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Introduction: This study focuses on what choices in assessments students want 
to make in order to enhance their motivation. A flexible assessment can enhance 
students’ perceived autonomy and thereby contribute to more intrinsic motivation 
for working on these assessment tasks. Autonomy is more than offering choices, 
rather it is about the autonomy that students actually experience. An increase of 
autonomy and motivation leads to more fun in learning and deeper learning. 
Providing choices during assessment -also referred to as flexible assessments- in 
order to enhance students’ motivation for working on assessment tasks has not 
been researched extensively. Research on the topic of flexible assessments in order 
to enhance student motivation is valuable because motivation is the start for learning 
and assessments can serve as a starting point for learning.

Methods: The study took place in the context of Vocational Education and 
Training (VET) and consists of two approaches. A cross-sectional survey study 
to find out on what assessment characteristics students prefer to have choice 
on. Focus group interviews are used to gain more understanding on how such 
assessment choices should be designed according to the interviewed students.

Results and discussion: The participated students preferred to make choices 
in the moment of assessment, in the number of attempts and in the assessment 
form. The interviewed students suggested an increase in number of choice options 
and ownership in choice making decisions during their study. They would like to 
be coached by their teachers in the decision-making process and, as their study 
progresses, the guidance of their teacher should decrease. Giving students choice in 
assessment in order to support their perceived autonomy and thereby contribute to 
their intrinsic motivation is quite unanimously perceived as positive.
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1 Introduction

Motivation is key to learning (Broekkamp and Van Hout-Wolters, 2007; Cilliers et al., 
2012; Sambell, 2013). When student motivation is supported, learning will be more easy, more 
fun, and study success will improve (Martens et al., 2004; Vansteenkiste et al., 2005; Van 
Nuland et al., 2010). Higher student motivation can also ensure deeper learning (Chin and 
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Brown, 2000) and prevent school dropouts (Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016). However, student 
motivation to complete difficult learning tasks is decreasing in 
numerous countries across different levels of education, and 
motivation is relatively of short duration (Peetsma et  al., 2005; 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016). 
Because motivation is such an important but challenging factor for 
study engagement, there is an ongoing search to increase student 
motivation in education (Martens et al., 2004; Meusen-Beekman et al., 
2016; Ros et  al., 2017). Most of this research focused on ways to 
stimulate students’ intrinsic motivation for learning, a type of 
motivation in which students are intrinsically motivated to achieve a 
predefined goal.

The current study builds theoretically on the self-determination 
theory (SDT) of Ryan and Deci (2000a), which assumes that learning 
and the learning environment must meet certain psychological needs 
in order not to disrupt intrinsically motivated behavior. These 
psychological needs are competence, relatedness, and autonomy. A 
possible solution to the motivation problem is sought in supporting 
students’ autonomy regarding learning tasks and assessments 
(Leadbeater, 2005; Sebba et al., 2007). Autonomy is considered as an 
important precursor to intrinsic motivation (Loon et al., 2013). Many 
teachers and schools looking for ways to support personalised 
learning, a form of learning that accommodates individualised choices 
of learning and assessment. However, most assessments are still 
teacher- or school-centred. This leaves rather little space for student 
autonomy and choice which, according the SDT, can harm student 
motivation. Assessments are therefore still rather often an example of 
a controlled form of motivation which has few or no autonomy-
supporting characteristics. This can hinder students’ learning and 
motivation as assessments guide the learning process of students and 
students adapt their learning process with the assessment in mind.

Flexible assessments may provide a solution to better align 
learning and assessment in personalised learning contexts. Flexible 
assessments may increase student motivation by supporting student 
autonomy. However, studies on flexible assessment and its effects on 
student motivation for assessments in a vocational education and 
training (VET) context are lacking.

The reason to gain insight into giving students choice in 
assessment in order to enhance their perceived autonomy and thereby 
supporting the motivation is because motivation is the start for 
learning (Dochy and Janssens, 2018), and flexible assessments can 
serve as a starting point for personalised learning paths (Gulikers 
et al., 2018). Assessments will guide the learning process of students, 
and students will learn with the assessment in mind.

1.1 Motivation

Motivation is a process whereby a goal-directed activity is 
instigated and sustained (Pintrich and Schunk, 2002 p. 5). The SDT 
(Ryan and Deci, 2000a) is a well-known theory on motivation and 
distinguishes between two main types of motivation: controlled 
motivation and autonomous motivation. Self-determined motivation, 
intrinsic motivation, or autonomous refer to people’s behavior 
performed in their own interest, controlled motivation or extrinsic 
motivation is defined as doing something for an instrumental reason 
(Ryan and Deci, 2000a).

According to SDT, three basic psychological needs must be met to 
support intrinsic motivation. The three basic psychological needs are 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Ryan and Deci, 2000a). 
Autonomy is one of the three basic psychological needs (Ryan and 
Deci, 2000b) and is described as the need of students to feel in control 
of their own behavior and goals. This sense of being able to take 
immediate action while learning contributes to student motivation. 
Choice, acknowledgment of feelings, and opportunities for self-
direction were found to enhance intrinsic motivation because they 
allow people a greater feeling of autonomy (Deci and Ryan, 1985). 
Moreover, the more autonomy students will experience the more they 
will be intrinsically motivated. Relatedness is one of the other basic 
psychological needs (Martens, 2019). Relatedness is the need of 
students to experience a sense of belonging and attachment to other 
people. A positive climate in the classroom will contribute to 
relatedness. Students should feel free to ask questions and not be afraid 
to make mistakes (Verbeeck, 2010). Competence is the third basic 
psychological need. Competence is the need of students to gain 
mastery of tasks and learn different skills. When students feel that they 
have the competence needed for success, they are more likely to take 
actions that will help them achieve their goals.

Within the motivation continuum, students who are not 
motivated at all to learn are followed by students who have an external 
regulated motivation. External regulated motivation occurs when 
punishments and rewards regulate behavior, and tasks are performed 
to satisfy an external requirement. External regulated motivation is 
followed by introjected regulation, whereby tasks are carried out to 
avoid feelings of guilt or fear or to achieve a sense of pride. Both forms 
of motivation are subsumed under the heading of controlled 
motivation. Working on assessment tasks can often be observed as an 
example of controlled motivation because of the lack of autonomy and 
the urge to perform well.

1.2 Definition of flexible assessment

A promising way to provide students’ choice within the context of 
assessments is flexible assessments. Rumsey (1994, p. 20) was the first 
researcher to define flexible assessment. He defined the term as, 
“assessment practices are flexible if they can accommodate the scope 
of knowledge and skills encompassed by the assessment criteria, the 
variations in context in which assessment may be conducted, and the 
range of needs and personal situations of potential candidates”.

However, this explanation focuses on giving students choice 
within assessment, but giving students choice does not necessarily 
mean that students experience more autonomy (Patall et al., 2008; 
Loon et al., 2013). Instead, the choices students can make should 
be well considered, comparable, and, in most cases, limited between 
two and five options (Patall et  al., 2008) in order to enhance the 
perceived autonomy. Otherwise, students can easily be overwhelmed 
by the number of choices they can make, and the decision-making 
process becomes too complex for student to handle. Moreover, 
stimulating student motivation is not about giving students choice 
rather it is about providing students the feeling they have autonomy 
in making a decision.

The definition of “flexible assessment” developed in later studies. 
The term “flexible assessment” was applied when the student could 
choose, which or how many assessments they had to complete (Cook, 
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2001), how those assessments could be administered and how skills 
could be  demonstrated (Irwin and Hepplestone, 2012), when the 
student had to complete the assessment (Wood and Smith, 1999; 
McCurdy, 2000), how the result of the assessment weighted within a 
larger set of assessments (Francis, 2008; Varsavsky and Rayner, 2012), 
or when students could create their own assessment criteria (Catlin 
et al., 1999). This interpretation gave a broader scope and more focus 
on the choices that could be made by students and led to the definition 
of “flexible assessment” as it is used in this study: “flexible assessments 
are assessments in which the student is offered choice with the aim of 
supporting the students’ autonomy and in which the student can make 
her or his own choice independent of influences of others. In other 
words, students feel free to make their own decision in the offered 
choice options regarding flexible assessments”.

Over the years, some studies are done about the choices that 
students can make in assessments. However, previous studies focused 
on the extrinsic characteristics of assessments such as the assessment 
results in relation to student motivation. For example, Lo et al. (2022) 
found that more motivated students scored better on assessments. The 
research took place in a higher education or a university context. In a 
previous study, Dochy et al. (1999) analysed 63 studies in the field of 
higher education, whereby students were offered a choice about the 
type of assessment: self-, peer-, and collaborative assessment and how 
this affects student motivation. The conclusion was that a more open 
assessment form had a positive impact on student motivation. 
Students became more responsible for their own learning process and 
their ability to reflect on their learning increased through the use of 
self-, peer-, and collaborative-assessment types.

Irwin and Hepplestone (2012) explored the possibilities of 
technology to facilitate students’ choice in the way they proved their 
learning and presented their study. The research focused on online 
assessments in the context of higher education. Irwin and Hepplestone 
(2012) concluded that the flexibility of online assessments could 
be observed as a starting point for a more student-driven pedagogy 
while increasing student engagement in the assessment process and 
criteria setting. “If the assessment criteria are clear about the desired 
learning outcomes, students could use a variety of formats to meet 
those outcomes” (Irwin and Hepplestone, 2012, p. 774).

Pacharn et al. (2013) had the same intention in their research, 
encouraging students’ participation in the learning process and 
thereby self-regulating learning skills. They took an approach whereby 
they allowed students to determine the weights allocated to each 
course component. Students were also able to re-allocate the weights 
in response to the achieved scores. Pacharn et al. (2013) found that 
allowing students to finalise their allocations late in the term 
significantly and positively impacted motivation, grades, and attitude. 
The results suggested that self-regulated learning skills may 
be  enhanced if students have an opportunity to make more 
informed choices.

Rolim and Isaias (2019) did a quantitative methodological 
approach research into flexibility of the location of an e-assessment. 
An online survey was completed by 622 respondents. The conclusion 
was that teachers and students benefitted from this type of assessment.

These studies gave a broader scope and more information on the 
type of choices that can be made by students. However, most of the 
research in the field of student motivation for (flexible) assessments, 
thus far, took place in the context of higher education and focused on 
grade weighing or assessment results of flexible assessments in relation 

to student motivation. Higher education focuses, for example, more 
on a theoretical knowledge. VET focuses more on practical skills in 
authentic settings which are needed to pursue a profession. For 
example, a car mechanic must proof her or his competence in 
servicing a car in a car workshop. This type of competences can only 
be  proofed in an authentic professional situation, such as a car 
workshop, whereas higher education uses mainly essays, thesis, and 
other forms of cognitive assessments to assess a more abstract form of 
the students’ knowledge. Due to the differences between higher 
education and VET, the results of earlier studies cannot be generalized 
one-on-one to VET contexts and more research in the VET context is 
needed, especially since personalised learning gets more and more 
attention in VET.

This explorative research contributes to improve the 
understanding of student motivation in relation to student choice in 
assessments and provides insights into how assessments can 
be redesigned so that students’ perceived autonomy, and therefore 
intrinsic motivation of the students, can be supported.

1.3 Research questions

In this study, we  aim to explore on which assessment 
characteristics students can be offered choice in order to support 
their perceived autonomy. With the results of this study, a redesign 
study can be developed to redesign a standardised assessment into 
a flexible assessment, whereby the student motivation can 
be enhanced.

This study gave us answers to two research questions:

 1 What choices in assessment characteristics do VET students 
want to be  offered in order to enhance their 
perceived autonomy?

 2 How can choice within assessments be offered according to 
VET students and how does the choice affect their motivation 
for assessments?

2 Methods

2.1 Research design

This explorative study consisted of two parts. A cross-sectional 
survey study (Creswell, 2012) to gain insight into which assessment 
characteristics students would prefer to be able to choose. The second 
part of the study is a focus group study to investigate how the choices 
can be offered according to the students in order to enhance their 
perceived motivation. The research design, procedure, and materials 
of this exploratory study were approved by the ethics committee of the 
Open University (file number: U202101536).

2.2 Cross-sectional survey study

2.2.1 Participants
The cross-sectional survey study was fully completed by 157 

students and took place at three different schools within five different 
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Dutch VET-courses: technical automotive engineering, technical 
vehicle specialist, commercial vehicle technician, all-round assistant 
business services, and business and management assistant. The first 
three courses are in the automotive domain and the last two courses 
are in the business domain. The business courses were added later to 
conclude whether different rankings are made by students from a 
different sector.

Four of the participated courses are full-time studies (BOL). A 
BOL study consists of 80% of the total study time and lessons at 
school and 20% of the study time is filled with internships. The 
other course which participated in this research is a part-time 
(BBL) study. A BBL study consists of 20% of the total study time 
and lessons at school. The lessons at school are planned on 1 day 
each week. The other 80% of the study time is filled with 
internships, whereby the students are working at a company as an 
employee. This study took place at level three and four courses. The 
Dutch VET system is divided into four levels, whereby level four is 
the most complex level of a Dutch VET course.

The average age of the students (N = 157) is 18.82 years, whereby 
the youngest student was 16 years old, and the oldest student was 
38 years old. Overall, 62% of the respondents are men, 37% of the 
respondents are women, and less than 1% replied “other” to the 
question “What is your gender?” Just over 90% of the respondents 
followed a BOL course. In total, 40% of the surveyed students were in 
year one of their study, 16% were in their second year, and 43% of the 
students were in their third year. None of the surveyed students was 
in year four of their study.

2.2.2 Materials
An online cross-sectional survey in LimeSurvey was chosen to 

gather data for answering research question: (1) What choices in 
assessment characteristics do VET students want to be offered in 
order to enhance their perceived autonomy? LimeSurvey is a web 
application for developing and conducting anonymous online 
surveys. The survey questions were developed by the research 
team. Before the students were asked to answer the survey 
questions, a brief explanation was given by the researcher about the 
study and the role of the survey in this research. The questions 
were divided into three sections: (1) Personal information, such as 
education and year of study, (2) Experience, in which students 
could indicate whether they already had experience in making 
choices regarding the particular assessment characteristic, and (3) 
The selection and ranking of the assessment characteristics on 
which they would prefer to make choices.

To determine which choices to include in the third part of the 
survey, we conducted a literature review that led to the extraction 
of 10 assessment characteristics on which choice can be provided 
to students. For the review, we  searched EBSCO Host using 
“Flexible assessment* AND education” in September 2021. This 
yielded 523 hits. After excluding pre-2000 articles and non-peer-
reviewed articles, 154 usable articles remained. After reading the 
abstracts and selecting articles where students could make choices 
in their assessments, 20 interesting articles remained. These articles 
provide information on the assessment characteristics that students 
could choose. While analysing the 20 articles, attention was paid 
to what choices students could make on assessments. This analysis 
resulted in 10 assessment characteristics on which choice could 
be offered to students (Table 1).

The survey was pre-tested with 39 automotive engineering 
students from Summa College. Feedback was incorporated in the 
definitive version of the survey, which was approved by the Research 
Ethics Committee of the Open University (file number: U202101536).

During the survey, respondents (N = 157) were asked to make 
their ranking on which assessment characteristics they preferred to 
be  able to make a choice on. The respondents could make their 
ranking of at least three characteristics, up to a ranking with all 10 
assessment characteristics. Students were asked to make their ranking 
by selecting the assessment characteristics on which they preferred to 
have choice on and drag it to the corresponding rank. The assessment 
characteristic at the top of the ranking was the one which the student 
preferred to have choice on.

2.2.3 Data analysis
Descriptive statistics (Creswell, 2012) were used to describe trends 

of the data of the survey, where the focus was on the selection and 
ranking of the assessment characteristics. The ranking would provide 
insight into which choices students wanted to make and could serve 
as a source of information when teachers start redesigning 
standardised assessments into flexible assessments.

To come to an overall ranking of all respondents (N = 157), we made 
a formula in which points are rewarded for the ranking. Rank 10 of an 
individual student was rewarded with one point, rank 9 with 2 points, 
and this continues until rank 1 which earned 10 points. This type is 
recommended in research on the topic of analysis of ranked data (Yu 
et al., 2019; Finch, 2022). A binomial test in SPSS was deployed to check 
if the top three of the individual respondents correspond with the 
overall top three of the ranking. Additionally, different formulas for 

TABLE 1 Assessment characteristics on which choice can be offered to 
students.

Assessment 
characteristic on which 
can be offered choice

Description of choice

Assessing manner
Choice in which way your assessment will 

be assessed.

Assessment form
Choice in how you demonstrate that 

you have mastered the learning objectives.

Assessment moment
Choice in what day and what time 

you want to take the assessment.

Assessment version

Choice in what assessment version or 

version of the assessment task you are 

going to complete.

Assessor
Choice in by whom your assessment is 

assessed.

Collaboration
Choice in if, and with whom you want to 

collaborate on the assessment task.

How the result counts
Choice in how the assessment result counts 

in your final grade.

Level of difficulty
Choice in level of difficulty of the 

assessment or assessment task.

Number of attempts
Choice in how many times you want to 

make the assessment task.

Assessment location Choice in where to take the assessment.
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rewarding points to the students’ rankings were made to check if any 
changes in the overall ranking would become apparent. We made an 
overall ranking by looking at the individual top three of the students. 
We also made a formula whereby the points of each ranking doubled, 
so rank 10 earned 1 point, rank 9 earned 2 points, rank 8 earned 4 
points, and up to rank 10 which earned 512 points.

2.2.4 Results
The cross-sectional survey gave a ranking on which assessment 

characteristics the surveyed students preferred to have choice on. The 
ranking (Table 2) shows the ranking based on the formula, whereby 
one point was rewarded to rank 10 for each individual student who 
participated in the research. Overall, 2 points were rewarded to rank 
9 up to 10 points for rank 1. The ranking (Table 2) is formed by 157 
students who completed the survey.

The top three will remain the same when a different type of 
scoring was applied to the ranking. For example, looking only at the 
top three or giving rank 1 twice as much points as rank 2 and rank 2 
twice as much points as rank 3. When the distinction is made between 
the technical sector (N = 99) and the business sector (N = 58), the top 
three of the ranking remains the same.

The similarity in top three assessment characteristics that the 
surveyed students wanted to have choice on is great. Overall, 145 out 
of the 157 students (92%) had at least one match with the overall top 
three ranking. This was tested with a binomial test in SPSS. The 
ρ < 0.001. A ρ-value of 0 means that the individual ranking of all 
respondents matches the overall ranking of all respondents.

2.3 Focus group study

2.3.1 Participants
The students who participated in the first part of the research, 

the cross-sectional survey study, were asked by their teachers to 
participate non-compulsory, in one of the focus groups up to a 
maximum of two students per class. We aimed for 24 participants. 
After the initial call, only eight students volunteered to participate. 
Based on the low response, two reminders were sent out. This led 
to 11 participants participating in one of four different focus 

groups. The four different focus groups consisted of two up to six 
students from the same school. These were fewer respondents than 
previously intended because there was little interest among 
students to participate in the focus group. We had chosen not to 
select students to compulsorily participate in the focus groups 
because this could disrupt the open dynamic of the focus groups 
with which the return could also be disrupted. The students who 
were participating in one focus group were from the same course 
at the same school but within different years. The students in one 
focus group were similar to each other and were invited to actively 
participate and complement the dialogue during the focus group 
in order to gain qualitatively useful data. This choice is based on 
the findings of Creswell (2012) that focus groups are advantageous 
when the interaction among the interviewed participants will likely 
provide the best information when the interviewed students are 
similar to each other and cooperative with each other.

2.3.2 Materials
The interview guideline was developed, tested, and adjusted after 

two test focus groups. The guideline consisted of three parts. In the 
first part of the focus group interview, we reviewed the results of the 
cross-sectional survey study and checked if the students recognised 
their own answers in the results of the total ranking. The second part 
zoomed in on how the choice in flexible assessments should 
be designed according to the interviewed students. The third part of 
the guideline zoomed in on how the choice within assessments could 
contribute to the students’ motivation for working on an assessment 
task. Each focus group had a duration of approximately 45 min and 
took place during school time.

2.3.3 Data analysis
The focus group interviews were audio recorded and transcribed 

with the use of Office365. The names and personal characteristics of 
students and teachers were anonymised by the researcher.

The transcriptions of the focus groups, together with the coding 
instructions, were handed over to two colleague researchers. Both 
colleague researchers have independently coded the transcriptions 
from each other according to a protocol that was defined in the 
instructions for the researchers. The researchers put the coded text 
in the code table. The tables of both colleague researchers are 
merged with the coding table of the researcher. This action has led 
to one transcription table. A fourth research colleague had been 
given an empty transcription table and the coded text of the focus 
group interviews. The task for the fourth researcher was to put the 
coded text into the empty transcription table. The transcription 
table of the fourth researcher was compared with the merged 
transcription table of the other researchers. This intervention gave 
us the opportunity to do a comparable validity determination of the 
coded text.

The data of the focus group interviews are analysed, and the 
interrater reliability (Cohen’s kappa) was determined with SPSS 
(version 29.0.0.0 (241)). Kappa was 0.64 which means the interrater 
reliability is substantial.

Descriptive statistics were used to describe trends in the data of 
the coding schema of the focus group study. The focus of this part of 
the research was on how choice in assessment should be offered to 
students and how this flexible assessment could affect their motivation 
for working on assessment tasks.

TABLE 2 Ranking of assessment characteristics on which students wants 
to have choice.

Assessment 
characteristic on which 
can be offered choice

Total points (rank 10  =  1 
point, rank 9  =  2 points up to 

rank 1  =  10 points)

Assessment moment 914

Number of attempts 859

Assessment form 813

How the result counts 732

Level of difficulty 692

Assessment location 594

Collaboration 544

Assessing manner 459

Assessment version 400

Assessor 330
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2.3.4 Results
Less students participated in the focus group interviewed than 

anticipated on forehand. We chose to let the students participate 
voluntarily in the focus groups to create a safe environment during 
the interviews. The consequence of this choice could be the cause for 
the low number of volunteers during the focus group interviews, and 
therefore, the outcome of this method was also lower and less 
reliable as planned.

Nevertheless, 10 of the 11 participants in the four focus groups 
could identify with the overall ranking of assessment characteristics. 
Overall, 57% of the respondents indicated that limitations of choice 
options would be  ideal to support their perceived autonomy. This 
form of choice giving is called option choice. When an option choice 
is offered, students can choose from different options. Action choice 
is an ongoing choice (e.g., when, where, how, or with whom to work 
with) during the activity (Reeve et  al., 2003). They found that in 
educational context, action choice was supporting the autonomy of 
the student and contributed to an increase in motivation. Option 
choice would not contribute to more motivation. However, 43% of the 
students indicated that the choice options should be unlimited. When 
we dived deeper into the topic of choice options, students gave some 
tips about adopting the principle of scaffolding in order to make their 
own choices. Scaffolding is an interactive process between a student 
and a teacher that helps students to act at a level they cannot yet 
handle on their own (Van de Pol et al., 2010).

The interviewed students stated that students from year 1 would 
benefit from more teacher guidance in the process of decision-making, 
and the choice options should be limited up to three or four choice 
options. According to the interviewed students, (e.g.) students from 
year 1 should be able to make a choice with help from their teacher on 
which part of a day they want to make the assessment, students from 
year 2 should be able to choose a day in a week on which they wanted 
to make their assessment. Moreover, students from year 3 should 
be able to plan their assessments over a school period of 10 weeks 
without help of the teacher. This suggestion is an example of 
scaffolding where the independence of the student will decrease as the 
course progresses and the coaching role of the teacher will decreases.

…But I think that you also have to be careful about how much 
freedom you give your student, because I know a lot of people 
who also try to just put everything off.

All the interviewed students in the four focus groups have 
indicated that the teacher plays an important role in guiding them by 
the decision-making process. The teacher should give students advice 
in the consequences of their choices. The teacher should also set 
requirements for preparation for the assessment when, for example, a 
student wants to retake an assessment.

Giving students choice in assessment will have effect on student 
motivation according to the interviewed students. The interviewed 
students stated that choices in flexible assessments will positively 
influence their perceived autonomy and the sense of competence. The 
students stated that the sense of competence will be supported because 
students can make a choice in assessment characteristics that matches 
students’ preferences and skills.

We should have more choices anyway, because not everyone is 
the same.

3 Conclusion

In the current study, we aimed to gain more knowledge on the 
characteristics of assessments that students wanted to have choice in 
the context of enhancing student motivation. We aimed at answering 
the following two research questions: (1) What choices in assessment 
characteristics do VET students want to be offered in order to enhance 
their perceived autonomy? (2) How can choice within assessments 
be offered according to VET students and how does the choice affect 
their motivation for assessments? Therefore, we conducted a mixed-
methods study consisting of a survey study, followed by a focus 
group study.

The results show that flexible assessments where students are 
offered choice can enhance students’ perceived autonomy and can 
thereby contribute to their motivation for working on assessment tasks.

My motivation does go up because I feel less pressure and I have 
more freedom of choice.

This conclusion of the explorative research builds on previous 
research in the context of higher education and applies to the context 
of VET. The conclusion of this exploratory research seems to 
be generic for different subject areas and different types of education. 
This conclusion is plausible because the data gathered during this 
explorative research show many similarities between students from 
different courses, different levels of VET courses, and different types 
of learning paths (full-time and part-time).

The results of the cross-sectional survey indicated that Dutch VET 
students prefer to have choice on (1) assessment moment, (2) number 
of attempts, and (3) the assessment form in order to enhance their 
perceived autonomy and therefore support their motivation for 
working on assessment tasks. The results of the focus groups indicated 
that the interviewed students stated that flexible assessments could 
motivate them when choice options are limited, and scaffolding 
is applied.

There are some concerns in giving students choice on assessment 
characteristics. In this paragraph, the conclusion is further specified 
to be able to enhance student motivation for working on assessment 
tasks by giving students choice on assessments characteristics.

A precondition for giving students choice in assessments is that 
the given choice is comparable with each other (Patall et al., 2008). 
Students might benefit when one type of assessment is easier or takes 
less time than another type of assessment. The more choices they get, 
the less they can oversee this. Therefore, it is important that teachers 
make a preselection for students in which such criteria as amount of 
time and difficulty has taken into account. In addition to the 
comparability of the assessment types, it is important that the flexible 
assessment objectives are the same and that they connect with the 
learning objectives and learning methods, this principle is known as 
constructive alignment (Biggs and Tang, 2011).

Students also addressed that they need scaffolding when choice is 
offered. Students who have participated in the four focus groups 
indicated that the support of the teacher to make choices should 
decrease as they progress in their studies. VET students are generally 
between 16 and 20 years old so their metacognitive capabilities are still 
developing. Students from higher education are generally slightly 
older and more independent, so the need for scaffolding could also 
decrease somewhat. The suggestion of the students to implement a 
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scaffolding approach to support the students with the decision-
making process matched the conclusion of the research on scaffolding 
that improves motivation and cognition of Belland et al. (2013). They 
concluded that strategies to establish task value, promote mastery 
goals, promote belonging, promote emotional regulation, promote 
expectancy for success, and promote autonomy would enhance 
student motivation. Three of these strategies link directly to the basic 
psychological needs of the SDT (Ryan and Deci, 2000b).

4 Discussion and limitations

This explorative research on flexible assessments in order to 
enhance student intrinsic motivation for working on an assessment 
task has some limitations where further research could strengthen the 
conclusion. The conclusion that students prefer to be able to make a 
choice in assessment moment can be explained by the fact that 45% of 
students have experience of making a choice in assessment moment. 
Assessment moment is the characteristic that students have the most 
experience of making a choice in.

Autonomy is about making your own decisions without being 
influenced by others. The experience students have with making a 
choice on different assessment characteristics will influence their 
autonomy. A precondition for making your own autonomous choices 
is that you know what the implications of the choice options are. If you 
have little experience with choice options, you are probably not aware 
of all the implications of the choice options, which makes it harder to 
make a well-considered choice. The form in which autonomy is at its 
highest form is when the student has experience with all options and 
knows the consequences of the choices. In this way, the student could 
make an informed autonomous decision. However, this is a situation 
that is not realistic because it is impossible to know all the options and 
consider all the consequences. This is why the feeling of autonomy is 
supported when the choice options are limited between two up to five 
choice options (Patall et al., 2008). More than five choice options will 
strengthen the choice-overload effect. It can be worthwhile to consider 
limiting the choice options during the redesign process from a 
standard assessment into a flexible assessment to enhance the 
perceived autonomy of the students.

Additional research in other education sectors such as higher 
education and secondary education may either confirm or disprove 
the conclusion that student motivation for working on assessment 
tasks increases when student autonomy in assessments is supported. 
This hypothesis is likely to be endorsed. The reason for this assumption 
is that there is little difference in results within different VET settings. 
Students in different subject areas, different levels, and different types 
of education (full-time and part-time) continue to prefer to have 
choice on (1) assessment moment, (2) number of attempts, and (3) 
assessment form.

Broader research within the VET sector is likely to further 
strengthen the conclusion based on the hypothesis described earlier. 
The number of respondents for this research (N = 157) is just a small 
and therefore a limited representation of the Dutch VET students. 
While broadening the study, we need to consider that students are less 
likely to make themselves available for a focus group interviews than 
we expected beforehand. Requiring students to participate in focus 
group interviews could have hindered the safe environment. It is 
conceivable that the results undergo minor changes when the group 

of respondents is expanded and becomes more diverse in population, 
such as a higher education context. Nevertheless, this explorative 
study gives a clear impression on how flexible assessment can enhance 
student motivation for working on an assessment task. It is expected 
that these results also relate to other contexts such as (vocational) 
education in other countries and exams.

This explorative study is therefore a first step and gives us a global 
understanding of the assessment choice students preferred to make 
and how the choice could be  offered in order to enhance their 
motivation for working on an assessment task. Above all, this study 
has shown that increasing student autonomy in assessments could 
potentially make a substantial contribution to the student 
motivation in VET.
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