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Abstract

Online formative assessment strategies are an important element in the level of
engagement needed for motivating students learning online in open distance
learning (ODL) because they are key in offering large-scale interactive
participation. While many studies have looked at the advantages of online
formative assessment strategies, they have neglected demotivating online
formative assessment strategies that students struggle with. To ensure the
quality of the online assessment, it is also important to understand the nature of
assessment practices that demotivate students from persisting with their studies.
This is because the type of online assessment that students struggle with should
guide the choice and design of the online formative assessment strategies.
Therefore, this article identifies online formative assessment strategies that
demotivate students from participating persistently in online formative
assessment in ODL in order to improve the design and development of online
learning. This study used a developmental research approach to carry out a
descriptive quantitative case study survey involving 112 purposefully sampled
students, of which 58 responded, who were registered for a master’s in
education in ODL course at an ODL university in South Africa. A thematic
coding process was adopted during the analysis of students’ responses to an
online Google form. Though students differed in their choices of the online
formative assessment strategies that demotivated them in their studies, there was
consensus on seven significant themes. The socio-technological perspective and
the self-determination theory were used as the theoretical frameworks to drive
the investigation since they encompassed all relevant aspects of the design of
online learning and motivation to learn online. Information regarding
demotivating online formative assessment strategies provide insight to course
leaders and instructional designers attempting to build successful online
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learning strategies that motivate students to participate persistently in online
learning environments.

Keywords: demotivating online formative assessment strategies; online learning;
open and distance learning (ODL); motivation; persistence

Introduction

More universities are seeing the potential of open distance learning (ODL) as a means
to broaden their teaching portfolios because of, among others, the massive number of
students entering university, the emergence of pandemics such as Covid-19, and the
current high cost of education in face-to-face universities. Therefore, there has been an
unavoidable movement towards online teaching and learning caused by these factors in
open distance learning environments. Since most open distance learning universities
moved towards online learning, traditional formative assessment strategies have been
forced to adapt to online spaces. When online learning was introduced in the ODL
universities, students were generally more at risk of dropping out, stopping out or taking
more time to complete courses (Maringe and Sing 2014). This was because academics
and students were generally less prepared for the rigours of online teaching, learning
and assessment. For example, the Council on Higher Education (CHE) stated that
students faced complex life circumstances with the competing demands of online
learning and assessment and were therefore at risk of dropping out and stopping out
(CHE 2014). With the increasing demand for online learning, educational institutions
often face the challenge of finding the right balance between meeting student needs and
implementing effective online formative assessment strategies. Extensive research has
revealed that the assessment methods employed by online educators directly impact
student outcomes such as connectedness, satisfaction, learning, and academic
performance (Carrillo-de-la-Pefia et al. 2009). It has been observed that student learning
and retention suffer when assessment methods are not conducive to effective learning
(Weurlander et al. 2012). While formative assessment has been linked to improved
outcomes, its effectiveness may be diminished when the assessment strategies are not
aligned with the instructional strategies employed (Wu and Jessop 2018). Unlike
summative assessments, formative assessment encourages active student involvement
and provides valuable insights into instructional adjustments that can enhance
motivation to learn (Havnes et al. 2012).

Research has shown that when educators effectively employ formative assessment
strategies, students can learn course material at an accelerated pace while increasing
their motivation to learn and their ability to become self-regulated learners (Shute and
Kim 2014). Utilising formative assessment as a learning tool has been found to
positively impact student engagement, intrinsic motivation, peer interaction, and the
depth of subject knowledge, ultimately leading to higher academic performance
(Haugan, Lysebo, and Lauvas 2017). Effective formative assessment is characterised by
keeping students actively engaged in assessment activities, preventing dropout, and
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empowering students to take ownership of their own learning (Petrovi¢, Pale, and Jeren
2017). Multiple studies have consistently demonstrated a direct correlation between
formative assessment strategies and students’ motivation, engagement, and academic
achievement (Elezi and Bamber 2017; Wafubwa 2020). The effectiveness of these
strategies heavily depends on the specific approaches employed (Simon 2019).
However, a comprehensive analysis of 38 selected studies conducted by Wafubwa
(2020) revealed that certain online formative assessment strategies, such as peer
assessment and self-assessment, have not been thoroughly tested empirically.
Additionally, doubts were raised regarding the use of classroom discussions as a means
of eliciting evidence of student understanding. Students expressed frustration over the
lack of discussion regarding these demotivating online formative assessment strategies
(DOFAS), and even teachers raised concerns about their implementation (Simon 2019).
Following this brief background, this article is a response to the call that was made to
help shape professional development and the emerging learner support framework at
ODL higher education institutions (Chamberlin 2010). Consequently, there is a clear
need for teachers to receive training on how to effectively implement challenging online
formative assessment strategies (Wafubwa 2020).

To address this gap, this article aims to identify demotivating online formative
assessment strategies in postgraduate courses to enhance their design and
implementation in a manner that aligns with student needs. The primary focus is on
intrinsic motivation, as it is the inherent drive that compels students to independently
complete tasks (Deci and Ryan 2012). This article draws upon the concepts of self-
determination theory, which suggests that students can become self-regulated learners
who develop academic skills such as goal setting, selecting and utilising learning
strategies, and monitoring their own progress (Hornstra et al. 2018). By investigating
the relationship between formative assessment strategies and intrinsic motivation, this
study seeks to enhance the meaningful utilisation of these strategies in online
educational settings. This article will provide lecturers and instructional designers with
the opportunity to learn and identify the knowledge and skills that are required to design
various online assessment strategies from the students’ point of view. It will inspire its
readers to address the question of aligning online formative assessment strategies with
what motivates students to stay focused in online assessment.

Conceptualising Demotivating Online Formative Assessment Strategies

To understand DOFAS there should be a clear understanding of what we mean by
formative assessment. There are various definitions of formative assessment, but for
this article, formative assessment is referred to as a wide variety of methods that
educators use to conduct in-process evaluations of student comprehension, learning
needs, and academic progress during a course (Cowie and Moreland 2015; Filsecker
and Kerres 2012). Online formative assessment is an electronic assessment tool that is
an important element in the level of engagement needed for meaningful online
assessment and is an encouragement for students to adopt good study approaches (Boud

3



Makina

2018). Online learning in ODL, viewed as a subcategory of distance education, is the
method that is used to provide opportunities and meet the needs of a growing and
increasingly diverse student population. Online learning has several potential benefits,
which include the ability to overcome the temporal and spatial restrictions of traditional
educational settings (Bates 2012). Succeeding in ODL environments can only result
from an organised, well-designed and well-structured system of planning and guidance
to the design of the assessment strategies (Zhang and Kenny 2010) that can result from
the students” own perspectives in ODL environments. Therefore, the aim of this article
is to identify DOFAS that demotivate students from participating persistently in online
formative assessment in ODL.

The term “demotivating online formative assessment strategy” is understood to be a
strategy that falls into several categories that disturb the normal excitement of learning.
The strategy can be technically difficult to use due to online challenges or issues. It can
also be a strategy that does not achieve its desired objective. There may be no clear
directions for the use of the strategy or it may not be easy to access the tool of use from
the internet. In addition, there are some strategies that enable unfairness in the
recognition of achievement or that make student advisers unable to follow up on the
student’s progress. The identification of DOFAS became the critical issue to investigate
in this study.

DOFAS are one of the key contributing factors to poor student motivation in open
distance learning universities (Soumana and Uddin 2017). This is because online
formative assessment strategies are central to online student learning since they are
mostly what teaching and learning encompass in face-to-face universities and are
therefore a critical issue in need of serious attention (Lindsay 2015). New demands on
open distance learning university education have had a disruptive effect on the trusted
conventional assessment strategies and plans. Student satisfaction with online
assessment results from an online environment that enables student motivation to
participate in all online activities. In the light of this, tasks need to be carefully planned
and designed so that there is a clear sense of what kind of learning will yield the
outcomes that are envisaged. Successful online assessment and learning require that
lecturers identify the exact source of the challenges with assessment in order to acquire
new competences that enable the students to be motivated to do assessment online.

Open Distance Learning and Online Formative Assessment

Open distance learning as a preferred delivery model in South Africa is aligned to
several stated goals such as the flexibility of learning provision, student-centredness,
supporting students and constructing learning programmes that are associated with
change towards online learning (Moore and Kearsley 2012). The defining purpose of
ODL is to overcome barriers to learning by provisioning excellent, well-designed
learning materials, appropriate use of technology and various student support and
communication systems (Muyinda and Mayende 2013). Since ODL is unique in that,
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among others, students and teachers as well as students and students are separated by
transactional distance, course leaders need effective instructional strategies that best
support students. Because ODL institutions are known for their high dropout rates
(UNISA 2018), discussions about how to motivate the students to participate better
online have motivated this study. ODL universities need to take advantage of
technological advancements and findings from relevant research studies to make
informed decisions about improving DOFAS.

Because ODL offers learning environments that are challenging due to new and
different expectations brought about by digital technology, the learning outcomes of
higher education have become more complex (Makhanya 2016). For example, the
challenges of student retention, completion dates and joining and re-joining courses
continue to beset higher education institutions (CHE 2014). The results of the National
5-Year Graduation, Retention and Attrition rates for the 2000 cohort at an open distance
learning institution indicated that 14% of students in the 2000 cohort had graduated
within five years; 27% were still registered after five years, and 59% had dropped out
without graduating (UNISA 2018). This is because students face complex
circumstances with the competing demands of online learning and are generally less
prepared for the rigours of new online formative assessment strategies. To support
students adequately, planning and managing efficient and effective online formative
assessment become key to propel the desired state of agility that is necessary for ODL.
Therefore, the purpose of this article was to identify DOFAS that demotivate students
from participating persistently in online assessment in an ODL environment from the
students’ point of view.

Student Retention, Dropout and Success

The challenges of student retention, delays in completion and students joining and re-
joining courses continue to beset higher education institutions (CHE 2014). The extent
of the problem was also highlighted in a study commissioned by the Council on Higher
Education in South Africa (CHE 2014). Student retention and success have become a
major focus of concern among local and international higher education systems. The
reasons given for these challenges are that students face more complex life
circumstances with the competing demands of online learning and are generally less
prepared for the rigours of online learning (Vambe 2005). Studies have been carried out
to determine the reasons for the high dropout rate of students at ODL institutions
(Maringe and Sing 2014). 1ll-prepared online formative assessment strategies have often
come out as one of the contributing factors that drive low retention rates (Prinsloo 2016).
Since DOFAS were identified as one of the main problems associated with high dropout
rates, the purpose of this article is to identify DOFAS from the students’ point of view.

There are several reasons why ODL institutions should address student success,
retention and satisfaction in a strategic and resolute manner. First, ODL institutions have
a moral obligation to ensure that student access and success in the ODL environment
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are inextricably linked by providing appropriate, high-quality teaching and student
support and efficient administrative service. Second, persistent failure and dropout have
significant financial implications for students at national level. This is particularly so in
the light of the government’s current outcomes-oriented funding framework in the most
recent ministerial statement on higher education funding (CHE 2014). The CHE
statement signalled the intention to base the distribution of future teaching and research
development grants only on approved plans to improve success and throughput. Third,
ongoing poor success, retention and graduation rates diminish institutional reputation
as well as student and staff morale. The findings of this article are intended to help shape
the emerging learner support framework at higher education institutions. Finally, the
interactions between student and institution are mutually constitutive; that is, the way
one engages with the other shapes the way the other engages in the interaction (Ahmed,
Kloot, and Collier-Reed 2015). Furthermore, it is self-evident that the more effectively
one engages with the other, the more effective the interaction will be. It is against this
background that this article investigated DOFAS that distract students from
participating persistently in online assessment in an ODL environment.

Motivation and the Design of Online Formative Assessment

A lot has been written about technology and its potential, but not much has been said
about what motivates students to respond positively to assessment online (Salmon
2013). A student’s attitude and motivation have often been reported to be the critical
factors for success within online learning (Brandl 2002). Motivation has been found to
be both a condition for and a result of effective instruction (Bekele 2010). Poor
motivation has been identified in most ODL environments as a decisive factor in
contributing to the high dropout rates from online courses (Brophy 2010; Muilenburg
and Berge 2005). The concepts of motivation and the quality of support and training are
key factors in online learning success (Chamberlin 2010). Schunk, Meece and Pintrich
(2013, 4) define motivation as “the process whereby goal-directed activity is instigated
and sustained.” Motivation can influence what we learn, how we learn, and when we
choose to learn. Research shows that motivated learners are more likely to undertake
challenging activities, to be actively engaged, to enjoy and adopt a deep approach to
learning, and to exhibit enhanced performance, persistence, and creativity (Schunk,
Meece, and Pintrich 2013). Though research into designing and motivating learning
environments in face-to-face environments has received more attention, the factors that
influence motivation in online environments are complex (Brophy 2010) and must be
attended to urgently. This article pursues DOFAS that distract students from persistent
motivation to participate in online formative assessment.

Because motivation towards students’ participation in online assessment plays an
important role in successful online teaching and learning, it is important that lecturers
become champions who make online assessment come alive by exploiting several
potential strategies and research so that the student can be motivated to work online.
Lecturers in online teaching environments need new attitudes, knowledge and skills and
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ways of operating that will create a successful and happy online environment
(Shemansky and Seignior 2020). To this end, this article, through students’ analytics,
sought to identify demotivating online formative assessment strategies. Therefore, the
aim of this article was to identify the DOFAS that demotivate students from
participating persistently in online assessment in an ODL environment.

The Lecturer in the Online Formative Assessment Environment

The approach to learning adopted by an individual student is not an attribute of the
student but is their response to the perceived demands of the learning task (Acquaro
2020). Therefore, lecturers in online teaching environments need new attitudes,
knowledge, skills and ways of operating that will motivate students to learn in online
environments (Shemansky and Seignior 2020). In an ODL environment, the student
numbers are big and motivating a big audience to work online is not easy. ODL students
working in online environments are often not motivated to work online. They often do
not respond to discussion forums, refuse or hate working in groups, and are unwilling
to find help or ask assessment questions from the lecturers (Salmon 2013). Although
the premise of an ODL institution is to enable the learner to be unlocked from the
shackles of distance learning, the reality is implementing most of the requirements for
online learning that include online formative assessment is a challenge. Online teaching
in higher education requires a new way of thinking for the lecturer and hence a new way
of motivating participation in assessment and learning. The territories or boundaries that
define lecturers’ roles in traditional settings in higher education have shifted in ODL
contexts. The support that is required for the lecturers to be able to work successfully
and effortlessly online is not easily available. Furthermore, in South Africa, given the
persistent problems with staff development for online and institutional remedial
initiatives, higher education retention and success rates continue to be notoriously poor
(UNISA 2016).

Students’ Involvement in Online Formative Assessment

Though online formative assessment strategies are the main drivers of learning in ODL,
there is evidence of a dearth of available literature about students’ involvement in their
design and development in higher education (Cavanagh et al. 2005). Students have
always indicated their wish to contribute to the way they learn and yet studies on the
development of online formative assessment strategies with students’ involvement are
sparse (Salmon 2013). An improvement committee was formed at one ODL university
to find out the problems with online formative assessment that caused negative retention
and pass rates at that university. In the results, DOFAS were identified as one of the
main contributing factors that drove high dropout and low retention rates and
demotivated students from persisting with their studies (Prinsloo 2016).
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Problem Statement

Available evidence suggests that non-academic or cognitive factors such as online
formative assessment strategies are more likely to impact students’ motivation to
succeed in ODL settings than in residential settings. It is against this background that
this article investigated DOFAS that demotivate students from participating persistently
in online formative assessment in an ODL environment.

The Research Purposes

Emanating from the context of the problem, the question was, What are the online
formative assessment strategies that demotivate students from persisting with the
completion of postgraduate courses at an ODL institution? The purpose of this article
was to identify online formative assessment strategies that demotivated students from
persisting with online learning in postgraduate ODL courses. The assumption was that
the structure and nature of online formative assessment strategies influence how
students are motivated or demotivated to participate in online assessment.

Methodology

The course that provided the context for the case study was situated within the context
of an ODL university. Students in a fully online course were registered for a
postgraduate course and received only digital resources at the beginning of their course.
Students typically took this course in two to five years that led to either a certificate or
a master’s degree.

During an online Google survey, 112 questionnaires were sent out to a purposefully
selected population of 112 participants who were also lecturers at a South African ODL
university. A total of 58 participants who had completed or were in the process of
completing their master of education (MEd) degrees in ODL responded to the online
survey. Data collection was carried out in two phases. Initially, the researcher analysed
the learner management system known as myUNISA in order to identify all the online
formative assessment strategies that were being employed for the MEd in ODL course.
Within these strategies, students identified those demotivating them from persisting
with online learning. Using quantitative data created in Google forms from an open-
ended questionnaire, a thematic analysis was conducted to identify the emergent themes
or patterns related to the research question. These themes focused mainly on issues
related to those elements that demotivated students from persisting with online
formative assessment strategies. E-mails were used as a mode of delivery for the
questionnaire because of the open distance education environment. Data obtained from
an open-ended questionnaire responded to issues that related to online formative
assessment strategies either motivating or demotivating a student from persisting with
online assessment activities. A clear description of what is meant by a demotivating
online formative assessment strategy was given before the students started with the
survey questions. Responses were developed in a “Yes” and “No” format. The online
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formative assessment strategies were then cumulatively rated. Descriptive statistics
(frequencies and relative frequencies) were used to summarise students’ responses to
demotivating online formative assessment strategies in the MEd in ODL course. A
thematic analysis was conducted to identify the emerging themes or patterns using the
percentages generated in Table 3. Demotivation is considered as the opposite of
motivation in this study.

The Theoretical Frameworks

To investigate online formative assessment strategies that demotivate students from
persisting with learning to the completion of their postgraduate courses, theories about
what primarily motivates a student and its relationship to the social technical
environment must guide the process. It is against this background that insights from the
socio-technological perspective (STP) (Baxter and Sommerville 2011) and the self-
determination theory (SDT) (Deci and Ryan 2012) guided the investigation of online
formative assessment strategies, as these two theories encompassed all the aspects of
online educational settings. The socio-technical perspective is a systems approach to
design that considers human, social and organisational factors in the design of
organisational systems (Baxter and Sommerville 2011; Shin 2014). This idea clarifies
the notion that higher education systems do not design technology but, rather, they
design socio-technical systems that understand how people and technologies interact
(Silver and Markus 2013). To design online formative assessment strategies that
motivate students to work in online platforms, it is vital to address all three interrelated
aspects: people, process and technology, as addressing just one or two aspects will
defuse the potential benefits of the other aspects.

Among the theories of motivation, the self-determination theory offers a broad
framework for understanding the factors that promote human motivation. It focuses on
the degree to which an individual’s behaviour is intrinsically self-motivated and self-
determined, and it considers the extrinsic factors that influence students’ persistence to
learn (Ryan and Deci 2012). Self-determination theory is a contemporary theory of
situated motivation that is built on the fundamental premise of learner autonomy. SDT
argues that all humans have an intrinsic need to be self-determining or autonomous (i.e.,
experience a sense of agency and control), as well as to feel competent (i.e., capable)
and connected (i.e., included and linked to others) in relation to their environment (Ryan
and Deci 2017). If environmental conditions are such that they support an individual’s
autonomy, then more autonomous forms of motivation will be promoted (Ryan and Deci
2017). Intrinsically motivated students do not need outside incentives, and these may
even be counterproductive as the reward lies in the doing of the activity (Deci, Koestner,
and Ryan 2001). In contrast, students who are extrinsically motivated undertake
activities for reasons separate from the activity itself, for example, to gain good grades,
to avoid negative consequences, or because the task has utility value, such as passing a
course in order to earn a degree (Ryan and Deci 2017).
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Assumption

This article asserts that to make informed decisions about the best online formative
assessment strategies, policymakers should be guided by meaningful assessment data in
designing them. There was therefore a need to collect data on the demaotivating online
formative assessment strategies that could provide information that is necessary to
improve the online assessment environment.

Results

The quantitative data analysis consisted of some simple biographic data indicated in
Table 1, followed by the results from an open-ended questionnaire. The results revealed
the way students perceived demotivating online formative assessment strategies as
guided by the survey questions. Through statistical calculations based on Google forms,
the demotivating online formative assessment strategies were identified and put into
categories. A sample of 58 participants responded to the open-ended questionnaire
prepared through Google forms, a response rate of more than 50%.

Table 1: Biographic data of the participants

Biographic Data
Sample Rate
1. | Gender
Male 28 48.28%
Female 30 51.72%
2. | Ethnicity/Race
Black African 23 39.6%
White 17 29.3%
Indian 11 19%
Coloured 7 12.1%
3. | Age Groups
22-30 years 6 10.3%
31-40 years 12 20.69%
41-50years 21 36.21%
51-60 years 15 25.9%
61-65 years 4 6.9%

The first stage carried out an analysis of all online formative assessment strategies used
at an ODL university and accessed from the learner management system (LMS).
Permission to access the learner management system was given by the institutional
research committee. The findings derived from data analysis identified 46 online
formative assessment strategies that were used in the MEd in ODL course (Table 2).
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Table 2: List of all assessment strategies in the MEd in ODL course

Main Strategies and Sub-Strategies
1. Essay writing 2. Assignment writing
3. Group research activity 4. Individual research activity
5. Acrticle writing 6. Google docs
7. Flow charts 8. Twitter
9. Mind maps 10. | Wikis
11. | PowerPoint 12. | Weebly
13. | Group-based activities 14. | Blogs
15. | Discussion forums 16. | Skype
17. | Grid contribution 18. | Emails
19. | Skill builders 20. | Telegraphs
21. | Weebly 22. | WhatsApp
23. | Quizzes 24. | Instagram
25. | Audios 26. | Awarding of marks
27. | Podcasts 28. | Writing coach assistance
29. | Multiple choice 30. | Self-assessment
31. | Professors’ videos 32. | Peer assessment
33. | Summative tests 34. | Rubrics
35. | Turnitin 36. | Learning journal
37. | E-portfolio 38. | Debating
39. | Group-based assessments 40. | Audiovisual
41. | Class feedback 42. | Social media (other)
43. | PowerPoint 44. | Diigo annotation
45. | Annotated bibliography 46. | Continuous tests

In the second stage, participants were asked to complete an open-ended questionnaire
built from the results of original data collection (Table 2). The questions in the survey
originated from the ideas of motivation and demotivation derived from self-
determination theory. From the pool of 46 online formative assessment strategies
accessed from the LMS (Table 2), students identified the demotivating online formative
assessment strategies in the MEd in ODL course. Students differed in their choices of
the online formative assessment strategies that demotivated them in their studies. This
is highlighted in self-determination theory, which explains that people are motivated by
different intrinsic or extrinsic strategies or methods of learning. However, through
simple descriptive statistical analysis using Google forms, the highest percentage
indicated the online assessment strategy as being either motivating or demotivating
(Table 3).
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Table 3: Quantitative rating of online formative assessment strategies

Online Formative Assessment Strategies

Nature of Strategy

Main Themes Sub-Themes Motivating Demotivating
1. Individual Essay/assignment writing | 83% 8%
assignment projects Learning journal 12% 81%
Focused research activity | 87% 17%
Article writing 52% 48%
Flow charts 33% 67%
Mind maps 37% 63%
PowerPoint 83% 271%
2. Group based Group-based activities 22% 78%
activities/projects *
3. Communication Discussion forums 21% 73%
and interactive Grid contribution 10% 90%
opportunities
Skill builders 19% 67%
Annotated bibliography 50% 50%
4. Assessment types | Self-assessment 32% 68%
Peer assessment 28% 60%
Quizzes 59% 41%
Multiple choice 70% 30%
Summative tests 68% 32%
E-portfolio 13% 92%
5. Communication, Audios 87% 12%
discussion or Podcasts 71% 29%
information-sharing | Professors’ videos 82% 18%
websites Diigo annotation 33% 67%
Tweets 40% 60%
Wikis 12% 88%
Weebly 10% 90%
Blogs 17% 83%
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6. Social media Skype 60% 30%

platforms* Emails 90% 10%
Telegraph 52% 48%
WhatsApp 68% 32%
Instagram 16% 84%

7. Feedback* Awarding scores 28% 65%
Class/writing coach 39% 63%
feedback
Rubrics 60% 30%
Turnitin 91% 9%

The quantitative ratings of all online formative assessment strategies were recorded as
shown in Table 3. Though the rating was done for all identified online formative
assessment strategies, only those that were identified by the students as having
demotivating aspects in the course through the very high percentages were highlighted
for building up the main themes of demotivating online formative assessment strategies.
From the 46 online formative assessment strategies identified in the LMS, 35
demotivating assessment strategies were identified from the institutional LMS (Table
3). The percentages were indicators of the online formative assessment strategies that
demotivated students. The strategies identified with a remarkably high percentage of
demotivation gave rise to seven main themes and their sub-categories, which are
summarised in Figure 1. From the pool of online formative assessment strategies
identified from the LMS, the main demotivating online formative assessment strategies
were identified through quantitative data analysis, namely, individual assignment
projects, group work, interactive opportunities, type of assessment, social media,
communication strategies and feedback (Table 3). The eight main categories were
identified and presented with their sub-themes of demotivating online formative
assessment strategies (Figure 1).
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Learning journal
Flow charts
Mind mans

Individual
assignments projects

Communication Discussion forums

&interactive Grid contributions
Skill builders

Self- assessment
Assessment types Peer assessment
E-portfolio

Diigo annotation
Communication, Tweets

discussion and Wikis
information sharing Weebly
Blogs

Social media
platforms*

Awarding of scores
Class /Writing coach feedback

Figure 1: Main themes and sub-themes of demotivating online formative assessment
strategies

Students responded to an online Google forms survey on what they considered to be
demotivating online formative assessment strategies. A quantitative thematic coding
process was adopted during the analysis and was followed by a qualitative descriptive
analysis of the results. In the first category, “Individual assignment projects,” the sub-
categories of learning journal, flow charts and mind maps had the highest percentages
of demotivation, with 81%, 67% and 63%, respectively. This was followed by the
second main theme, “Group work,” with a demotivating percentage of 78%. Most
students did not like all forms of group work activities, which seemed to imply that
group work needed to be improved in all their aspects. The third category was
“Communication and interactive opportunities.” It was also very unpopular with respect
to discussion forums, grid contributions and skill builders, with very high demotivating
percentages of 73%, 90% and 67%, respectively. In terms of the main theme,
“Assessment types,” self-assessment (68%) and peer assessment (60%) were not
favoured assessment types by the students. “Communication, discussion and
information-sharing websites” as a main category had five unpopular sub-themes: Diigo
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annotation (67%), tweets (60%), Wikis (88%), Weebly (90%), and blogs (83%). The
sixth main theme was “Social media platforms,” with only Instagram (84%) as a sub-
theme that was demotivating to the students. However, the last main theme, “Feedback,”
was rated very highly for demotivation with respect to awarding of scores (63%), class
or writing coach feedback (63%) and Turnitin (91%). The above results are very useful
for course leaders and instructional designers to reflect on their choice and use of online
formative assessment strategies. These results call for further qualitative research to find
out and document the reasons why students considered these assessment strategies as
demotivating. How lecturers communicate the expectations about assessment tasks
determines how students approach the tasks. The identification of demotivating online
formative assessment strategies should provide the instructors with evidence of how to
improve their formative assessment spaces and should therefore guide the choice and
design of the online formative assessment strategies. This is because instructors tend to
focus on assessment strategies that are easy to measure and work with, rather than on
those that are challenging (Shepard 2000). In these results, it was not important that
students had different views about online formative assessment strategies. Rather, what
was important was finding out the possibility of improving the online formative
assessment strategies for the MED in ODL course. The results showed good indications
from the students themselves that some current practices of online formative assessment
provided limited motivation for their learning.

Discussion and Recommendations
Students’ Involvement in Developing Online Assessment Strategies

Students should be afforded a chance to have a say in the type and design of online
formative assessment strategies that they use. Online assessment is moving away from
the notion that the student is a passive recipient of information and moving towards the
concept of the learning process as active and learner-centred (Zhang and Kenny 2002).
Students who feel that they are in control of their learning actively participate and take
advantages of learning opportunities and resources. The lack of involvement of students
in the issues of online assessment increases the gap of trust between the teachers and
students. This is in line with the socio-technological perspective that says a good online
pedagogy requires an awareness of the opportunities and limitations of the mode of
education delivery, while considering all aspects of its implementation. Relevant
studies, especially in higher education institutions, advise that students must be included
in the process of developing online assessment strategies/tools (Fisher, Waldrip, and
Dorman 2005; Sewell, Frith, and Colvin 2010). Although little evidence exists that
students should be involved in decision-making about assessment tasks and strategies,
this study assumes that there are many advantages in doing so. Cavanagh et al. (2005)
suggest two strategies that can be applied to improve online formative assessment
strategies: 1) examine the research on assessment forms/approaches that other teachers
use; 2) inquire into students’ perceptions about assessment. Little evidence exists to
prove that lecturers use their students to inform and guide the design of formative
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assessment strategies. For this article, this implies that it is important to study the
characteristics of online formative assessment strategies in order to utilise the results to
influence the way students proceed with learning. This is in line with the socio-technical
perspective, which is geared towards a distributed pedagogy.

A distributed pedagogy refers to shared or distributed ownership of different elements
of the learning journey by different stakeholders in the process of constructing
knowledge, and it is intrinsically linked to teaching practice and strategies for course
design, delivery and assessment (Gordon 2014). The distributed pedagogy encourages
the involvement of students in the construction of their learning spaces. Students are
making new demands with respect to their learning in order to contribute to how they
want to be taught, assessed and supported. They want their ideas to be built into course
structures to facilitate effective online learning (Bates and Sangra 2011). For the
successful implementation of this pedagogy, the identification of demotivating online
formative strategies can be a part of this strategy.

Transforming the Roles for the University Course Leaders

Students have different learning styles, cognitive styles, self-efficacy, persistence, self-
regulation, and affective skills that contribute towards assessment strategies of their
preference (Kauffman 2015). It is important to identify characteristics that contribute to
success with online formative assessment strategies for most students in order to
motivate students to persist with their studies. Lecturers in online teaching environments
need new attitudes, knowledge, skills and ways of operating that will motivate students
to learn in online environments (Gikandi, Morrow, and Davis 2011). This article will
provide lecturers and instructional designers with the opportunity to learn about and
identify the knowledge and skills that are required to improve in the design of various
demotivating online formative assessment strategies from the students’ point of view.
It will inspire its readers to address the question of aligning online formative assessment
strategies with what motivates students to stay focused in online assessment. The
leadership focus, skills and competences in ODL environments must be geared towards
assessment literacy. Assessment literacy concerns lecturers possessing the intellectual
ability to select and apply appropriate approaches and techniques to assess tasks (Price
et al. 2011). An improvement in the design of online formative assessment strategies
can be the beginning of the needed change to improve the way assessment is handled
online. This is in line with the socio-technological perspective, which suggests that a
good online pedagogy requires an awareness of the opportunities and limitations of the
mode of education delivery, while considering all aspects of its implementation.

Evaluating the Quality of Online Formative Assessment Strategies

The results of this article point to the need to evaluate the quality of online formative
assessment strategies that are used in postgraduate courses in ODL, so as to provide
designers and course leaders with information on improving them. “Evaluation is the
process of determining the merit, worth and value of things, and evaluations are the
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products of that process” (Vargo et al. 2003, 1). Evaluating online formative assessment
strategies as learning objects is one of the most important quality assurance measures in
teaching and learning online (Nesbit, Belfer, and Vargo 2002). As learning objects in
the educational fraternity, online formative assessment strategies can provide
pedagogically and digitally rich reusable learning environments. Evaluation must be an
ongoing process during any stage in the design or the implementation of online
formative assessment strategies, since it focuses on the usability and the pedagogical
design of the learning object (Vonderwell, Liang, and Alderman 2007). Course leaders
need to create their own identity of practice by understanding students’ learning culture
through well-managed evaluation processes.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the linkage between online formative assessment and motivation lies in
the affordances provided by the design of online formative assessment strategies.
Through the socio-technological perspective (Baxter and Sommerville 2011) and the
self-determination theory (Deci and Ryan 2012), online formative assessment strategies
need to be designed effectively and efficiently by nurturing the social technical
environment in order to motivate students to learn online. The identification of
demotivating online formative assessment strategies enables those responsible for the
design of relevant online formative assessment strategies to better manage online
assessment by either reconstructing, replacing or discarding the learning environment.
The course leaders hold the key to the successful integration of online formative
assessment strategies into teaching and learning because they control their use and
create opportunities for students to successfully learn online. Therefore, there is a need
for course leaders to identify and reflect on student needs in order to construct
assessment strategies that motivate a positive disposition towards online learning and
assessment. Student retention and success rates can be improved if course leaders are
aware of the online strategies and spaces that improve students’ motivation.
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