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Learning occurs best when students are given opportunities to be active participants in the learning process. As assessment strategies are being forced to change in the era of Generative AI, and as digital technologies continue to integrate with education, it becomes imperative to gather information on current approaches to evaluating student participation. This mini-review aimed to identify existing methods used by higher education teachers to assess participation in both physical and virtual classrooms. It also aimed to identify common issues that are anticipated to impact future developments in this area. To achieve these objectives, articles were downloaded from the ERIC database. The search phrase “assessment of class participation” was utilized. Search was limited to peer-reviewed articles written in English. The educational level was limited to “higher education” and “postsecondary education” in the search. From the 2,320 articles that came up, titles and abstracts were screened and 65 articles were retained. After reading the full text, a total of 45 articles remained for analysis, all published between 2005 and 2023. Using thematic analysis, the following categories were formed: innovations in assessing class participation, criteria-related issues, and issue of fairness in assessing class participation. As education becomes more reliant on technology, we need to be cognizant of issues that came up in this review regarding inequity of educational access and opportunity, and to develop solutions that would promote equitable learning. We therefore call for more equity-focused innovation, policymaking, and pedagogy for more inclusive classroom environments. More implications and potential directions for research are discussed.

KEYWORDS
 assessing class participation, student engagement, online teaching and learning, technology-enabled assessment, higher education


1 Introduction

The assessment of classroom participation is a critical topic for both longstanding and rapidly emerging reasons. First, it is widely acknowledged that students learn best when they are active participants in the learning process (Petress, 2006; Ryan et al., 2007; Campbell et al., 2022). Therefore, class participation has become a valued standard for student learning. As marking participation is associated with effective preparation for class, frequency of participation, and comfort with class participation (Dallimore et al., 2006), assessing classroom participation can be an effective means to promote student engagement. Second, there is urgency in reviving interest for assessing classroom participation as a vital tool to assess student learning, especially as educators face challenges related to the rise of generative language models.

However, there are barriers to objectively assessing class participation. A seminal article by Armstrong and Boud (1983) discussed the problems commonly encountered in grading participation, and evidence suggests that most of these problems in assessing participation persist at present (Márquez et al., 2023). Some of the challenges include subjectivity, reliability, and the unintended detrimental effect of some methods of assessment used by instructors on the quality of class discussions (Armstrong and Boud, 1983; Bean and Peterson, 1998; Xu and Qiu, 2022). These issues have resulted in some arguments against grading participation, such as students mistaking the quantity of participation for quality and students ramping up oral participation just to score points toward their participation grade (Arnold, 2021).

Traditionally, attending classes, and orally communicating one’s thoughts during lectures and class discussions have been considered as the main behavioral indicators of participation. But with the advent of online learning and emerging educational technologies, there is a need to expand our view on what constitutes participation. For example, in large in-person classes, there is less chance to reliably evaluate each student’s participation in oral discussions given the limited time in lectures (Penn, 2008). Teachers having to assess class participation while actively facilitating a learning session can be burdensome, especially in these large classes. Furthermore, vocal students are not the only engaged learners (Shi and Tan, 2020). There could be various reasons for students’ silence such as the fear of committing mistakes and embarrassing oneself in public, even as they are mentally engaged during class. Thus, more inclusive assessment strategies are needed in evaluating class participation.

Creating rubrics that explicitly indicate expected competencies and communicating these to students is one approach to address problems with subjective assessment of participation. An example of scoring rubrics is a six-point scale with descriptors developed by Bean and Peterson (1998). Craven and Hogan (2001) also developed a rubric for higher education classrooms—assigning points for different levels of participation (exceeds, meets, or fails to meet expectations). While teachers tend to differ in terms of what they give emphasis on when assessing class participation, the most important thing is having clear and consistent standards in the process of evaluation. Teachers also have to ensure that the approach is aligned with their course goals and pedagogical methods.

Various methods of assessing class participation exist, the most common ones being through observation, self-assessment, peer assessment, and teacher assessment of in-class activities. While teacher observations are useful in evaluating the quality and quantity of student interaction and participation, this is sometimes considered as a subjective approach, especially if no clear criteria are provided (Armstrong and Boud, 1983). Self-assessment, on the other hand, is when students are given the opportunity to evaluate their own performance. This method is often questioned as students tend to inflate the grades that they assign to themselves relative to teachers’ ratings (Gopinath, 1999; Ryan et al., 2007). The third approach, peer assessment, is where students are given a chance to evaluate their peers’ participation. While heralded as a reasonable alternative to teacher ratings (Arnold, 2021), this method is also not safe from bias. Similar to self-assessments, students’ ratings of their peers tend to be significantly higher than teachers’ grades (Gopinath, 1999) and are not predictive of teacher evaluations (Ryan et al., 2007). Lastly, while teacher assessment of students’ participation in in-person activities can be useful in guiding students and providing immediate feedback on their work, it may also be a limited means of assessing participation especially in online environments where there are no physical interactions.

A scoping review (Czekanski and Wolf, 2013) drew attention to clicker technology as a way to engage learners in digital environments (Hunter Revell and McCurry, 2010). While this promoted participation, the anonymity of responses did not allow teachers to identify students and provide marks for participation. One study using an electronic bulletin board system found a medium, positive correlation between the number of posts graduate students made and their score on the course examination (Siegel et al., 2001). This suggests an association between mastery of material and participation in web-based discussions, highlighting the significance of assessing class participation despite arguments against it.



2 The present review

Assessment of participation has been and continues to be a complex issue that vexes many higher education teachers (Flaherty et al., 2008). With increased prevalence of online learning and improved access to educational technologies, it becomes imperative to review literature on assessment of class participation and reflect on how practices have changed across the years. Furthermore, the increased importance of coming up with alternative ways of assessing student learning or understanding of content is corollary to the current assessment challenges (e.g., cheating, plagiarism) faced by educators in the age of generative language models (Dwivedi et al., 2023).

In order to meet the objectives of this mini-review, we began by searching the articles through ERIC, known to be the largest database in education. We used “assessment of class participation” as a search term. The article search was conducted in July limiting the search to “peer reviewed only” articles and came up with 8,315 articles. The search was later refined by limiting the educational level to “higher education” and “postsecondary education,” and this step yielded 2,320 articles. Articles that had no full-text available in ERIC were searched through the authors’ institution’s subscription. Only full-text articles that were in English were retained after title and abstract screening. A total of 65 records were fully read to examine whether they were about assessing class participation. Forty-five articles were retained in the final roster. Two of these were reflexive pieces, in recognition that valuable insights can also be gained from educators’ personal reports. The articles were coded, and thematic analysis was applied to develop categories that highlight existing issues in assessing class participation. The said themes are discussed in subsequent sections. Using the same search term, another round of search in ERIC was conducted during the first week of December 2023 to capture recently published articles on the topic that were not in the original roster. No new articles came up from this search, highlighting the scarcity of studies on assessing class participation.



3 Findings


3.1 Studies’ characteristics

The highest annual number of articles published on assessment of class participation (N = 11) was in 2021. The journal Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education published the highest number of articles on the topic (N = 5). Thirty-five studies focused on undergraduate students, four on post-graduate students and another four on both educational levels. Three articles did not specify an educational level focus.

No specific timeframe was set in the ERIC database during the search. The oldest text considered in the mini-review was published in 2005 (without specific publication date), while the most recent article was published in 2023 (with the exact date of official release in the journal’s issue during April of the said year). Table 1 displays information on these articles.



TABLE 1 Details from oldest and most recent text reviewed.
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3.2 Indicators of classroom participation

Indicators of participation were classified into three categories: general indicator, in-person indicators, and online indicators. Attendance was the most often used general indicator, with 16 articles mentioning it. Most often used in-person indicators were peer interactions and collaborations (N = 24), oral participation and discussions (N = 19), and work completion (N = 7). Most often mentioned online indicators are forum or discussion posts (N = 7), and access and engagement with online materials (N = 5).

Findings were grouped under three themes. These themes were innovations in assessing participation, criteria-related issues, and the issue of fairness in assessing class participation.



3.3 Innovations in assessing class participation

To keep up with the digitalization of education, innovations in assessing class participation with the use of technology have steadily grown. Technology-enabled formative assessment with an organized system of point collection to evaluate both the effort and achievement of each student after each session is one example (Kereković, 2021; Lu and Cutumisu, 2022). A visual-based measurement called graphical self-assessment manikin (SAM) assisted in measuring students’ emotional responses and participation in an online peer assessment activity (Cheng et al., 2012). There is also a classroom data visualization tool that enables tracking of individuals during group-centered instruction (Makowski and Lubienski, 2023). Another innovation to monitor participation is the activation of a Zoom function that automates attendance recording (Bekkering and Ward, 2020). The researchers also used focus on the application to measure attentiveness. Other innovations included the use of online chat box (Huang, 2022), electroencephalogram (EEG) measuring attention levels (Sezer et al., 2017), threaded online discussions with peers (Lai, 2011; Jin, 2021), learning analytics (e.g., log file data), and natural language processing techniques (NLP; Bihani and Paepcke, 2018) for crediting forum posts.



3.4 Criteria-related issues

Articles mentioned the importance of aligning criteria and expectations with the nature of the course and the activities to be accomplished (Smith, 2008; Barlow et al., 2020; Orzolek, 2020). It is important to communicate these expectations to students clearly, and to provide a detailed rubric to avoid a subjective marking process (Flaherty et al., 2008; Baghurst, 2014; Holloman et al., 2021). Communicating expectations will also prevent students from expecting grades that are disproportionate to their performance (Alshakhi, 2021). One recommendation is to involve students in establishing criteria and to negotiate expectations so that grade policies can be aligned with the forms of participation that they value (Quesada et al., 2019; Chessey, 2021). However, learners’ overreliance on some guidelines for participation can at times lead to superficial participation (Koehler and Meech, 2021), raising the issue of quantity vs. quality where students attempt to fill a quota just to receive high participation grades without necessarily contributing quality answers (Flaherty et al., 2008; Lai, 2011; Yildirim, 2017). Numerically capping credit for participation in online discussion boards was one of the ways teachers prevented a minority of students from dominating the discussion thread (Galyon et al., 2015).



3.5 Issue of fairness in assessing class participation

Fairness has been a long-standing issue in discussions about assessing class participation. The practice of having the frequency of students’ oral participation as sole basis for participation grades has been questioned. For instance, a highly skilled student who does not require much effort in publicly demonstrating proficiency could be unfairly graded even though the student has mastered the course content (Baghurst, 2014). Silent learners (Baghurst, 2014; Macfarlane, 2016; Theriault, 2019), shy learners (Macfarlane, 2016; Akpur, 2021), and individual activity oriented (IAO) students (Crosthwaite et al., 2015) have also started to gain attention. While online dashboards provide a possible solution for students who are uncomfortable speaking in public, online methods are not without their limitations. Despite teachers using an ad-hoc formulae over the participation statistics provided by online discussion forums, a fair forum participation credit is still difficult to give in very large classes (Bihani and Paepcke, 2018). Instructors noted instances where students were caught “gaming” the system, by simply copying a peer’s forum posts, adding spaces or characters to cheat the automated system (Flaherty et al., 2008).

There was also a gender equity issue raised, with evidence favoring men (Ernest et al., 2019). A previous study found that student gender influenced teachers’ assessment of their participation, as both male and female teachers interacted more and gave more attention to their male than their female students (Spender, 1982). This demonstrates how teachers’ biases could influence the assessment process (Flaherty et al., 2008). Ethnic and cultural considerations were also raised, such as the relative disadvantage experienced by students who are non-native speakers and who are from minority groups (Yildirim, 2017; Chessey, 2021). In a study comparing participation patterns of students from developing and developed countries, socio-economic inequities were also highlighted, with the gap in participation patterns being attributed to unequal access to technology and the training required to be adept at using them (Giannini-Gachago and Seleka, 2005).




4 Discussion

Assessing class participation continues to be a contentious issue. An important question remains whether the benefits of assessing participation outweigh the costs or the efforts it requires from stakeholders. Easing teachers’ burden without compromising the quality of learning should be the goal of most innovations. Fortunately, we have technology-enabled formative assessment and data visualization tools to monitor individuals’ performance in a group. These are less subjective and less effortful ways of assessing participation. Automating functions such as attendance recording in online classes also saves teachers’ time and effort. While focus on the videoconferencing application was recommended as an indicator of attentiveness, it was found to not be a reliable measure. Given this, online chat boxes and discussion boards can be considered as more reliable tools to aid in assessing participation. The online chat box (Huang, 2022) provides a more comfortable classroom climate and facilitates more participation compared to the limited participation of a limited number of students observed in studies focused on oral participation (Rocca, 2010; Theriault, 2019). The caveat is that there must be a way to not just automatically quantify responses, but also to evaluate the quality of their content. Learning analytics and advanced NLP techniques are thus promising tools, if they allow detection of cheating to prevent students from gaming the system (Flaherty et al., 2008).

Web-based student response systems enable students to respond to teachers’ questions, receive feedback, and view their classmates’ responses in real-time, thereby enhancing interactivity in the classroom and giving students room to self-assess (Heaslip et al., 2013; Persaud and Persaud, 2019). This is beneficial since researchers have highlighted the critical role of timely feedback in assessing class participation (Márquez et al., 2023), to allow students to engage in corrective actions (Macfarlane, 2016). These web-based systems are also ideal for use in large classes where time constraints are often an issue. But while the anonymity of the software largely encourages participation, it makes it impossible for the teacher to assign marks to students unless they find a way to attach students’ responses to their names. The challenge is that most students prefer to be anonymous and are more likely to participate if they know they will not be identified (Heaslip et al., 2013; Persaud and Persaud, 2019). This brings to light ethical concerns such as students’ possible resistance to “intrusive technology” (Bekkering and Ward, 2020). To address such concerns, it is the teacher’s obligation to inform students (e.g., through the syllabus) that they are being monitored, in what manner and for what purpose. In using automated systems that count responses, students should be given the freedom to choose whether they wish to be identified or not to avoid breach of privacy. In another study, the use of EEG to monitor attention levels was mentioned (Sezer et al., 2017). While ideal for being language- or culture-free, physiological measures are currently not ideal for application in natural learning contexts and are only well-suited for research purposes.

Speaking of innovations, the limited access to technology in low-and middle-income countries (LMIC) is a problem that deserves attention. Socio-economic inequalities in technology access and computer literacy have been placed at the forefront during the COVID-19 pandemic when learning shifted online (Czerniewicz et al., 2020). Teachers have huge roles to play as the implementers of innovations. Teachers also need to be aware of the biases that they have and of the impact their behaviors have on students, given the inequities found in this review with regard to gender, ethnicity, and other factors. Lastly, teachers are responsible for ensuring that rubrics are designed on the basis of the classroom context, with the criteria targeted at promoting engagement as well as assessing students’ learning.


4.1 Conclusion and recommendation

Due to EdTech tools, class participation is no longer limited to oral contributions. Thus, criteria and tasks should account for individual differences between students and their cultural backgrounds. Aligning and clearly communicating expectations through provision of a detailed rubric remain to be one of the best practices in assessing class participation, in line with the call for a standards-based and criteria-based assessment practice (Sadler, 2005; Alonzo et al., 2019). We highlight the importance of class participation assessment as a viable and alternative means in assessing student learning, given the challenges encountered by teachers in this age of generative language models. This review gathered some technological solutions meant to ease teachers’ burden in assessing participation. The use of AI is one viable solution notwithstanding its inherent challenges. However, AI applications would require significant investment from institutions to introduce innovations and to provide training opportunities to teachers. It would also require flexibility and willingness from teachers to implement changes in their practices. We recommend revisiting current criteria to evaluate whether standards for assessing classroom participation are aligned with the current educational climate, especially in online contexts.

Given the scarcity of studies in this area, researchers are encouraged to gather the current practices of teachers and the challenges they encounter in assessing class participation in both online and offline learning environments. Another important question to address is how technology-enabled assessment impacts teaching, and consequently, students’ learning. It would also be interesting to examine whether the available technologies and their functions and affordances are aligned with intended learning outcomes.

Educational technologies can aid learning and instruction by making the assessment of class participation manageable for teachers. Going forward, researchers and practitioners are called on to develop and advocate for more equity-focused innovation, policymaking, and pedagogy.
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