation strategy. In April, the guidelines were 
unified in the documents published by the Spanish Network of University Quality Agencies 
(REACU, 2020a; 2020b), the National Agency for Quality Assessment and Accreditation (ANECA, 
2020), and the Ministry of Universities (Ministerio de Universidades, 2020). The key 
recommendations called for universities to adopt evaluation methodologies that comply with the 
quality standards of the European Higher Education Area (hereafter termed ‘Agency Guidelines’), 
highlighting the following criteria (Rodríguez-Conde & Herrera, 2010): 
 

1) Promote an assessment of students that is consistent with the learning situation 
experienced. 

2) The use of different evaluation methods as alternatives to the single exam, with the 
encouragement of formative, continuous evaluation techniques, with direct follow-up, 
individual or group work, and interviews. 

3) The methods and instruments must allow assessment of the acquisition of competencies 
and learning outcomes of the subjects and not only knowledge and content. Complementary 
methods such as, for example, the use of peer evaluation or co-evaluation should also be 
used. 

4) The criteria and methods of evaluation must be made public in advance using rubric 
systems and evaluation scales. 

5) The evaluation methods must be safe and have alternatives to demonstrate the unequivocal 
authorship of the students, respecting equity and equal access to them. 

6) Institutions must ensure that all students have an appropriate and, above all, fair evaluation. 
 
Given the principle of autonomy of Spanish universities, the recommendations were applied to a 
greater or lesser extent, mainly through continuous evaluation and by proposing that the grades be 
distributed among different activities that could be carried out at different times, thus reducing the 
weight of the final exam (Abella-García et al., 2020). 
 
The above meant a substantial change as evaluation in higher education in Spain has traditionally 
favoured the type of summative and final evaluation (Álvarez, 2003). This type of evaluation places 
great importance on the grade obtained from the exams at the end of a learning process. In many 
cases, that mainly corresponded to multiple-choice exams (Calderón & Escalera, 2008). However, 
in the last decade and with the implementation of the recommendations by the European Higher 
Education Area, this approach has been changing, questioning the low value it gave to the learning 
process (López-Pastor, Sonlleva Velasco, & Martínez Scott, 2019). Hence, many innovations in 
higher education have proposed a learning-oriented assessment model (Brown & Glasner, 2007), 
which focuses more on formative aspects and continuous evaluation systems (Sambell, McDowell, 
& Montgomery, 2013). 
 
Formative evaluation involves information gathering and analysis during the learning period, 
intending to reorient and improve the training process, unlike summative evaluation, which focuses 
on the results independently of the process (del Canto et al., 2015). Continuous assessment is 
organised throughout the school year. It corresponds to evaluating all activities, assignments, and 

3

Díez-Gutiérrez and Gajardo Espinoza: Online assessment in higher education during Spanish confinement by COVID-19

5

Díez-Gutiérrez and Gajardo Espinoza: Online assessment in higher education during Spanish confinement by COVID-19



 

products that make up a learning process, unlike the final evaluation, which consists of collecting 
and assessing data at the end of a scheduled learning period (Castillo & Cabrerizo, 2006). 
 
The strengths identified regarding this model of formative and continuous evaluation are diverse 
(Anijovich, 2017): (1) It increases the involvement of students in the learning process; (2) It favours 
the understanding of complex learning; (3) It promotes the development of metacognitive skills 
strategies; (4) It consolidates clarity in the evaluation criteria; (5) It gives value to feedback; and (6) 
It promotes dialogue between students and teachers. However, there are studies (Brookhart, 2013) 
that also identify weaknesses: (1) The inexperience of students with alternative evaluation methods 
prevents their effective development; (2) The perception of students and teachers is that it involves 
an excessive workload; (3) Students often make little use of the feedback received; (4) The difficulty 
of changing deeply ingrained habits of a traditional evaluation culture centred on multiple-choice 
exams and grades.  
 
Despite these weaknesses, formative and continuous evaluation has long been recommended by the 
European Higher Education Area and in the procedures manuals for evaluating Spanish universities 
(Rodríguez-Conde & Herrera, 2010). However, like any process, change requires time and practice, 
which is why summative and final evaluation models still coexist with those models more oriented 
towards a formative and continuous evaluation.  
 
The COVID-19 pandemic and the need to adapt educational programs to the remote modality has 
been presented as an opportunity to move towards this more formative and continuous evaluation. 
As seen during the pandemic, the recommendations published by government agencies, such as the 
Spanish Network of University Quality Agencies (REACU, 2020a; 2020b), the National Agency 
for Quality Assessment and Accreditation (ANECA, 2020), international non-governmental 
organisations such as UNESCO (2020) and even the Ministry of Universities of Spain (Ministerio 
de Universidades, 2020) have been in line with the proposals suggested by the formative and 
continuous evaluation model mentioned in previous paragraphs.  
 
However, these guidelines have been applied differently by higher education institutions (García-
Peñalvo et al., 2020; Torrecillas, 2020). Therefore, it is necessary to observe the impact produced 
from the point of view of the various agents, especially of the students who have gone through the 
experience (García-Peñalvo, 2020). 

Evaluation processes in higher education in times of crisis 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has led to a large amount of scientific literature on the 
subject (Torres-Salinas, 2020) in a short time. However, there is still a lack of studies regarding 
educational evaluation in higher education.  
 
When reviewing publications in international databases, two main lines of research can be found: 
(1) a theoretical line (Hodges et al., 2020), in which articles develop models of action in the face of 
emergency remote learning, and (2) an empirical line (Chick et al., 2020; Gewin, 2020) where 
articles by educational administrations prevail in specific contexts. These articles explain how 
distance evaluations are developed. 
 
The empirical research generally narrates extraordinary protocols for evaluating practices and/or 
final exams without risk of contagion (Boursicot et al., 2020; Mian & Khan, 2020) or describe 
strategies and experiences for telematic education using technological tools such as Zoom, 
WhatsApp, Skype, Virtual Classrooms, and Chats (Gonzales-Zamora et al., 2020; Hickey et al., 
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2020). In these studies, various descriptions of alternatives are offered, but the direct impact of the 
strategies on the evaluation of students is not analysed. 
 
In Spain, the publications mainly address recommendations to carry out a formative and 
comprehensive evaluation of the situation of students based on the principle of equality (Díez-
Gutiérrez & Gajardo, 2020). An example of this is the texts developed by Abella et al. (2020), 
Peñalvo et al. (2020), or García-Peñalvo (2020), who offer guidance to adapt teaching 
methodologies, tests, exams, among others, always paying attention to evaluation criteria based on 
continuous assessment, the reduction of the weight of final evaluations, the use of technologies 
already available in universities, the promotion of co-evaluation or peer evaluation, and the 
generation of spaces of flexibility for the special needs of the students. 
 
There is a lack of studies that analyse the perceptions and evaluations of educational actors on the 
changes implemented in education in times of crisis, especially of students. Studies analysing 
students’ perceptions have been mainly local, in universities or groups of students of specific degrees 
(González-Calvo et al., 2020; Rodicio-García et al., 2020) and focus specifically on the impact of 
the pandemic on the performance and psychological conditions of people. 

Research Questions 

Based on this context, the study set out to understand university students’ perceptions and 
assessment of the evaluation process implemented by universities during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The following research questions guide the study: (1) Do university students agree with the Agency 
Guidelines? (2) What were the major differences between the recommended evaluation guidelines 
and actual institutional practice during the shift to universal distance learning? (3) Has the type of 
university (private or public) or the type of study (Bachelor's, Master's, or Doctorate) impacted the 
students' perceptions of the changes implemented for evaluation during the pandemic? By answering 
these questions, the study seeks to generate a discussion about students’ most urgent needs and 
issues that can lead to investigations that deepen the study’s findings.  

Methods 

Sampling 

A total of 1008 students enrolled in undergraduate and postgraduate degree programs in public and 
private universities from 17 autonomous communities of Spain participated in this study. 
Convenience sampling was used, and participation was voluntary. With the help of researchers and 
teachers from all over the country, in May 2020, invitations were published on 25 universities portals 
and formal student groups in social networks (Facebook and Instagram).  

Data collection  

The study was carried out by applying a quantitative and qualitative approach, and data were 
collected through an electronic survey from an ad hoc questionnaire. The questionnaire had three 
blocks: (1) evaluation online, (2) grading online, and (3) students’ participation in the evaluation 
processes. The questionnaire validation process consisted of four phases: (1) Compilation of a wide 
range of questions generated by the research team based on the institutional guidelines established 
by the competent Spanish organisations (REACU, 2020a, 2020b; ANECA, 2020; UNESCO, 2020; 
Ministerio de Universidades, 2020). (2) The questions were grouped into a first questionnaire 
evaluated using a Delphi technique (Reguant Álvarez & Torrado Fonseca, 2016) involving 12 
experts in university education and educational evaluation and allowing the most appropriate 
questions to be selected by criteria of relevance and clarity. (3) A pilot test was conducted with a 
sample of 23 students using the second questionnaire model. (4) Applying the latest changes, the 
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final version was reached, consisting of 32 single-selection questions and two open-ended questions. 
In the single-selection questions, the following was investigated: the sociodemographic 
characterisation of the sample; their perceptions regarding the measures taken by universities 
concerning online assessment during lockdown; the evaluation instruments that students consider to 
be the fairest; their opinion of continuous evaluation, online peer evaluation, and co-evaluation; 
what students think about the control and surveillance mechanisms in online evaluation; and what 
students  think about Rubrics and online evaluation scales. In the two open-ended questions (non-
mandatory), participants were invited to write down their experiences and concerns about online 
evaluation during the pandemic. 

Data analysis  

The data was exported from the Google Forms platform to the IBM® Statistical Package for Social 
Sciences (SPSS) 26. Through this tool, the cases were coded, recoded, and the missing (n=12) and 
duplicate (n=28) cases were eliminated, obtaining a total of 1008 cases which were grouped to 
proceed with descriptive statistical analysis and non-parametric hypothesis tests. With the open-
ended questions (where the participants wrote down their concerns and experiences with assessment 
during the pandemic), due to its non-binding nature, there were 358 responses. A qualitative content 
analysis (Abela, 2002) was undertaken to identify the differences between Agency Guidelines and 
university assessment practices during the shift to distance learning. 

Results 

Characteristics of the sample 

The sample comprises students from 17 autonomous communities of Spain. 
 
Table 1. 
Sociodemographic characteristics of the sample. 
 

Autonomous Community N % Gender N % 
Castile and León 429 42.6 Female 748 74.2 
Andalusia 176 17.5 Male 260 25.8 
Community of Madrid 58 5.8 Age N % 
Asturias 57 5.7 18 or younger 57 5.7 
Galicia 47 4.7 19-20 280 27.8 
Valencian Community 44 4.4 21-22 319 31.6 
Catalonia 37 3.7 23 or older 352 34.9 
Canary Islands  35 3.5 Degree of study N % 
Cantabria 21 2.1 Bachelor's Degree 930 92.3 
Castile La Mancha 21 2.1 Master's degree 70 6.9 
Basque Country 20 2.0 PhD 8 0.8 
Extremadura 18 1.8 Type of College/University N % 
Murcia 15 1.5 Public  980 97.2 
Aragon 12 1.2 Private 28 2.8 
La Rioja 8 0.8  
Navarre 5 0.5 
Balearic Islands 5 0.5 

 
The questionnaire response rate was 40%. The sample comprises 74% female and 26% male. The 
average age of the respondents was 21.4 years, and the ages ranged from 17 to 56 years.  
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The autonomous communities of Castile and León and Andalusia made up a greater percentage of 
the respondents due to greater outreach by the study’s collaborators. Additionally, there was an 
overrepresentation of students from public universities, a figure consistent with the national total of 
university students in the country, representing 83% in Spain (EDUCAbase, 2020). Concerning the 
type of studies that the participants were taking, some data were not consistent with the national 
total. The sample presents an overrepresentation of undergraduate students compared to the national 
level, where 80% of all university students study for a bachelor's degree, 14% for a master's degree, 
and 5% for a doctorate (EDUCAbase, 2020). 

Distance Education Assessments and Evaluation in Times of COVID-19  

The study participants offered their assessments concerning the evaluation proposals generated by 
the organisations (Agency Guidelines) during the shift to remote learning due to COVID-19. The 
information offered varied with the practices of the universities in the context of evaluation during 
the pandemic. The following section reviews the main findings of the research in relation to each 
Agency Guideline. 

Agency Guideline 1. Always promote an evaluation consistent with the 
learning situation experienced.  

The Agency Guidelines recommended that institutions continue their lecture and evaluation 
activities during the pandemic. Students broadly agreed with this recommendation: 73% of the 
sample (n=739) agrees (Agrees / Strongly Agrees) to continue the teaching activity online in the 
context of pandemic and lockdown and 72% of students agrees that the evaluation in this situation 
must be carried out online.  
 
Table 2.  
Student agreement with Agency Guidelines 1, by type of college and degree 
 

Item % 
Agree 
(1 or 2) 

Overal
l Mean 
(SD) 

Private  
Mean 
(SD) 

Public 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private 
– 
Public 

Bach. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Ms. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Doc. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Bach – 
Grad –
Doc. 

Lecture should 
continue online 

73.3% 1.9 
(1.0) 

1.8 
(1.0) 

1.9 
(1.0) 

ns 1.9 
(1.0) 

2.0 
(1.0) 

1.7 
(0.7) 

ns 

Assessment 
should continue 
online 

72.0% 2.0 
(0.8) 

1.8 
(1.1) 

2 (0.8) ns 2.0 
(0.8) 

1.9 
(0.9) 

2.0 
(0.7) 

ns 

Assessment 
should be 
suspended until it 
is possible to 
resume it face-to-
face 

24.7% 3.0 
(0.9) 

3.0 
(1.1) 

3.0 
(0.9) 

ns 3.0 
(0.9) 

3.1 
(0.9) 

2.8 
(0.9) 

ns 

Universities must 
guarantee access 
to technological 
resources 

99.5% 1.0 
(0.0) 

1.0 
(0.1) 

1.0 
(0.0) 

0.01** 1.0 
(0.0) 

1.0 
(0.0) 

1.0 
(0.0) 

ns 

Universities must 
guarantee a 
subsequent face-
to-face evaluation, 
without penalty 

94.4% 1.0 
(0.2) 

1.0 
(0.2) 

1.0 
(0.2) 

ns 1.0 
(0.2) 

1.0 
(0.1) 

1.1 
(0.3) 

ns 
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Regarding the measures taken by universities, respondents in 99.5% (n=1003) of the cases consider 
that universities are responsible for ensuring access to technological resources for students when 
they do not have them, a fact that is recommended by agencies, but which, according to the students 
(in the open-ended questions) in 15 cases, was not effectively carried out by some institutions: 
 

I saw that every so often they published that they were helping (…) when I had a 
problem with the data system, I contacted them. They took a long time to answer me, 
but they didn't give me a solution either' (Man, Castile and León). 
'They did not offer me any help and what I most lacked was having access to 
bibliography and the occasional book because the library closed (Female, 
Catalonia).  
 

When the groups are compared by type of university (private or public), statistically significant 
differences are observed in the perceptions of the obligation of universities to guarantee access to 
technological resources. So, the type of university that impacts the students' perception of the 
responsibility of institutions to lend computers, tablets, or mobile internet to their students in the 
context of the pandemic can be indicated. 
 
Another aspect pointed out in 94% of the cases indicate that universities must guarantee a subsequent 
face-to-face evaluation, without penalising those who have been unable to participate or have been 
harmed by the online evaluation, and 94% suggest that higher education institutions should postpone 
tests or assignments that need to be done face-to-face. 
 

Agency Guideline 2. Use of different evaluation methods, alternative to the 
single exam. Use formative, continuous evaluation techniques. 

Regarding the need for a continuous and formative evaluation in times of the pandemic (Table 3), a 
large percentage of the sample members in this study, 79% (n=799), gave the highest score (4/5 or 
5/5) to the approach of an evaluation that offers different possibilities and ways of evaluating 
acquired knowledge, as recommended by Agency Guidelines. Therefore, it is noted that the students 
consider that offering different evaluation possibilities allows them to assess more adequately the 
learning acquired rather than "putting all their eggs in one basket" in an exam, as usually happens 
in the summative and final evaluation.  
 
Table 3.  
Student agreement with Agency Guideline 2, by type of college and degree 
 

Item % 
Agree 
(3, 4, 
or 5) 

Overall 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private  
Mean 
(SD) 

Public 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private – 
Public 

Bach. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Ms. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Doc. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Bach – 
Grad –
Doc. 

Assessment 
should be 
continued and 
formative  

79.0% 4.2 (0.9) 4.1 (1.0) 4.2 
(0.9) 

ns 4.2 
(0.9) 

4.4 
(0.8) 

3.8 
(1.7) 

0.031*
* 

Continuous 
evaluation 
was effective 
and important 
for my 
learning 

79.5% 4.2 (0.9) 4.2 (0.8) 4.2 
(0.9) 

ns 4.2 
(0.9) 

4.4 
(0.8) 

3.8 
(1.7) 

0.041*
* 
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At this same point, in many cases narrated by students (N= 65) in the open-ended questions, the 
claim was not to have had formative and continuous evaluation during the lockdown period, keeping 
the exams as the only alternative to qualify the learnings obtained:  
 

Online tests are not a training experience. They have no feedback on mistakes or the 
wrong answers. Apparently, it only matters to get a rating (Female, Valencia). 
 
The evaluation that is based solely or for the most part on an online exam affects us 
negatively since any mistake leads us to fail. In my case, I live in a rural area, and the 
Wi-Fi fails very often (Female, Canary Islands).  

 
Concerning this aspect, it is important to mention that the study participants indicated that 
continuous evaluation was effective and important for their own learning, but, in the open-ended 
questions, more than 20 cases stated that without proper management of the institutions, the 
workload increased significantly, especially if added to the traditional exam format: 
 

Teachers who do not understand the situation send papers that do not count for grades 
but that, if you do not do them, you fail; exams with short questions and tests where 
you have 30 seconds per question, exams with calculation exercises or clinical cases 
in which you have just 1 minute to think and solve, it is something unsustainable 
(Female, Madrid). 
 
We carry out many assignments that take a long time for continuous evaluation, but 
those are hardly taken into account if you fail to pass the exam (Male, La Rioja). 

 
This means that in some universities (20 cases according to the study's data), the management of 
continuous evaluation using various evaluation methods was inadequate, which led to students 
having their learning process hindered. 
 
When comparing the groups with Agency Guideline 2 (Table 2), no significant differences were 
observed between the groups attending private universities or the groups attending public 
universities. Differences did exist between the groups pursuing a bachelor's, master's, or doctoral 
degree. This indicates that perceptions about the effectiveness of continuous and formative 
evaluation in the context of a pandemic are different among students pursuing various degrees. 
 
Concerning the use of instruments that assess competencies and skills rather than content and 
knowledge (Figure 1), students consider, like Agency Guidelines, that the evaluation of the learning 
process should be carried out in varied formats and different moments, ranging from the delivery of 
assignments to the carrying out of projects or the presentation of portfolios (n=401). In this sense, 
although there is no disagreement with the use of multiple-choice exams, it is argued that these 
should be complemented with assignments (n=368), reducing the weight burden of the tests overall. 
 
The exam was the instrument with the most mentions (n=78) in the texts generated by the students 
in the open-ended questions. In general, students state that educational institutions have poorly 
managed the design and implementation of online exams, which has caused damage in their learning 
process: 
 

They tell us that until 2 days before, we will not know the time or the mode of 
examination that we will have (Male, Santiago de Compostela) 
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I have had problem tests where they give me 20 minutes to understand it, do it, take a 
photo / scan it (Female, Castile and León) 
 

 

Figure 1 
With which resource to evaluate in higher education (%) 

 
In some responses and comments in the open-ended questions (n=31), criticisms of educational 
institutions were observed regarding the need to educate in more comprehensive, cross-sectional 
and global and less memory-based ways, especially in the context of the pandemic, since, according 
to their viewpoint, in some cases, only the memory capacity of people was evaluated instead of the 
learning process and progress in it: 
  

The exams they made us take during this period were like vomiting, you drop 
everything, and then you are left with nothing. They are not useful for learning (Male, 
Andalusia). 
 
In this time, I have lost many learnings, skills, and the most significant knowledge of 
the contents (…) when studying only from home we can only read and memorise 
(Male, Aragon). 

 

Agency Guideline 3. Use of methods and instruments that allow assessing the 
acquisition of competencies.  Use of peer evaluation or co-evaluation 

 
Regarding the use of methods that assess skills and learning outcomes, students were asked to assess 
one of the alternatives recommended by Agency Guidelines: co-evaluation (also called a peer 
review). 
 
Concerning the usefulness of online peer co-evaluation, the students' views are positive but with 
nuances. 82% of the students consider it useful to develop skills such as reflective and critical 
thinking about the learning process itself, to stimulate the ability to learn, to value the progress of 
oneself and others, to develop the argumentation around the criteria and the meaning of the 
evaluation, even to understand the evaluation from a more global point of view, etc. But also, in 
85% of the cases, the students point out that the use of this alternative is not applicable in all learning 
situations. 
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Table 4.  

Student agreement with Agency Guideline 3, by type of college and degree 
 

Item % 
Agree 
(1 or 2) 

Overall 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private  
Mean 
(SD) 

Public 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private – 
Public 

Bach. 
Mean 
(SD) 

 Ms. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Doc. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Bach – 
Grad –
Doc. 

Assessment 
should be 
stablishing 
mechanisms for 
co-evaluation 

59.5% 2.3 (1.0) 2.3 (0.9) 2.3 (1.0) ns 2.3 
(0.9) 

 2.3 
(1.0) 

1.7 
(0.7) 

ns 

Co-evaluation 
enhances 
comprehension 
of one's own 
learning 
(metacognition) 

73.3% 2.0 (0.8) 1.5 (0.6) 2.0 (0.8) 0.03** 2.0 
(8.8) 

 1.8 
(0.9) 

1.3 
(0.5) 

ns 

Co-evaluation 
involves the 
student more 
with their 
learning 

70.3% 2.1 (0.9) 1.9 (0.8) 2.1 (0.9) ns 2.1 
(0.9) 

 2.0 
(1.0) 

1.6 
(0.7) 

ns 

Co-evaluation is 
not suitable in 
every situation 

85.3% 1.6 (0.8) 1.6 (0.8) 1.6 (0.8) ns 1.6 
(0.8) 

 1.7 
(0.8) 

2.0 
(0.9) 

ns 

Co-evaluation is 
useful for 
developing 
fundamental 
skills (reflective 
and critical 
thinking, 
arguing, 
evaluating...) 

82.2% 1.8 (0.8) 1.7 (0.7) 1.8 (0.8) ns 1.8 
(0.8) 

 1.7 
(0.8) 

1.0 
(0.0) 

ns 

During co-
evaluation, 
students lack the 
knowledge to 
judge, assess, 
and grade their 
peers' work 

61.1% 2.2 (0.9) 2.3 (0.9) 2.2 (0.9) ns 2.1 
(0.9) 

 2.5 
(0.9) 

1.5 
(0.7) 

0.001*
* 

The evaluation 
function is 
mainly the 
responsibility of 
the teaching 
staff, not the 
students 

57.9% 2.2 (0.9) 2.5 (0.9) 2.2 (0.9) ns 2.2 
(0.9) 

 2.5 
(1.0) 

2.6. 
(0.7) 

ns 

 
This last point was contrasted with the answers to the open and closed questions of the study. Two 
probable explanations were found: (1) It is considered that the evaluation function is mainly the 
responsibility of the teaching staff (58% of the sample agreed with this statement), and (2) Students 
consider that there is a lack the knowledge or experience to judge, assess and qualify fairly and 
adequately the work done by their peers (61% of the sample agreed with this statement):  
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I believe that co-evaluations have a good impact on metacognition and self-
involvement, but I believe that they cannot replace in any way the evaluation of the 
teaching staff (Female, Catalonia). 
The co-evaluation can be positive, but it has to be totally anonymous so that each 
student does not know to whom he makes suggestions or corrections. Unfortunately, 
we are in a very competitive society, and people are not going to be benevolent 
correcting if they know that they can disturb others (Male, Galicia). 

 
The students did not recount any experience with co-evaluation in their formative process during 
the pandemic, so it could not be ascertained whether co-evaluation actually took place in the 
universities during the COVID-19 pandemic and lockdown. 
 

Agency Guideline 4. Publication of evaluation criteria and methods through 
rubric systems and evaluation scales. 

Regarding the use of rubrics and online evaluation scales, one of the instruments recommended by 
Agency Guidelines for the communication of evaluation criteria and methods, students usually agree 
or strongly agree that these are necessary for a more objective evaluation. In the majority of cases, 
this choice is because it is considered that being provided with clear expectations and indications of 
the specific objectives of the evaluation, makes it easier for every student to self-evaluate and review 
their work before handing it in. Also, 84% of those surveyed indicate that having rubrics makes it 
easier to see what difficulties and successes they have had when planning study strategies. 
 
Table 5. 
Student agreement with Agency Guideline 4, by type of college and degree 
 

Item % Agree 
(1or 2) 

Overall 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private  
Mean 
(SD) 

Public 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private 
– Public 

Bach. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Ms. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Doc. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Bach. –
Grad. –
Doc. 

Rubrics and/or 
evaluation scales must be 
developed to specify the 
evaluation and rating 
criteria 

97.1% 1.2 
(0.5) 

1.3 
(0.6) 

1.2 
(0.5) 

ns 1.3 
(0.5) 

1.2 
(0.5) 

1.5 
(0.7) 

ns 

Rubrics and/or 
evaluation scales allow 
for a more objective 
evaluation 

85.0% 1.6 
(0.8) 

1.6 
(0.8) 

1.6 
(0.8) 

ns 1.6 
(0.8) 

1.5 
(0.7) 

1.5 
(0.7) 

ns 

Rubrics and/or 
evaluation scales provide 
clear expectations about 
objectives and how to 
achieve them 

85.4% 1.6 
(0.8) 

1.7 
(0.8) 

1.6 
(0.8) 

ns 1.6 
(0.8) 

1.4 
(0.7) 

1.2 
(0.4) 

ns 

Rubrics and/or 
evaluation scales 
facilitate self-evaluation 
and self-review 

87.0% 1.6 
(0.8) 

1.7 
(0.8) 

1.6 
(0.8) 

ns 1.6 
(0.8) 

1.4 
(0.6) 

1.1 
(0.3) 

ns 

The rubrics clearly 
outline the difficulties 
and successes, so they 
assist with improvement 

84.4% 1.6 
(0.8) 

1.8 
(0.9) 

1.6 
(0.8) 

ns 1.7 
(0.8) 

1.5 
(0.7) 

1.6 
(1.0) 

ns 
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When comparing the groups, no statistically significant differences in the variables are observed, so 
the type of university or the kind of degree studied does not affect the perceptions about the benefits 
of the use of rubrics and evaluation scales in the learning processes during the pandemic. 
 
Regarding the use of rubrics and scales of evaluation in the universities, the students pointed out 
that on 15 occasions, despite the institutions using this method (use of rubrics and scales), they did 
not create them clearly enough or with enough time:  
 

I saw problems in the rubrics, which were elaborated and explained superficially, 
without time, and then they asked me for a lot more than what was indicated in them 
(Female, Andalusia).  
 
In the rubrics, you have to be careful to put things clearly and not in an ambiguous 
way. This has caused me some damage (Female, Galicia). 

 

Agency Guideline 5. Use of safe assessment methods with alternatives to 
demonstrate the unequivocal authorship of the students. 

Less than half of the students in the sample feel that technological tools (such as facial recognition 
or virtual surveillance programs) are necessary for the evaluation to protect their safety and to prove 
their authorship during the exams, which contrasts with the Agency Guidelines (Table 6). 
 
Table 6.  
Student agreement with Agency Guideline 5, by type of college and degree 
 

Item % 
Agree 
(1or 2) 

Overall 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private  
Mean 
(SD) 

Public 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private – 
Public 

Bach. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Ms. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Doc. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Bach. 
– 
Grad. 
–Doc. 

The evaluation 
should use 
programs that 
certify 
authorship and 
surveillance 
during exams 

44.9% 2.5 (0.9) 2.6 (0.9) 2.5 
(0.9) 

ns 2.6 
(0.9) 

2.3 
(1.0) 

2.3 
(1.0) 

0.046*
* 

The programs 
do not guarantee 
that third parties 
will not 
intervene 

74.4% 2.0 (0.8) 1.7 (0.6) 2.0 
(0.8) 

ns 2.0 
(0.8) 

2.0 
(0.8) 

2.1 
(0.6) 

ns 

The programs 
do not guarantee 
that there will be 
no plagiarism 

77.3% 1.8 (0.8) 1.7 (0.9) 1.8 
(0.8) 

ns 1.8 
(0.8) 

2.0 
(0.8) 

2.3 
(0.7) 

ns 

The use of 
programs 
conveys distrust 
about the 
student's 
integrity 

81.3% 1.7 (0.9) 1.6 (0.8) 1.7 
(0.9) 

ns 1.7 
(0.9) 

2.4 
(1.0) 

2.6 
(1.1) 

ns 

 
Participants state that this distrust stems from a perception of the real usefulness of these programs. 
In more than 70% of the instances, the students point out that technological tools do not prevent 
plagiarism or third-party intervention.    
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At this same time, some of the experiences narrated in the open-ended questions by the students 
indicate that, although the use of these tools were agreed, the very process of evaluation using the 
tools tends to make them feel uncomfortable. The dominant perception is the feeling of mistrust by 
educational institutions about their students (81% of the general sample indicates this, and in 15 
responses to open-ended questions, this issue is addressed), followed by a feeling of discomfort and 
nervousness in the face of surveillance (reported in 12 replies to the open-ended questions), which 
runs counter to the request by Agency Guidelines of making students feel safe: 
 

The main problem has been the lack of confidence that has been projected from the 
university towards students with this issue, the use of cameras and anti-plagiarism 
forms (Male, Canary Islands).  
 
As far as I'm concerned, the fact that they force me to show my room when we do 
exams or suspect me when they hear a noise only makes me nervous (Female, Castile 
and León). 

 
When comparing the groups, it was possible to identify statistically significant differences between 
the groups by type of study (bachelor's, master's, doctorate) regarding the necessity of using 
programs that certify authorship and conduct surveillance during the exams. The kind of survey 
impacts the perception of the need to use surveillance software programs and tools during the 
evaluation processes. However, there were no differences in the rest of the items in this section. 
 

Agency Guideline 6. Use of appropriate and fair evaluation. 
The Agency Guidelines state that alternatives must be provided for the evaluation to be fair. 
However, there is no clear outline of what a fair evaluation is. Nevertheless, the agencies mention 
the use of self-evaluation, co-evaluation, feedback, and alternative generation options when students 
are not able to perform optimally, and this has been discussed with students (Table 7). 
 
Table 7.  

Student agreement with Agency Guideline 6, by type of college and degree 
 

Item % 
Agree 
(1or 2) 

Overal
l Mean 
(SD) 

Private  
Mean 
(SD) 

Public 
Mean 
(SD) 

Private 
– 
Public 

Bach. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Ms. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Doc. 
Mean 
(SD) 

Bach. 
– 
Grad. 
–Doc. 

Fair evaluation 
must integrate 
self-evaluation 

66.7% 2.1 
(0.9) 

2.0 (1.0) 2.2 (0.9) ns 2.2 
(0.9) 

2.1 
(1.0) 

1.8 
(0.6) 

 

Fair evaluation 
must integrate 
feedback 

99.3% 1.1 
(0.3) 

1.0 (0.2) 1.1 (0.3) ns 1.1 
(0.3) 

1.1 
(0.4) 

1.1 
(0.3) 

ns 

Fair evaluation 
promotes 
second chances 

95.2% 1.2 
(0.5) 

1.3 (0.6) 1.2 (0.5) ns 1.2 
(0.5) 

1.3 
(0.5) 

1.3 
(0.7) 

ns 

 
When the participants were asked which would be the most appropriate options for the online 
evaluation to be fairer, it was agreed that self-evaluation (66.7%) as a mechanism would make the 
online evaluation fairer. Another element demanded to make the evaluation fairer (99.3%) is 
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feedback to the students in a direct and informed way about the evaluation carried out and how to 
improve their performance. Additionally, the students requested the existence of second chances in 
case of failure.  
 
Likewise, to promote an evaluation favouring justice, students indicate that universities must allow 
enrolment in the following academic year, even if the minimum number of credits required has not 
been met. This requirement is currently established in Spanish legislation, given the current 
pandemic situation that has affected the educational process and the results of the evaluations. 
 
When comparing the groups, there were no statistically significant differences between the groups. 
The perception about the suitability of self-evaluation, the incorporation of feedback, offering 
second chances, or the advancement of students even if the credits required for a fairer evaluation 
are not exceeded is not impacted by the type of university or type of degree studied. 
 
Finally, on 21 occasions, regarding university institutions’ perceptions of the level of justice in 
online evaluation processes during the pandemic, the students wrote experiences in the answers to 
the open-ended questions that made them feel the online evaluation implemented during the 
lockdown was unfair. The main reasons focused on virtual media ensuring that fraudulent methods 
are not used; that the external context of the pandemic impacts the students’ performance; or that 
mismanagement of evaluation tools, especially exams, can mean that people who actually learned 
cannot demonstrate their learning process and achievements:  
 

Online evaluation is not fair. There is no way to ensure that students take the exams 
in a non-fraudulent manner, and that implies that the assessments do not reflect either 
effort or knowledge (Female, Andalusia). 
 
After the effort made, it is unfair that because of a situation beyond our control, a 
pandemic, we are the ones who pay the consequences (Male, Asturias). 
 
In online evaluation, teaching should be based on continuous learning. I consider it 
unfair that a single final evaluation test is carried out (Female, Canary Islands). 
 

Discussion and conclusions 

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on formal education has led thousands of higher education 
students in Spain to face their formative processes in a way that no previous generation has 
experienced. Given the extraordinary situation, it has become necessary to explore and learn about 
their vision and experiences regarding the online evaluation measures implemented by the country's 
higher education institutions. 
 
Students saw how higher education moved from a face-to-face format to an online format. This has 
meant a change in the usual forms of evaluation used in universities. It has also led to a restructuring 
of their way of working and evaluation that was initially developed for face-to-face way study and 
evaluation (Blackman et al., 2020). This change also affected distance or online universities because 
these mostly based their evaluation processes on formats that required the physical presence of 
students (García-Peñalvo et al., 2020). 
 
This new reality is an unexpected situation for higher education students who, in addition to 
attending to their personal and family situation, have found themselves with the responsibility of 
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continuing the learning process and passing their subjects to be able to advance to the next course 
or to obtain a degree, in the case of finishing their studies. 
 
In the context of the pandemic, the study has verified that students prefer to follow their training 
remotely and not suspend academic activity, maintaining the evaluation online. However, the 
students note that the evaluation activities requiring their presence should be carried out after the 
pandemic. In all the sections analysed, students agree with the Agency Guidelines regarding 
emergency online educational assessment. However, if further evaluation is required during a 
situation such as the one experienced during the pandemic, the results show that educational 
authorities should guarantee access to technological resources to students who do not have them. 
 
Students in this research were able to assess and give their opinions on concepts such as justice in 
the evaluation, which, while mentioned in Agency Guidelines, are not defined beyond the general 
recommendations made. Thus, the participants of this study consider that a fair evaluation must be 
a formative and continuous online evaluation that uses a diversity of strategies and evaluation 
instruments (Yuste, Alonso & Blázquez, 2012). This way allows the assessment of progress and the 
work developed during the learning process, which facilitates distributing the weight of the final 
grade among the different evaluation actions carried out. However, exams are not discarded as 
another tool. It is suggested that they should be substituted or complemented with the delivery of 
work, projects or portfolios for the final grade. In other words, the online evaluation is oriented 
towards a formative and comprehensive evaluation (Villarroel & Bruna, 2019), which accounts for 
the entire learning process through various instruments and is also useful for students to know their 
strengths and weaknesses. 
 
Regarding the online evaluation control processes recommended by Agency Guidelines, young 
people do not fully trust virtual surveillance or plagiarism control programs. However, it is agreed 
that the latter should be used to prevent copying. In light of recent research that confirms that 
cheating is not a specific problem of online exams (Rivera-Mata, 2020), it can be hypothesised that 
young people are likely to distrust these programs both because of their potential effectiveness and 
preconceived expectations about their practices and honesty (Harwell, 2020). What is certain is that 
facial recognition or remote virtual surveillance technologies during examinations are questioned 
more because of their reliability than because of their ethical questionability. In short, ambiguity can 
be detected between the positions that question or cast suspicion on virtual surveillance and those 
that defend control and rigorous examination. This debate is likely to continue to be present in the 
future, given the increasingly sophisticated mechanisms of video surveillance that are integrated 
into the classrooms of the world (Canella, 2018). 
 
Regarding the progressive introduction of learning-oriented assessment strategies - such as student 
participation in their own assessment process or feedback- opinions have been diverse and, at times, 
discrepant. Only one party supports online co-assessment mechanisms to complement teacher 
assessment and grading. This rejection of peer co-evaluation is argued on the grounds that evaluation 
is a task for teachers and that students do not consider themselves prepared to evaluate their own 
peers. There is more consensus in introducing self-evaluation as an evaluation mechanism. But 
above all, feedback and e-rubrics (Ferreiro Concepción & Fernández Medina, 2020) are valued as a 
source of feedback and consensus on joint evaluation criteria between teachers and students. 
 
This study has also made it possible to understand, in an exploratory and qualitative way, from some 
of the students' narratives the successes and flaws of the changes implemented in the evaluation 
processes of the Spanish higher education institutions. And also whether the universities have made 
the changes recommended by agencies of great relevance in the country. As a synthesis, it can be 
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observed that in a pandemic context, summative and final evaluations continue to be maintained and 
applied through online test-type examinations. On top of this, some universities lack clarity or 
transparency regarding evaluation criteria before major evaluations or poor planning for ongoing 
evaluations, which, on many occasions, generated criticism from students. 
 
On the other hand, in some of the narrated experiences, students saw, in a virtual evaluation context, 
one of the main weaknesses that continuous and formative evaluation can entail: increased perceived 
workload (del Canto et al., 2015). In this context, it is essential that, in a future situation, institutions 
can pre-define this problem so that students can face evaluation more appropriately, especially in a 
crisis context. 
 
To conclude, it is necessary to ensure in this context of crisis and after it the right to higher education 
for all people in a framework of equal opportunities and non-discrimination (UNESCO, 2020), 
which involves implementing pedagogical measures and strategies to move from a culture of 
examination to a culture of assessment for learning. 
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