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ABSTRACT 

With the advent of the coronavirus disease in 2019 (Covid-19), several higher education 

institutions worldwide amended their modes of teaching and learning and the administering of 

assessments. This research was aimed at determining students’ perception of the changes in the 

assessment model from a sit-down assessment to an online assignment due to Covid-19, with 

specific reference to the Postgraduate Diploma (Accounting Science). It also aimed to gain insight 

into the self-reflection procedures that students employed with the different assessments. The 

study employed a quantitative approach using a survey and quantitative content analysis of the 

answers to the open-ended questions. Data was collected by sending out a questionnaire to three 

different population groups, covering both the 2020 and the 2021 class groups. The findings from 

the questionnaires revealed that both assessment types held advantages, as traditional 

assessments prepare students for future assessments, whereas assignments prove most 

advantageous in fostering critical thinking skills and relieving time pressure. The assignment 

developed certain competencies and skills not otherwise developed, and a combination of both 

assessments is preferable going forward. 
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INTRODUCTION 
During the 2020 academic year, the world and social interaction came to a halt due to the Covid-

19 pandemic. Measures put in place to curb the spread of the virus included the wearing of 

masks, frequent hand washing and the observance of social distancing. The Minister of Higher 

Education announced that all institutions of higher education would be closed for an early recess 

(Nzimande 2020), which became a prolonged closure. Consequently, students no longer had 

the option of attending campus-based courses or being in classrooms. 

Academics across the world had to adapt as a result of multiple national lockdown periods 

and restrictions in the education sector. Covid-19 caused a great deal of disruption in higher 

education, because it placed barriers on a number of traditional assessment components. In 

relation to this study, the traditional Postgraduate Diploma (Accounting Science) (PGDAS) 

accounting programmes employed formal sit-ins in formative assessments, which were 

prohibited by a variety of measures, including social distancing and travel restrictions. This had 

an impact on the way that assessments could be administered. Academics lecturing on the 

PGDAS qualification introduced an assignment format to assess students during their April 

assessment period, hereafter referred to as the “April assignment”.   

The research was centred around the advantages and disadvantages of the changes in 

assessment and the competencies contained in the South African Institute of Chartered 

Accountants (SAICA) competency framework that were developed with the different 

assessments. It also explored the concept of self-reflection and whether the different 

assessments resulted in varying degrees of self-reflection and possible reasons for these 

differences. 

 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS  
This study sought to answer the following research questions: 

• What were the advantages and disadvantages of the different assessment approaches as 

perceived by the students? 

• Which competencies were developed as a result of the assessment model change? 

• Did the change in assessment model bring about a change in self-reflection? 

 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
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Assessment is a fundamental aspect of effective learning (Bransford, Brown, and Cocking 

2000). During the academic year of PGDAS, students are typically exposed to assessments as 

formative assessment incorporated into the classroom instruction cycle (Bloom 1960) as well 

as the final assessment, which is a summative assessment. Black and Wiliam (1996) recognise 

the need for summative assessments as an essential part of any learning cycle (Black & Wiliam, 

1996).  

The Covid-19 pandemic compelled lecturers to adjust to novel pedagogical concepts and 

methods of instruction (Masina and Mawonedzo 2022). The pandemic also challenged 

university instructors to devise innovative methods to provide equal access to high-quality 

education for all students (Meda and Waghid 2022). Covid-19 therefore necessitated the change 

to the introduction of the PDGAS’s April assignment. While the change was necessary, it also 

allowed for an opportunity to explore the effectiveness of a university plan including alternative 

ways of assessing students (Sewall and Smith 1998). This was done to ensure that students were 

equipped with the skills and ability to connect theoretical learning with practice, which would 

allow them to adapt and be able to solve problems (Thomas 2011). While Covid-19 had 

negative impacts, such as the increased cost of learning and lower educational achievements, it 

also brought a positive impact in terms of revamping and upgrading the tertiary education 

system (Mashonganyika and Muyambo 2022). 

Gardner (2012) argues that students’ ability to adapt to changing circumstances and 

problems existing beyond formal schooling is an essential outcome of education. To ensure that 

these outcomes are achieved, a broader range of assessment methods is needed. These methods 

should consist of open-ended performance tasks that allow for critical reasoning, complex 

problem solving and application of theoretical knowledge in real-world contexts.  

Students struggle to develop decision-making attributes because educators are focused on 

transmitting course content (“what to think”) and neglect teaching students how to correctly 

understand and evaluate the subject matter, i.e. critical thinking (“how to think”) (Schafersman 

1991). Other authors concur that students do not receive tasks suitable for developing critical 

and analytical thinking (Brown, Afflerbach and Croninger 2014). Students are seldom 

encouraged to employ critical thinking, a skill which can address challenges faced by 

marginalised communities or to engage in educational experiences (Terblanche 2019) 

It has further been highlighted that, other than solely focusing on transferring course 

content, educators also tend to teach students to do assessments well (Shepard 2000). The 

excessive emphasis on delivering knowledge undermines the independence of both teachers 

and learners (Waghid and Davis 2020). Chartered Accountant (CA) education frequently 
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employs a teacher-centred model, in which academics instruct and students passively 

participate in the learning process. This instructional approach provides limited opportunities 

for fostering critical thinking and problem-solving abilities (Terblanche and Waghid 2020). 

Educators in accredited accounting departments often do not fulfil the educational 

mandate of providing a comprehensive education that promotes the whole development of the 

student (Terblanche and Waghid 2021). Educators can develop acumen in students by focusing 

less on structured scenarios and more on unstructured situations and scenarios comparative to 

a real-world context. In doing so, students are not only focused on understanding and applying 

a concept, but also on developing more challenging skills such as analysing, synthesising and 

evaluating (Lee and Thathong 2017).  

The need has been recognised for formative assessment to adapt and take on different 

forms in order to be more effective (Boston 2019). Black and Wiliam (1998) identified a 

definite fault in traditional formative assessment systems, highlighted by candidates who 

struggle, or are graded as incompetent, under formal assessment conditions who may perform 

entirely differently in more realistic conditions. A substantial number of students perceive 

traditional assessments, such as formal written sit-down assessments, as arbitrary and irrelevant 

(Struyven, Dochy, and Janssens 2005). Further studies concur that students perceive traditional 

closed-book assessments as insufficient in assessing their capabilities (Iannone and Simpson 

2016). In contrast, when considering alternative assessment methods, students perceived that it 

increased the quality of their learning. Students stated that they were engaging with the material 

and tried to understand the content, rather than employing rote memorisation tactics (Iannone 

and Simpson 2016). In addition, there is evidence that the implementation of online open-book 

examinations presents a potential alternative for the existing educational system (Meeran and 

Davis 2022). 

These studies affirm the merits of implementing an alternative, such as an online 

assignment, instead of a traditional formative assessment. It is acknowledged that there may be 

numerous other formative assessment formats, but these were beyond the scope of this study. 

Instead, the study focused on an assignment as an alternative.  

Assignments are the primary means by which students can learn to solve problems and 

engage in practice to develop a facility for various skills (Gibbs and Simpson 2005). Using 

assignments as an assessment tool can assist with assessing the student's capacity to implement 

solutions, design, develop, and implement solutions, and analyse and resolve problems (El-

Wageeh 2014).  
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Sullivan and McConnell (2017) provide strong support for the significance of 

assignments, as assignments equip students for success in foundational skills and competencies 

irrespective of their field of study. 

Assignments are assessment techniques that are widely applicable but not used as often as 

they should be (Sullivan and McConnell 2018). The authors asserted that assignments could be 

the game changer for student learning and inclusive excellence in undergraduate education 

today. This is because frequent assignments and detailed feedback received by students are core 

parts of student learning (Gibbs and Simpson 2005). During an investigation in a student 

assessment unit, it was determined that assignments encouraged students to reflect on their 

learning. The authors also provided strategies to support or challenge that learning and provided 

mechanisms to modify and advance learning (Davies, Pantzopoulos and Gray 2011). There is 

evidence that a change in assessment format to include an assignment is pedagogically sound. 

In addition to the change from formative assessment to assignments, the study also 

explored the students’ own perceptions of self-reflection in both assessment methods. Before 

students can become successful self-regulated learners, they must first perceive the purposes 

and procedures of the assessment and be able to evaluate their own performance once the 

assessment has been completed (Schellekens et al. 2021). Durkin (2021) concludes that an 

assessment that concentrates solely on academic performance or results without reflection on 

the task does not promote a deeper sense of learning in the student. 

Traditionally, the assessments on the PGDAS qualification (also referred to as the 

Certificate in the Theory of Accounting [CTA]), a one-year qualification, were in-venue 

assessments. However, the Covid-19 regulations prohibited students from coming to the venue 

to write their assessments. 

The April assignment was therefore introduced and consisted of assessments that were 

written on the University of Johannesburg’s (UJ) online education platform provider, 

BlackBoard Learn. The students were given two days to complete the assessment for each of 

their postgraduate modules, namely Financial Accounting and Reporting, Auditing and 

Corporate Governance, Financial Management and Strategy, and Taxation. In previous years, 

the April assessment consisted of a physical, sit-down assessment opportunity in a written 

format, hereafter referred to as the “April assessment”. Therefore, the April assignment 

immediately distinguished itself as a PGDAS first by introducing a new assessment format and 

an online assessment opportunity. Due to the easing of Covid-19 restrictions during the 2021 

academic year, the April assessment format returned to an in-person sit-down assessment, 

allowing students to be assessed in the traditional manner. 
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METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of this study was to gauge students’ perceptions of the advantages, disadvantages, 

competencies developed and changes in self-reflection brought about by the changes in the 

assessment model necessitated by Covid-19. This was done with the use of a self-developed 

questionnaire using a Likert scale, supplemented by open-ended questions to obtain richer data 

from the respondents. 

 

DESIGN  
The research employed interpretivism as a philosophical approach as one of the main objectives 

was to interpret and gain a deeper comprehension (Creswell 2007) of the students’ perception 

of the change in assessment. A quantitative method was followed utilising percentages and 

tables on the Likert scale questions, while the open-ended questions were analysed through 

quantitative content analysis. 

 

POPULATION, INSTRUMENT AND DATA COLLECTION 
The research was conducted by sending out questionnaires and analysing the perception of the 

following three population groups: 

• 2020 population: Candidates who were successful in obtaining their qualification when 

the April assignment evaluation method was used in 2020. 

• Repeaters: Candidates who were initially unsuccessful in 2020 and who were aiming to 

obtain the PGDAS qualification in 2021. This population was expected to highlight 

additional findings from a student’s perspective, as they were exposed to both methods 

for the April evaluations.  

• 2021 population: Candidates who were enrolled in the 2021 PGDAS qualification and 

who did not attempt to obtain this qualification in the past. This population had only 

been exposed to the April assessment evaluation method. 

The questionnaires were conducted via an online application (KwikSurveys) containing both 

closed and open-ended questions as well as questions specific to the four PGDAS 

modules/subjects. Questions focused on obtaining an understanding of candidates’ perspectives 

and experiences in writing both the 2020 assignment and the 2021 April assessment. Definitive 

responses were analysed quantitatively. Quantitative content analysis was performed on 

responses from open-ended/unrestricted questions and results were used by the researchers to 

conclude on candidates’ perspectives of the different evaluation methods. 
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Table 1 indicates the responses received from the three separate questionnaires 

disseminated. 

Table 1: Population and response rate of the three population groups 

Population Total population Response rate 

2020 first-time UJ PGDAS 

candidates 
394 33% 

Repeating UJ PGDAS candidates 96 39% 

2021 successful UJ PGDAS 

candidates 
246 33% 

 

The response rate for each population met the acceptable range of 25 per cent to 38 per cent for 

survey-based research performed in South Africa (Marx 2008; Strauss-Keevy 2014). In 

addition, when compared to other web-based questionnaires administered in South Africa, the 

response rate was higher (Nkoutchou and Eiselen 2012). 

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 
The research findings are presented under various headings showing how different attributes of 

the two assessment methods were perceived by the students. The findings of both closed and 

open-ended questions are presented under the relevant headings. 

 

Perceived difficulty 
In all three questionnaires, a question was posed to the students on the perceived difficulty of 

the two assessment methods to determine whether one method may have the disadvantage of 

proving to be too difficult. The answers captured evidenced the information presented in Table 

2. 

The repeaters perceived the total difficulty of the 2020 assignment (74%) as much higher 

than that of the 2021 assessment (59%). This could be because the repeaters had been exposed 

to more PGDAS formal assessments than first-time candidates and therefore perceived the 2021 

assessment to be easier. 
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Table 2: Perceived difficulty of 2020 PGDAS April assignment and 2021 PGDAS April assessment 
Perceived 
difficulty 

Student 
population 

Very 
difficult 

Difficult Neutral Easy Very easy 

2020 PGDAS 

April 

assignment 

Repeaters 14% 60% 24% 2% 0% 

2021 PGDAS 

April 

assessment 

Repeaters 28% 31% 32% 6% 3% 

 

 

Perceived advantages and disadvantages 
Students’ perceptions of the advantages obtained through the assignment are presented in Table 

3. 

 
Table 3: Most significant perceived advantages of the 2020 April assignment 

Perceived advantages – 2020 PGDAS April assignment 2020 
candidates 

Repeaters  

Had sufficient time to interpret and think critically about the information 

presented 

27% 36% 

Had sufficient time to complete the assignment to my best ability 15% 25% 

Could self-reflect and improve exam technique before submission 13% 19% 

Could make use of notes during the assignment 11% 14% 

Could obtain good results, which built confidence in attempting later 

assessments 

9%  

Obtained a deeper understanding of technical knowledge 8% 6% 

Was exposed to PGDAS-level questions without added time pressure 7%  

Experienced decreases stress related to venue-based assessments 

(driving to venue, noisy surroundings etc.) 

6%  

Other 4%  

Total 100% 100% 

 

It is clear from the above that the most significant advantage of the 2020 April assignment for 

both the 2020 population and the repeaters was the development of critical thinking regarding 

the assessment information provided. The second and third most significant perceived 

advantages (“Had sufficient time to complete the assignment” and “Could self-reflect … before 

submission”) relate to the elimination of a traditional time constraint. This is in line with other 

research that argues that students should be given sufficient time to think and formulate 

solutions (Lee and Thathong 2017). By doing so, educators create an environment that 
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encourages students to revise their logical thinking processes and constructs, ultimately 

promoting the development of critical thinking (Duplass and Ziedler 2002).  

Students’ perception of the advantages obtained through the assessment methods is 

presented in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Most significant perceived advantages of the 2021 April assessment 
Perceived advantages – 2021 PGDAS April assessment 2021 

candidates 
Repeaters  

Prepared students for future assessments from a technical perspective 

with time constraints (structure of questions, level of technical competency 

required, etc.) 

45% 57% 

Prepared students for future assessments from a physical perspective 

(noisy surroundings, different writing space, etc.) 

16% 9% 

Increased pressure to understand principles before writing the 

assessment 

13% 22% 

Highlighted possible knowledge gaps 9% 3% 

Eliminated stressors in relation to online submissions (loadshedding, 

internet connection, etc.) 

8% 3% 

Reduced the ability to obtain external assistance and ensured a fair 

attempt for all candidates 

5% 6% 

Provided opportunity to meet other students and build a support structure 4%  

Total 100% 100% 

 

As shown in Table 4, the 2021 candidates and repeaters overwhelmingly perceived the most 

significant advantage of the 2021 April assessment to be that it prepared them for future 

assessments that follow the traditional written sit-down evaluation method. This is also the 

assessment method used in the Initial Test of Competence, SAICA’s first board exam. Even 

though the 2021 April assessment provided exposure to evaluation methods used in later 

assessments, it is still important to consider whether the “do assessments well” methodology is 

not employed, leading to a possible decline in student understanding and development of critical 

thinking (Sheppard 2000). Students’ perceptions of the greatest disadvantages of the 

assignment and assessment are presented in Tables 5 and 6. 

Table 5 shows that the repeaters perceived the “Lack of time management skills, leading 

to procrastination” and “Overreliance on notes and textbooks for answers” as the most 

significant disadvantages of the 2020 April assignment. 
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Table 5: Most significant perceived disadvantages of the 2020 April assignment 
Perceived disadvantages – 2020 PGDAS April assignment 2020 

candidates 
Repeaters 

Overanalysing of the information provided, which caused incorrect 

interpretations and second-guessing of original attempts 

25% 5% 

No exposure to time constraints, which had a negative impact in later 

assessments 

14% 13% 

Increased stressors in relation to online submissions (loadshedding, 

internet connection, etc.) 

14% 10% 

Assignment consisted of much higher-level questions compared to other 

assessments 

13% 15% 

Lack of time management skills, leading to procrastination 11% 26% 

Study environment was not conducive to successfully attempting the 

assignment 

10% 3% 

Overreliance on notes and textbooks for answers 8% 25% 

Extended exam pressure over multiple days instead of only one day 5% 3% 

Total 100% 100% 

 

The 2020 candidates perceived “Overanalysing of the information provided” to be the most 

significant disadvantage. It is also important to note that “Increased stressors in relation to 

online submissions” (2020: 14%; repeaters: 10%) and “Study environment was not conducive 

to successfully attempting the assignment” (2020: 10%; repeaters: 3%) would be eliminated if 

a traditional venue-based assessment method was followed.  

 
Table 6: Most significant perceived disadvantages of the 2021 April assessment 

Perceived disadvantages – 2021 PGDAS April assessment 2021 
candidates 

Repeaters 

Anxiety and stress in relation to writing first venue-based assessment in a 

year 

25%  

Stress caused in relation to Covid-19 and writing in the venue (wearing 

masks, contracting the virus, etc.) 

22% 4% 

Anxiety and stress in relation to writing first PGDAS-level paper 13% 8% 

Ineffective time management employed 12% 38% 

Stress caused in relation to writing in the venue (driving to venue, noisy 

surroundings, cold venues, etc.) 

10% 11% 

Inability to understand all technical principles before attempting the 

assessment 

9% 12% 

Inability to think critically about information due to time constraints 6% 23% 

Inability to rely on notes and textbooks for answers 3% 4% 

Total 100% 100% 
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The 2021 candidates perceived the most significant disadvantage of the 2021 April assessment 

to be the anxiety and stress suffered in relation to adjusting to writing venue-based assessments 

for the first time in over a year. This may be due to the fact that these candidates wrote 

exclusively online-based assessments in the previous academic year. The second most 

significant disadvantage was that of stress caused due to Covid-19 and writing an in-venue 

assessment. The repeaters perceived ineffective time management to be their most significant 

disadvantage. As ineffective time management was also their most significant disadvantage in 

attempting the 2020 April assignment (Table 5: 26%), it can be concluded that the repeaters 

struggled with time management skills from a holistic perspective.  

 

Technical competencies, enabling competencies and other skills 
All populations were asked to rate to what extent the 2020 assignment and 2021 assessment 

developed certain skills that form part of the SAICA competencies and acumen (SAICA 2021).  

 

2020 assignment 
When looking at the responses, the repeaters had an average agreement rating of 45 per cent 

across all the competencies and acumen developed. This was, however, due to the apparent 

small agreement found in the development of “enabled me to practise working under extreme 

time pressure” and “quick recall memory” questions. This was expected, as it was never the 

objective of an assignment to develop time management skills or quick memory, rather the 

assignment should put appropriate time in place for students to think about questions and recall 

knowledge over time. When these factors were removed, the average agreement rate of the 

repeaters changed to 51 per cent and that of the 2020 candidates to 76 per cent. This clearly 

indicates that if the skills an assignment tries to promote are taken into account, the agreement 

rate is much higher.  

Table 7 shows the top seven competencies developed through the assignment as well as 

the least developed competency developed through the assignment. 

 
Table 7: SAICA competencies developed through 2020 assignment 

Top competencies developed through 2020 
assignment 

SAICA 
competency 
developed 

Agreement 
percentage 
repeaters  

Agreement 
percentage 
2020 PGDAS 
students 

Provided me with sufficient time to understand the 

scenarios 

Enabling 78% 88% 
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Enhanced practical and thought-provoking skills, i.e. 

critical thinking to resolve problems 

Enabling 67% 85% 

Allowed me to manage my time to meet the deadline for 

submission 

Enabling 61% 78% 

Allowed me to articulate my thoughts and ideas 

effectively/efficiently, i.e. writing skills 

Enabling 61% 80% 

Allowed for sufficient time for self-reflection on knowledge 

and exam technique after receiving my results 

Enabling 61%  

Strengthened my rationale of reasoning Enabling 58% 81% 

Enabled active reading Technical 56% 80% 

Had a positive impact on my understanding of the work 

for the remainder of the CTA 

Technical 56% 79% 

Allowed for sufficient time for self-reflection on knowledge 

and exam technique before submitting it for marking. 
Enabling  78% 

Least developed competency in 2020 assignment    

Enabled me to practise working under extreme time 

pressure 

Technical 8% 25% 

 

The business acumen of enabling competencies was inarguably being developed, as both 

populations strongly agreed that they had sufficient time to understand the scenarios, which in 

turn meant understanding the internal and external environment of businesses presented in the 

assignment. Both populations felt that the assignment developed critical thinking and effective 

writing skills (communication), and it also developed decision-making and relational acumen. 

As both the 2020 class and the repeaters agreed that critical thinking and reasoning were 

improved, the 2020 assignment fulfilled its assessment duty. This proves that an assignment 

engages in the “how to think” bubble (Schafersman 1991). Extracting the benefit of assignments 

requires that information be given in unstructured situations and scenarios that will lead to 

developing skills such as analysing, synthesising and evaluating thereof (Lee and Thathong 

2017).  

When looking at the positive impact of the assignment on the future preparation and 

understanding of the students, it can be seen that the repeaters had lower agreement percentages. 

This is, however, contradictory to the opinions of the same students, who agreed to a large 

extent (78%) that they had two opportunities to self-reflect (both before and after the submission 

of the assignment, as the majority agreed, as shown in Table 7). If the self-reflection done by 

the repeaters was optimal, the low agreement percentages may have been avoided. The lack, or 

inadequacy, of the repeaters’ self-reflection may be supported by the 2020 class that did in fact 

agree (61%) that the assignment had a positive impact on their future preparation and 

understanding of work.  
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2021 assessment 
Table 8 shows the top seven competencies developed through the assessment as well as the 

least-developed competency developed through the assessment. 

 
Table 8: SAICA competencies developed through 2021 assessment. 

Top competencies developed through 2021 
assessment 

SAICA 
competency 
developed 

Agreement 
percentage 
repeaters 

Agreement 
percentage 
2021 PGDAS 
students 

Had a positive impact on my preparation of the work for 

the remainder of the CTA 

Technical 82% 65% 

Allowed me to work diligently, determined and with self-

discipline 
Enabling 91% 79% 

Allowed me to work under extreme time pressure Technical 94% 84% 

Developed quick recall memory Technical 76%  

Allowed for sufficient time for self-reflection on knowledge 

and exam technique after receiving my results 

Enabling 76% 71% 

Had a positive impact om my understanding of the work 

for the remainder of the CTA 

 73% 73% 

Enhanced my practical and thought-provoking skills, i.e. 

critical thinking to resolve problems 

Enabling  81% 

Strengthened my rationale of reasoning Enabling  72% 

Enabled active reading Technical 73% 72% 

Least developed competency in 2021 assessment    

Allowed for sufficient time for self-reflection on knowledge 

and exam technique before submitting it for marking 

Technical 12% 28% 

 
 

The data shows that students thought the assessment improved technical skills like active 

reading, quick recall, and functioning under pressure. However, there was limited room for self-

reflection before submitting or during the assessment. This is due to the fact that these types of 

assessments have a set completion time that students must adhere to. There is a high level of 

agreement regarding the skill developed by the 2021 assessment and its impact on the 

remainder of the learning process. 

 
Technical and enabling competencies 
The above tables demonstrate the effectiveness of the different assessments in developing 

technical and enabling competencies. However, students reported that both assessment methods 

promoted active reading, which is advantageous. 
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Students agreed that the assignment helped to improve the enabling competencies. The 

data shows that the opportunity for self-reflection helped before and after the project was 

submitted. This supports that feedback should begin the learning process rather than conclude 

it (Jansen et al. 2019).  

Most students believed that preparing a formal assessment prevents self-reflection before 

submission. The enabling competencies indicate that time management is often viewed as a 

challenging aspect when writing an assessment.  

The assessment is also better than the assignment for developing technical competencies 

since students thought it would help them prepare for future assessments. This brings into 

question the suitability of both assessment methods, as the usefulness of the assessment depends 

on the students’ perception (Kniveton 1996).  

 

Comparing assessment methods and modules 
The repeat population was posed with a question on which assessment method should be used. 

This question was posed specifically to this population, as they were the only population that 

had exposure to both methods of assessment. They were given the option to select the 

assignment, the assessment or a mixed methodology of assessment.  

Table 9 demonstrates that most repeaters thought a mixed assessment method would be 

preferable for PGDAS learning. A mixed method was chosen despite the apparent difficulty of 

the traditional written 2021 April assessment. This supports the literature that students decide 

if an evaluation is suitable based on its strengths and shortcomings, not what they enjoy 

(Kniveton 1996). 

 
Table 9: Type of examinations for future 

Students should have a combination of exam-based and assignment-based assessments 60% 

Students should have only exam-based assessments 38% 

Students should have only assignment-based assessments 2% 

 

In addition, the same population was asked a follow-up question to describe the assessment 

method they would prefer in each of the four PGDAS modules. The results in Table 10 show 

the preferences for each of the subjects.  

 
Table 10: Assessment methodology per PGDAS module 

 Assignment-based 
assessment 

Exam-based 
assessment 

Both methods are 
suitable 

Financial Accounting and Reporting 22% 35% 43% 
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Auditing and Corporate Governance 27% 35% 38% 

Financial management and strategy 16% 49% 35% 

Taxation 11% 62% 27% 

 

The Financial Accounting and Reporting module's overwhelming desire for a mixed 

methodology may be due to pupils self-studying an accounting standard before writing the April 

assignment/assessment. Many 2020 students cited this as an assignment benefit. The different 

assessment methodologies were the most evenly spread within Auditing and Corporate 

Governance. This shows a clear need for students to have more than one assessment method in 

the Auditing and Corporate Governance module. 

Taxation students preferred exam-based assessment emphasises the need to memorise 

legislative passages. The idea is that increasing the evaluation time will not help a lack of 

knowledge of tax legislation and its sections (“either you know a section or you do not”). Thus, 

time constraints will not affect assessment interpretation or student achievement.  

Different assessment methods for different modules are expected based on the perceived 

benefits and disadvantages of an assessment method (Kniveton 1996), as students tend to prefer 

the method they find most beneficial for a given module. Critical and analytical thinking is not 

always transferable between curriculum areas and disciplines, and a student may have critical 

thinking skills in one domain but not another (Brown et al. 2014). This means the modules' skill 

development and assessment methods should vary. As this study examined multiple formative 

assessments, PGDAS students preferred a mixed assessment methodology, supporting the idea 

that different assessment forms might improve learning (Black and Wiliam 1998).  

 

Process of self-reflection 
In all three questionnaires, a question was posed to the students on the process of self-reflection 

they applied when attempting the different assessments. Thereafter, open-ended questions were 

asked to establish why students either did not self-reflect or why they felt self-reflection was 

necessary. In total, 83 per cent of the 2020 candidates and 62 per cent of the repeaters in the 

2020 class opted to self-reflect either during the assignment time or before submitting the 

assignment. After identifying the ratio of students that did indeed self-reflect, a question was 

posed on the process they followed as well as the benefits of self-reflection. The data indicates 

that most 2020 students felt that the assignment allowed them to take some time to reflect and 

look at what they had written. This allowed them to identify misconceptions, basic errors and 

exam technique flaws before submitting the assignment. Some of the key responses are shown 

in Table 11 and 12. 
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Table 11: Self-reflection after submission of assignment 

The process of self-reflection during/after the assignment 
“Read the questions again. Identify concepts examined. Ask yourself if you know the concepts or topic. If you 

didn’t know the topic, then go study first and recite the concepts. If you know the concept, then proceed to the 

solution and inspect the solution structuring for the exam technique. Re-perform the inspection for deviation of 

your answer with respect to application of knowledge or any knowledge gaps. Make notes and summarise the 

process and observations noted. Then go on to work on the items learned.” 

“I would step away from my assignment for a while, then later come back and re-read the required and tell myself 

what I would expect to see in the answer, then I would look at what I wrote and see if I met my expectations.” 

 

The benefits of self-reflection 

“I’m doing self-reflection, I am able to identify where I did not read the question properly, which truly helped in 

future assessments because then I’d focus on ensuring I understood the required helped in future assessments 

because then I’d focus on ensuring I understood the required.” 

 “Self-reflection gives you an opportunity to learn from the mistakes made on the assignment. What went wrong, 

why things were certain way and what could have [gone] right. Lastly, you get to add valuable notes to your 

summary for each module after reflecting.” 

 

The 2021 class and the repeaters were asked to respond on self-reflection after submitting the 

2021 assessment. These groups were specifically required to answer this question, as they 

would not have had time to self-reflect during the formal assessment due to time constraints. 

The 2021 class showed a significant increase in self-reflection (95%) compared to that of the 

2020 class (83%). The repeaters also showed an increase in self-reflection from 62 per cent in 

2020 to 76 per cent in 2021. This increase clearly shows that students preferred to self-reflect 

after they had written the assessment. It may also indicate that the repeaters realised the 

importance of self-reflection and therefore incorporated it as part of their learning process 

during their second attempt. 

 

 
Table 12: Self-reflection after assessment 

The process of self-reflection during/after the assessment 
“During the paper, I would mark questions that I struggled with and understood that my ability to read, understand 

and attempt the required was below par. Thereafter, upon the release of the marks and memos, I would perform 

my own self-assessment and review what the examiners have awarded me.” 

“I would listen to each feedback video and then go over the solution with my answers and identify areas that I 

lacked in and understood whether it was a lack of theory, application or exam technique, and then I would make 

a document writing down what I need to remember for the next time and the principles learned, and I would 

consult with the Academic Trainees if there was still something that I didn’t understand or needed clarity on.” 

 

The benefits of self-reflection 
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“I was accountable for my own mistakes and my own lack of thorough studying, which bettered my mental health, 

as I was honest with myself and understood that I had to improve. Another benefit is that I could improve my 

ability to understand and interpret the required and better my overall application skills.” 

“The way answers are presented in the CTA significantly affects one's grade. Self-reflection improves this skill, 

which has been the reason most of my marks are constant, as after the paper I reflected and realised where I 

lost easy marks and ensured such mistakes are never repeated in the future.” 

 

When analysing the above, it is evident that in 2021 more of the repeaters considered self-

reflection than in 2020. Furthermore, 24 per cent of the repeaters continued to opt not to self-

reflect after the 2021 assessment compared to 5 per cent of the 2021 candidates. Some of the 

key reasons are listed in Table 13. 

 

Table 13: Repeaters’ reasons for not self-reflecting 

Please describe what was hindering you from self-reflecting during or after your assignment. 
“I thought that because I had a lot of time to finish the assignment, it was not necessary for me to go through 

the assignment again before submitting.” 

 

“Because I procrastinated in finishing my assignments, I didn’t have time to self-reflect.” 

 

 

The information in the tables shows that PGDAS students had a clear sense of the importance 

of self-reflection to obtain the maximum benefit from their formative assessments. This 

supports the opinion reached that feedback plays a critical role in student performance (Morris, 

Perry, and Wardle 2021).  
 
CONCLUSION 
The objective of the research was to examine students' perceived advantages, disadvantages, 

and competencies when the evaluation model changed from formal assessment to an 

assignment. It also examined whether assessment model changes affected self-reflection.  

 

Strengths of assessment methods 
The assignment's biggest benefit was giving pupils more time than the formal assessment. The 

time allowed students to comprehend and think critically about the information and finish the 

task to the best of their capacity, including self-reflection before submission. SAICA PGDAS 

students need technical and enabling competencies, which are both developed by the two 

assessment methods. The assignment was better than the assessment in developing enabling 
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qualities, such as giving students enough time, improving critical thinking to solve challenges, 

and allowing self-reflection.  

The assessment had an advantage over the assignment in developing technical 

competencies because students thought it would help them prepare for future assessments in 

the same format. It helped students develop self-discipline and time management skills. 

 

Challenges with assessment methods  
The assignment's biggest drawback was students doubting their knowledge and not managing 

their time. Students also acknowledged over-relying on notes and textbooks, which would not 

be available in future sit-down tests.  

The biggest disadvantages of the assessment were the anxiety and stress related to the in-

venue assessment and students’ ineffective time management, especially since this was the first 

traditional written in-venue assessment opportunity the students faced in over a year. 

 

Self-reflection 

The content analysis of the open-ended questions demonstrated that students understood the 

importance of self-reflection to maximise assessment benefits. Students stated that both 

assessment methods facilitated self-reflection. However, during the assignment, students have 

two opportunities to self-reflect (before and after submission), while the assessment allows for 

reflection only once (after submission).  

This study adds to the existing literature on students’ perspectives regarding various 

assessment models and the different skill sets that are being developed, focusing on PGDAS 

students in particular. Additional research could be conducted to establish the students’ 

perspectives on e-learning tools and technologies that can be incorporated after Covid.  

Diverse assessment methods contribute to the development of distinct competencies and 

hold merit. Universities may consider increasing the frequency with which they integrate these 

methods in the future. 
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