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PURPOSE:

· Highlight the benefits of web-based assessment.

· Discuss some of the obstacles encountered when implementing a web-based assessment program.

· Group discussion – share experiences or thoughts on web-based assessment.

BACKGROUND:

· Research effort was undertaken to investigate methods to increase the efficiency and productivity of the Division’s questionnaire and assembled testing program.

· Questionnaire program  

· Processing fees collected are not covering the cost of doing business (e.g., postage, printing, staff time related to the processing of outgoing and incoming questionnaires).

· Average turn-around time (closing date for filing to list issuance) is 207 days.

· Average rate of return for questionnaires mailed out is 27%.

· None of the costs associated with 73% of the questionnaires mailed out are being recovered.

· Assembled Testing Program

· The majority of the Division’s tests are paper-and-pencil (limited variety of item types).

· No viable electronic item banking system.

· Staffing of test centers is costly.

· Research effort focused on EZ Exam, an NCS Pearson product.

· Identified as the most versatile and market-tested web-based assessment system of those considered.

· Originally developed and marketed as Perception by Questionmark, NCS Pearson has purchased the rights to Perception and has rebranded it as EZ Exam.

· NCS Pearson brings to the table the support and experience of a stable organization that is not likely to disappear any time soon.

BENEFITS – PAYOFFS:

· Cost Savings

· It is estimated that initial implementation costs for EZ Exam would be approximately $90,500.00.  This includes purchase of the system (5,000 test takers, 7 authors, and 25 administrators).  Also figured into the initial implementation costs were:

· MIS staff time for both set up and on-going support.

· Purchase of two new servers.

· On-site training conducted by NCS Pearson Technical staff. 

· Subsequent years – the primary expenses incurred would be maintenance fee charges (20% of the purchase price of the license) and on-going MIS support. 

· Combined, these costs amount to approximately $12,674.00 per year.

* Questionnaire program – It is estimated that the         first year cost of purchasing and implementing EZ Exam would be recovered in less than six months.  In subsequent years, the annual cost to maintain EZ Exam would be recovered in less than a month.

* Assembled Testing Program – Cost savings will not be as dramatic with the testing program.  

· The vast majority of costs incurred are associated with adequately staffing test centers.

· More centers will most likely be required to test the same number of candidates with a paper-and-pencil test.  However, less staff may be needed at each center.

· The actual cost savings for the assembled testing program remains to be seen.

· Turn-Around Time

· Questionnaire program – it is estimated that turn-around time could by reduced from the current level of 207 days to as little as 35 days when coupled with an on-line application system (project currently in progress).

· Time the questionnaires spend in the mail and in candidates’ hands would be eliminated.

· Applicants could hyper link to a questionnaire immediately following the application process.

· Candidates’ eligibility for particular jobs could be determined almost immediately.

· Only the scores of those candidates deemed eligible would be uploaded into the Division’s main frame system.

· Assembled Testing Program – Turn-around time related to the assembled testing program will not be dramatically decreased.  Most of the turn-around time associated with the assembled testing program is related to scheduling, notification, and eligibility review.

· Vast improvements in turn-around time could be achieved once the on-line application system is functional.

· Announcements could be posted on the Department’s website along with information regarding the date, time, and location of the related test administrations. 

· Candidates could complete an application on-line prior to the test date or the same day of the test on-site.

· Eligibility could be determined almost immediately after testing is complete and only for those candidates that achieve a passing score.

· It’s estimated that turn-around time could be reduced by three to four months operating in conjunction with an on-line job application system.  

· Improved Quality of Tests

· Main benefit to the assembled testing program is in the quality of tests developed.

· Electronic item banking system

· Varied item types (e.g., constructed response, hot spots, drag and drop, video clips)

· On-line scoring of constructed response items using rubrics created by the test author.

· Easy access to item statistics.

· Enhanced security (randomization of items and distracters).

Obstacles – Trials and Tribulations:

· Lag in Transmission Time

· The more complex the item type (e.g., video clip, graphics) the greater the chance of lag in transmission time.

· Lag in transmission time can also be associated with large numbers of test takers “hitting” a server at one time, type of internet connection, and bandwidth size.

· Most issues related to lag time could be addressed through the use of multiple servers.

· Policies related to this issue should set prior to implementing a web-based assessment program.

· Loss of Data  

· If the internet connection is lost, only the data that has not been transferred back to the server would be at risk being lost.

· Tests or questionnaires can be divided into “chunks”. 

· The larger the “chunk”, the more data is at risk of being lost.

· Larger “chunks” allow more data to be stored in RAM which helps to alleviate lag in transmission problems.

· Trade off between the possibility of loosing large amounts of data and avoiding lag time.

· Data Security

· Our research indicates that the system is considered secure.  Depending on a particular organization’s security requirements, additional steps may need to be taken.

· The State of New Jersey requires that any system using state servers conform to the state’s three-tier architecture design.  

· EZ Exam does not conform to this design.
· For use in New Jersey, hosting services would need to be purchased from NCS Pearson.
· The purchase of hosting services does increase the initial implementation costs.  However, there is no need to purchase any additional servers.
· Uniformity of Client PCs

· In addition to adequate processors and memory, it is important that all client PCs are running the same type of internet browser.

· Internet Explorer, version 5.0 has been recommended.

· This will help avoid “quirky” problems and other anomalies related to a particular type of web browser.

CONCLUSION:

· As computer-based testing becomes the norm, rather than the exception, it seems obvious that the web’s role in assessment will become more prominent.

· Given all the issues at hand, it is clear that the implementation process should be thoughtful and well researched.

· A strong commitment from management and the organization’s IT unit should be secured before implementation begins.

· The use of a web-based system can vastly reduce the turn around time and costs associated with a traditional assessment program.  

