
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Assessments in the Time of COVID-19 

As the global lockdown of the COVID-19 pandemic approaches its fourth month, it is clear 
that education has entered a new era. Country-wide school closures are still in place in more 
than 150 nations around the world1. With the end of the academic calendar quickly 
approaching, students and their parents, teachers and professors, as well as policymakers are 
carefully pondering the best options to assess learning, if any. 

Before the pandemic, student learning assessments faced significant challenges. These 
included challenges related to matching methods to learning objectives and creating 
controversial debates about the fairness and the inclusivity of assessment tools2. Today, the 
COVID-19 emergency has added another layer to this matter as it has forced millions of 
students outside of class, thus severely compromising learning and sometimes even 
preventing it3. However, this is not stopping many governments from assessing their 
students, causing contentious discussions about the purpose of assessments, as well as their 
effectiveness, validity, and equity. Additionally, as schools have gone virtual and integrated 

 
1 UNESCO. (2020). COVID-19 Educational Disruption and Response. Retrieved from 
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse 
2 Sambell, K., Brown, S., & Race, P. (2019). Assessment to Support Student Learning: Eight Challenges for 21st Century 
Practice. AISHE-J: The All Ireland Journal of Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 11(2). 
3 OECD. (2020). A Framework to Guide an Education Response to COVID-19 Pandemic of 2020. Retrieved from 
file:///Users/saharelasad/Downloads/Framework%20guide_V1.pdf 
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different digital solutions for learning1, questions have surfaced about the integrity of the 
online assessments employed and their degree of accessibility to all learners45.  

Nonetheless, there is a silver lining in this unprecedented situation. In a matter of months, 
this emergency has created a futuristic paradigm shift in operations across different 
disciplines, including in education. Thus, many propound that it is perhaps time the world fully 
employs online assessments and/or start planning ahead for innovative, creative, and 
efficient options to organise learning assessments and assignments.  

In response to this, the Regional Center for Educational Planning (RCEP) conducted its first 
online policy dialogue in collaboration with the Emirates Collage of Advanced Education 
(ECAE) 6. With the input of experts in the field, the dialogue: 

- Explored and analyzed policies and procedures recently proposed to frame the 
practice of assessments and examinations around the globe.  

- Drew recommendations to further strengthen future assessment policies during and 
after the COVID-19 Pandemic 

 

Experts and Country Experiences 

As a collaborative project, welcoming remarks were presented by both the Director of RCEP, 
Ms. Mahra AlMutaiwei, and the Vice Chancellor of ECAE, Dr. Ebrahim Alhajri. After welcoming 
attendees and listing the topics to be covered, Ms. AlMuatiwei’s remark focused on the key 
role that assessment plays in education and briefly explained aspects of the peculiar situation 
it is currently undergoing and might continue to witness post COVID-19. Similarly, Dr. Alhajri 
highlighted the “nudge” that this emergency has created towards adopting previously 
resisted improvements such as distance learning and increased parental involvement. While 
acknowledging the challenges and the negative implications of COVID-19, he emphasized that 
this is an opportunity that should be capitalized upon and proposed a tripartite new model 
that incorporates face to face, independent, and distance learning. Dr. Alhajri concluded his 
forward- looking remark stating, “the digital age is here and the digital generations are 
coming, and we need to accommodate for their abilities of learning”.  

Meanwhile, Dr. Hamed AlHammami, the Director of UNESCO Beirut Office (UBO), gave a 
bird’s eye view of the current education situation in Arab states, acknowledging that many 
countries in the region have their own pre-existing crises, which further aggravate COVID-19 
challenges. He stated “there were more than 13 million children and youth outside of school 
before COVID-19, mostly in conflict affected areas. Today, more than 114 million are now 
added to that number because of this crisis”. And while he praised countries that opted for 
distance learning and those that used the media to continue their academic years, he listed 
some the challenges that still need to be faced by countries to overcome this crisis. These 

 
4 Howard, J. R. (2015). Discussion in the College Classroom: Getting your Students Engaged and Participating In Person and 
Online. John Wiley & Sons. 
5 UNESCO. (2020). COVID-19 Educational Disruption and Response. Retrieved from 
https://en.unesco.org/covid19/educationresponse 
6 Click HERE to view the video recording of the policy dialogue.    
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include: the exacerbation of the issue of fairness and the accessibility of education to youth 
of the region, especially to the most marginalized and refugees, teachers adaptability to this 
tech savvy new reality, and the incompatibility of  online learning with some fields of 
education, such as vocational and technical training. Dr. AlHammami finished the list with the 
challenge of assessment, which centers around the lack of previous modes of assessment of 
testing students when they are not physically present. Lastly, he listed approaches that Arab 
states are adopting to mitigate this emergency, which fluctuate between postponing them, 
shifting them online, and holding them in person. 

Assessment is vital to the education process. Dr. Shaljan Areepattamannil, Coordinator of the 
Educational Assessment and Measurement Programs at ECAE, presented the theoretical 
framework that unfolds the philosophical aspects of assessment that morph into the practical 
implication of learning assessment. He explained that “during the past 50 years massive 
cultural, social, economic, political, environmental, and technology changes [have] meant 
that every aspect of schooling has been subjected to investigation and rethinking including 
learning assessment”. He elaborated that assessment plays a role in motivating student 
learning and that high school graduates from across the globe are now required, for example, 
to be proficient in complex skills such as critical thinking and problem solving. Meanwhile, Dr. 
Hana El-Ghali, an Education Planning and Policy Expert at RCEP, argued that while 
assessments can improve learning, gains in achievement appear to be subjected to issues of 
fairness and accessibility to all. She also urged that this is the time to seek alternative modes 
of assessment and rethink the role of teachers in the process. Using Bloom’s revised 
taxonomy as a reference, she explained “it is important to seek alternative modes of 
assessment for the new reality”. Dr. El-Ghali also proposed key questions that governments 
may wish to ask when considering assessments during COVID-19, including questions related 
to addressing certification needs in the country, accessibility and fairness, financing, and 
timelines. 

The role of Ministries of Education worldwide includes developing and implementing policies 
that promote collaboration between governments, enterprises, and households to ensure 
that student learning is achieved and assessed. This function of the UAE Ministry of Education 
(MOE) was further amplified under the current circumstances. Dr. Hamad AlYahyaei, the 
Assistant Undersecretary of the MOE for the Curriculum and Evaluation Sector, discussed the 
UAE’s ability to raise instantaneously to the task and provide online assessments so quickly. 
Dr. AlYahyaei explained that this was an outcome of a wholistic online learning ecosystem 
that leveled the playing field for students, parents, teachers, and policy-makers through its 
integrated processes. Further, he noted that it was developed almost a decade ago “this is 
not a response to COVID-19, but this started 10 years ago with the initiative of the 
Mohammed bin Rashid Smart Learning Program, which since then has provided the 
infrastructure needed for smart learning”.  

International assessment practices across various states were also represented in this policy 
dialogue. One government experience was Hong Kong, represented by Dr. Xiaoting Huang, 
Director with the Hong Kong Examinations and Assessment Authority of China, who explained 
the contingency arrangements for the 2020 Hong Kong Diploma of Secondary Education 
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Examination (HKDSE). After considering cancelling, postponing, and a computer-based at-
home exam, it was “decided to carry on with the exam as soon as COVID-19 situation became 
more stable, which took place on April 24th”, Dr. Huang elaborated. Julia Liberman, on the 
other hand, an Operations Officer and an Education Technology Fellow in the Education 
Global Practice at the World Bank, gave an overview of the existing assessment policies in 
Europe in response to COVID-19 and outlined lessons learned from the pandemic that should 
be used to develop education in the future. Liberman explained, “In Ireland, for example, the 
leaving certificate had been cancelled …and the French baccalaureate has been cancelled for 
the first time since its inception in 1808, but Germany has continued with its school leaving 
exam”. She also noted that “this experience has also highlighted the importance of teacher 
preparation with the appropriate resources an training, so that they can continue to teach in 
the context of physical classrooms but also remotely”.  

The policy dialogue concluded with the experience of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA), 
which was presented by Professor Saleh M. Al-Saleem, Director of Computerized Testing 
Department at Qiyas in National Center for Assessment at KSA, and Dr. Haya AlOmrani, 
Director of the General Administration of Curriculum Standards at Education and Training 
Evaluation Commission in KSA. Both elaborated on the implications of the current disruption 
in education in the country while also presenting extensive policy options for the Spring 2020 
academic year and Fall 2020, if the COVID-19 situation continues. Prof. Al-Saleem noted “this 
term, the Commission has opted for administering high-stake exams on their original 
scheduled dates, yet at distance, with the secure aid of Artificial Intelligence (AI) in recording 
violations, if any”. He also explained that computerized exams was a practiced form of 
assessment that started five years ago, but urged for further discussions in developing 
blended learning education strategies in KSA and the region. Similarly, Dr. AlOmrani 
emphasized “it is certain that the trajectory of education in the region and beyond is changed 
forever. Thus, we need to capitalize on the data gained from this period to be better prepared 
for the future”. 
 

Policy Recommendations 

The COVID-19 pandemic has reinforced the importance of having well-designed assessment 
systems that support learning and inclusion. The policy dialogue covered lessons learned from 
this emergency that can be applied to develop education in the future. Below are seven policy 
recommendations related to assessments that originated from the experts’ presentations at 
the policy dialogue. Each of these recommendations address an underpinning element of a 
successful learning assessment framework during emergencies and after. 

1. Align student assessment with the new learning models and learning goals of new 
curriculum. As new learning models and curricula have been implemented, 
assessments need to adjust appropriately as well. This setup could be a once in a 
lifetime arrangement that is hard to be formatted or planned again, as such it should 
be utilized as an open lab to test current modes of learning and assessment to 
further enrich student experiences.   
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2. Communicate about the assessments to stakeholders. Irrespective of the 
type/tool/method of assessment that is employed, students, teachers, schools 
leaders, and parents need to be communicated with in a manner that is clear, timely, 
constructive, and specific to the needs of the learner. The reporting of results also 
needs to be aligned with the learning standards, so that stakeholders have a clear 
understanding of the extent to which a student has sufficiently mastered core 
competencies and of any potential gaps and learning difficulties. 

3. Centralize and standardize evidence collection and storage, and make assessment 
evidence easily available to stakeholders. Organized and accessible assessment data 
will support programs with resources required for developing assessments, including 
rubrics, model evidence collection and storage practices, descriptions of best 
practices, model timetables, and model reports. 

4. Clarify which national entities will be responsible for the further development of 
learning standards in order to ensure that sufficient priority is given to assessments. 
National entities should propose assessment modalities that address the needs 
national qualification/certifications as well as accessibility and fairness to all, including 
the most marginalized and refugees in conflict-affected countries. They should also 
determine the timeline for implementing assessments. 

5. Train teachers for new assessments and develop an innovative capacity-building 
system capable of changing the status-quo. It is necessary to train teachers as 
assessment change are increasingly enriched by technology.  Teachers must be able 
to facilitate learning and skills-oriented experiences and opportunities for their 
students and have a comprehensive understanding of the latest assessments. Such 
trainings require systematic planning and implementation. 

6. Ensure assessments are available across educational areas, including the vocational 
and technical training (TVET). TVET and hands-on training programs pose a specific 
set of challenges, as assessing practical skills online and without access to materials 
and equipment can be near to impossible. Moreover, many TVET students come from 
low-income backgrounds and generally have lower access to devices and connectivity, 
which will increase inequalities and drop-out rates 

7. Assess and monitor the psychological impact of the COVID-19 on students, including 
its connection to learning. When assessing students during emergencies, while 
establishing assessment programs that are consistent with the goal of high 
expectations for all students, it is key that psychological well-being of students is 
monitored and thoroughly assessed. 
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The Regional Center for Educational Planning (RCEP)  
The Regional Center for Educational Planning (RCEP) was established in 2003 under an 
agreement signed by the government of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). RCEP is a UNESCO 
Category 2 Center entrusted to build national and regional capacities in the field of 
educational planning, policies, leadership, and dissemination of related knowledge in Arab 
and Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries. RCEP facilitates information-sharing and 
fosters collaborative initiatives with key national, regional, and international education 
stakeholders with a view to support SDG 4. The policy dialogue this report is based on fell 
under RCEP’s second strategic objective, which is to “produce and disseminate knowledge in 
support of education policies to enable planning of educational systems.” 

The Emirates College for Advanced Education (ECAE) 
Emirates College for Advanced Education (ECAE) is an Abu Dhabi Government higher 
education institute affiliated with Department of Education and Knowledge (ADEK). The 
College was established to offer Undergraduate and Postgraduate Degree Programs as well 
as Professional Development for in-service educators with a commitment to playing a key role 
in the modernization of school education in the UAE, and providing educational research 
solutions to the nation. The College currently offers a Bachelor’s Degree Program which is 
distinguished for extensive practicum and mentoring opportunities for its students. The 
medium of instruction at the ECAE is English. ECAE also offers a Master of Education and a 
Post Graduate Diploma in Education. 
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