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Abstract
Assessment is a systematic way for making reasoning about the learning and development of students. Technology is crucial to the transition from traditional to technology-based learning. Open Distance University is a distance learning institute and has adopted an online examination system for international students. The purpose of the study was to explore the challenges faced by students and management during online examinations. The objectives of the study were ; to explore the challenges management of Open Distance University face during the planning, conducting, and evaluation of online examination for international students; to explore the challenges of international preparation, participation, and completion of online exams; to determine the technical issues faced by management and international students during online examination; to identify the strategies the management adopt to address the issues regarding international students. This study has provided insight into the challenges faced by international students in online examinations. The present study was carried out through a qualitative research approach. The total population of the study was 25, autumn 2024 (12) and spring 2025 (13). The participants selected for the study were 15 international students which were selected through purposive sampling techniques. Controller Examination, Deputy Controller Examination, superintendent, Invigilators, Director International Collaboration and Exchange Office, Deputy Director International collaboration and Exchange Office. The semi-structured interview was carried out by the participants. The researcher employed thematic analysis and generated codes and themes to analyze the data collected through semi structured interview for in depth understanding. The key findings of the study listed several challenges faced by international students and management in online examinations. These challenges where instructions were not clear for the quiz and final exam, environmental factors like noise, were created during final exam, during assignment and quiz submission, technical issues were created. In final exams, proctoring, privacy concern of students arouses, time zone issues for students from different regions, unavailability of resources in practical examination caused stress and anxiety in students and impacted the equity in evaluation and grading, and the lack of ongoing training for students and faculty was a great burden on them and caused waste of time. The strategies to mitigate these challenges were various communication channels, continuous training of students and faculty, different slots for time zone difference, option for viva or open book exam, options for submission of assignment or final exam sheets through email or WhatsApp. 
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Introduction
Assessment is a systematic way for making reasoning about the learning and development of students. In assessment we can check the learning and development of knowledge and abilities of students. Assessment plays a crucial role in education in general. It is essential for improving the quality of education and learning process for both teachers and students. Also, it motivates students to learn, offers feedback on their progress and measures their achievement and defines the actual goals of curriculum set for educational process.
Technology is crucial to the transition from traditional to technology-based learning. According to Alruwais, Wills, and Wald (2018) technological advancements have the power to transform learning by altering how people acquire information and present it in an engaging and sophisticated way. Teachers can administer online tests more effectively by utilizing technology. To improve student learning outcomes and the future learning process, teachers use assessment as a method or an attempt to gather a lot of data about how students are developing during learning activities. An evaluation of learning outcomes must gather data regarding the accomplishment of learning outcomes by students in relation to predefined objectives. Additionally, the assessment's implementation gives teachers the opportunity to give pupils feedback on how to become more competent. Additionally, it is used to identify the learning process's advantages and disadvantages, which serve as the foundation for decisions about how to change learning tactics to make the next learning process more successful. Under typical circumstances, teachers do not need to learn a unique method to grasp the assessment process. Nonetheless, because the evaluation process is conducted online or indirectly during the present pandemic, teachers must be able to create effective assessment process strategies (Gamage et al., 2020).
Corona Virus, which is both dangerous and contagious, has spread deeply to many countries around the world. It is also known as the Covid-19 outbreak. Because of this, traditional or face-to-face teaching had to be changed, and people had to learn online to stop the spread of the Covid-19 virus. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, many schools, colleges, and other places had to close for a while. People all over the world were hurt, and there was fear that they would lose this semester's work or even more in the future. When things go badly, like during natural disasters, wars, and pandemics like COVID 2019, e-learning has shown promise. Since this is the case, many methods and learning management systems have been created over the last 30 years to help implement and promote E-learning effectively. E-learning is still becoming more popular, which brings both chances and challenges when it comes to things like giving online lectures, managing content, and making sure that online exams are handled correctly. Recent technology progress, along with a reliable and fast internet connection, makes it possible to use advanced image processing and machine learning methods to complete educational tasks more effectively through E-learning.
The formative evaluation focuses on providing feedback throughout the entire training process, addressing all learning situations and objectives. In contrast, the summative evaluation assesses the overall learning outcomes and skills acquired. Both evaluation processes are responsible for assessing the student's academic performance, measuring their progress throughout classes, and demonstrating the effectiveness of the teaching methodology employed by the instructor.
Statement of the Problem: 
The evolution of technology has changed the education system in many ways such as the case with assessment which has been shifted to online system. But it has created many problems too. The main hurdle for Allama Iqbal Open University’s (AIOU) management was to meet the requirements of international students. Online assessment has given flexible learning to students, but management faces many challenges regarding exam scarcity, equal access to all students and Suitable help for students whose needs are different due to diverse geographical location. Students from different geographical locations faced barriers related to their technical facilities, different learning styles and time zones. These challenges affected their academic achievements. The management faced issues while protecting online assessment from cheating and achieving academic standards. This case study has investigated the problems faced by AIOU management and suggested ways to improve the handling of online assessment for international students. This research has suggested managerial approaches which help policy makers to make enhanced assessment policies so that international students can have better experiences of online assessment.
1.1 Research Objectives
The objectives of the research were to

1. To explore the challenges faced by the international students during the preparation, participation and completion of online exams.
2. To determine the technological problems that hinder effective administration and participation in online exams for international students.
3. To investigate the challenges faced by Open Distance University management in planning, conducting and evaluating exams for international students.
4. To identify strategies to address the challenges related to examinations for international students.
1.2 Research Questions
1. What are the main challenges faced by Open Distance University management in planning, conducting and evaluating online exams for international students?
2. How do international students encounter problems during the preparation, participation and completion of online examination?
3. How do time zone differences, cultural factors and limited sources affect the performance of international students during online exams?
4. How does the support infrastructure (e.g., help desks, online resources) at AIOU address the challenges faced by management and international students during online exams?
5. What improvements can AIOU policy makers make to enhance the online exam experience for management and international students?
6. How do external factors, such as internet access and home environment, affect the online exam performance of management and international students at AIOU.
Review of the related literature
The transition to online examinations has transformed the landscape of educational assessment, particularly for institutions catering to international students. As universities like Allama Iqbal Open University (AIOU) embrace digital assessment methods, various challenges have emerged that management must navigate to ensure fairness, accessibility, and academic integrity. Existing literature highlights issues such as technological barriers, cultural differences, and the need for robust administrative frameworks (Huber & Helm, 2020). Furthermore, studies indicate that the acceptance and effectiveness of online assessments can vary significantly based on students' digital literacy and socio-economic backgrounds (Tate & Warschauer, 2022). There is a need to understand all these challenges to make a successful management plan to achieve better educational achievement for international students. The transition from traditional teaching and learning to online learning necessitates that all lecturers and teachers reevaluate the appropriate types of assessments for the online learning environment, particularly for speaking, due to the physical separation between lecturers and students. Assessment is frequently regarded as an indispensable instructional component. Assessment substantially impacts the way learners are instructed, and classroom activities are implemented (Rahman et al., 2022). Like traditional classroom instruction, assessment is a crucial component of online learning. Measurement of learning outcomes during the online assessment is difficult, mostly because of student academic dishonesty, which can result in inaccurate evaluations (Garg & Goel, 2022). Furthermore, there is a global trend toward online education in the contemporary academic environment brought on by the COVID-19 epidemic. Campus-like online courses are currently offered by numerous reputable schools as credit-based or non-credit-based courses, as well as part of blended learning or totally online education. The main drivers of Online education's explosive growth is its accessibility, flexibility in terms of time, and scalability. Assessments play a crucial role in online learning, just like in traditional classroom settings.
Diversity among students in online learning encompasses several factors, including socioeconomic position, access to gadgets, internet connection stability, racial and cultural disparities, learners with special educational needs, and non-native English speakers. Consequently, educators must take diversity into account while using online assessment techniques. Some students may lack internet connection and PCs for web-based examinations; however, they can utilize mobile devices for text-based collaborative tools such as texting and WhatsApp. Students with physical and cognitive disabilities may utilize assistive technologies. Students for whom English is a second language may employ technological tools with listening and speaking capabilities to address diversity in assessment (Tuah, 2021). Because it preserves educational continuity, online learning is beneficial whenever, anyplace, and during disruptive times like natural disasters, man-made disasters, or pandemics like COVID-19 (Bergdahl & Nouri, 2020; Azmat & Ahmad, 2022). One way to maintain the educational system is through online learning (Nikman et al., 2022). Researchers have analyzed the difference between the traditional and online assessment approaches and compare the special opportunities that exist within each assessment methodology. His research reveals that traditional assessment system primarily depends on the
Standardized memorization while the online assessment system evaluates the students’ knowledge about the real world and how to utilize this knowledge in real world scenario. According to Rovai online assessment requires equity and accessibility because some students miss out essential technology skills and required resources. So, it is the responsibility of the educational institutions to make such approaches or methods which enable equal access and equity because it impacts the student’s learning ability with diverse environments (Prima & Abdurahman, 2024).

Research Methodology
The research aimed to explore both the difficulties encountered by Open Distance University management and international students enrolled in university and participated in online assessments. Research has explored the challenges and environmental barriers management, and international students enrolled while using Open Distance University 's virtual assessment platform. This research approach emphasized obtaining personal insights, perceptions and individual stories by using qualitative data collection approaches and analysis methods.
Research Design
The researcher adopted a constructive paradigm within a qualitative approach to explore the various challenges management of Open Distance University and international students encounter in the online assessment system through case study research design. The main research target demonstrates how numerous obstacles in culture and technology affect online examination practices among the student group. The research has investigated how assessment difficulties confront these students’ populations based on their societal components and linguistic distribution as well as their different technological access conditions. This research used qualitative methods because it enabled detailed collection of meaningful student interview data. The research method allowed investigators to deeply understand personal interactions and societal contexts which produce knowledge that is not possible through numerical data collection. The qualitative methodology allowed researchers to analyze the entire social environmental influence on students with automated online evaluation at AIOU which gives comprehensive awareness of their challenges. Performed Through interviews and focus groups a qualitative case study explores student systems to develop recommendations which will improve the conduct of online tests for these groups.
Population and Sample of the Study
The population for this study consisted of three key groups: The analysis includes The Controller from the Examination Department, faculty involved in online examination of international students. The Directorate of International Collaboration and Exchange Office of Open Distance University and international students who participated in online assessment. The researcher had implemented purposive sampling to collect complete perspective insights. The method provided a basis to identify participants who show expertise in online exam processes or possess relevant background experiences.
Data Collection
The researcher had gathered data with the help of semi-structured interviews for qualitative research methods. The management team of AIOU's Examination Department had given important operational knowledge about their online examination framework through semi- structure interviews. The researcher had carried out Semi-structure interview surveys to explore international student experiences with online examinations across different departments. Qualitative data collection methods were employed as the primary research method.
 Data Analysis
The researcher had systematically analyzed the data collected using thematic analysis and coding. Researcher had converted audio files into written text followed by thematic analysis of interviews, so they uncover technical issues, assessment challenges, access barriers and workaround effectiveness, student readiness, test-taker mindset attributes and communication issues, time management difficulties. The researcher implemented NVivo qualitative data analysis software to the group and analyzed data that revealed important patterns within the data. Such systematic evaluation led to detailed comprehension of the obstacles that affect students along with academic personnel in online tests. The analysis was finalized by combining structural findings to formulate executable recommendations for online examination improvement.
Ethical consideration 
    Ethical consideration is essential for every stage of qualitative research study to ensure the dignity and rights of participants. This study follows the rules for ethical guidelines. Participants were already informed about the procedure and purpose of the interview. The data gathered was only used for academic purposes and identity of the participants was kept confidential.  
Findings
Following were the main findings of the study related to the challenges faced by the management, students and faculty:
Challenges faced by management in conducting online exams
All instructions were delivered to students through different media through email or what’s app for exams. University had also arranged mock sessions for the exam conduction, but many students did not attend the mock session, and it created problems during the exams. Data collected through interview and thematic analysis of data showed that students were forced to draw watermarks on the answer sheet during final exam and are asked to sign the answer sheet on different pages, this decreases the chances of cheating. Students were taking exams in their home or workplace, so invigilators checked the room on 360 degrees. All these measures prevent cheating during exams but create stress and anxiety among students and causes delay in start of exams. University had set the rules for technical contingency that if system crashes university will reschedule the exams. University also had backups for the system crashes. But it was the responsibility of the students to ensure technical support and reliability. It makes burdens on students and relying on students for internet stability causes pressure on students and risk. The findings show that the international collaboration and exchange office had to coordinate with different departments to create the students list for exam eligibility, and it led to errors in students list for examination. They synchronize the data of the admission department, their classes attendance, and the examination department for issuing the admit card of students, which showed their identity. That work created hazards sometimes and they face errors in the generated lists of students.
Preparation, participation and completion of online examination
According to the information gathered from thematic analysis of respondent’s interviews, students find clear instructions for assignments, but they find lack of clarity in instruction in quiz and final exams. They had mock sessions, but many students did not attend the mock session, and it made things unclear during the final exams and students wasted time asking questions. When instructions are unclear, especially in quizzes and final exams, it affects the student’s performance as they feel uncertain about what is expected from them. The information gathered from the thematic analysis of the respondent interview revealed that some students face problems while logging into the portal. Assignment submission creates Issues due to the file size too large and the file format. These problems created stress in students due to delays in assignment submission and fear of failure. It also impacts on the integrity of assignments. The findings from the in-depth interviews reveal that remote proctoring, online camera, scan of room, watermarks, and signature of the students prevent cheating, and showed exams integrity, but also created issues for students as they become anxious, discomfort and feel shyness in front of camera.
 Effect of time zone, culture and resources on students’ performance
The respondent of the study also revealed that environmental distraction affects their performance, and they became unable to complete their work in time. The house or workplace noise takes their attention, and they were also fighting for time zone difference as their work time clashes with exam time and house course they had to complete before exam caused stress. During the final exam they were not allowed to mute their microphone and the noise from other students’ side also distracted them. Students asked irrelevant questions during exams and caught the attention of all students, and it impacted their performance during written exams.
Thematic analysis of data collected from the respondents’ interview revealed that management has fixed scheduling of online exams for international students. The fixed schedule was 6:30pm to 9:00pm Pakistan standard time, that fixed scheduling had created issues for students as it was not convenient for all students to take exam at the same time and it was unfair for all students. International students struggle with the rigid time scheduling as the local time was different from the exam schedule. It affected the students’ performance during exams. This study shows that students were not awarded any sources for practical exams. For Students had to find the place for practical exams, and all the sources required for practical exams. The respondents revealed that they had to organize the practical venue, which was difficult especially when they were not working. Some students felt shy in front of camera and hesitated to perform when they were being recorded.
Role of Open Distance University support infrastructure 
This study shows that quizzes were checked automatically but assignments were analyzed manually by the course coordinator. But delay in feedback for 1st assignment did not allow students to correct their mistakes while preparing for the 2nd assignment, so they lack opportunities for self-correction in learning and improvement. Effective formative assessment emphasis timely feedback to enhance students ‘learning. The findings of the study show that universities provide training to students and faculty at the start of the semester to handle the LMS portal, but they lack the training during the semester or exam, they did not provide ongoing technical support and whenever they faced the problem during the exam, they both felt limitation in technical support. The LMS was optimized for slow internet for giving students flexibility in remote areas, but the issue of submission of assignment and quizzes persist. It caused anxiety in students, and They find delay in responses from the faculty when they ask for a query about the assignment and quiz submission. Slow connectivity led to unequal distribution of digital divide and the limited resources available that affect the students’ performance, and they failed to find equity.
Improvement needed in online exam policy
This study shows that Open Distance University policy makers need to make changes in reappear of exam policy, students facing technical issues such as connectivity failure. These students may give them a chance to reappear without any penalty. It will help students to reduce stress during online examinations. The findings from the interview from students and management reveal that secure examination portal must be introduced which enables the invigilators to identify the students automatically and it minimizes the time of checking the students. The other option was found from the interview that questions in the exams must be based on an application base rather than simple recall.
External factors affecting online exam performance
The respondent of the study revealed that online camera exams also cause stress in students. Students’ mic was not allowed to mute that created noise and students felt nervous and unable to complete long exams in time. Proctoring measures like watermarking on answer sheets and signatures on different pages wastes their time and produces anxiety among the students. They also had privacy concern when the invigilator was using a 360-degree camera position. The respondent’s interview data explain that superintendent and invigilators checked the students for verification of their identity. They checked the ID cards and passports of the students for students’ face identity, sometime this process takes too long and causes delays in starting exams on time. It has created stress and anxiety among students. The findings of in-depth interviews show that university did not provide any venue or resources for practical exams, and students had to find the sources and venue for their practical exam, thus the experience was different for all of them, some find supportive environment and easily found the sources, but some find it difficult to arrange venue and sources for practical exams. This struggle led to unequal distribution of resources and inequality in assessment.
Conclusion
The research study concluded that students appreciated that instructions for assignment were clear, but sometimes they were unaware of the file size and format for uploading the assignment on portal. They felt confused about the exam’s instruction regarding quiz and final exams. For the final exam the mock session was arranged, but many students missed this mock session and failed to understand the exam instruction during the final exam. It was an issue for the students as well as for the examination department as they had to guide them during the exam and it created hazards. The study concluded that some environmental factors were challenged for them as household, and workplace noise distracted the students. Students were also distracted by the irrelevant questions of the students to the invigilators. Unmuted mics also produce anxiety in students. Students face technical issue slow internet increase stress in students, and it impact negatively their academic performance. These technical challenges affect the concentration of the students also. The research study concludes that final exams were intensively monitored through camera scanning the room, unmuted mic, watermark on answer sheet, and signature On the answer sheet, the exam maintains integrity but also caused stress and anxiety in students and they were unable to finish the exam in time, especially the long exam. Invigilators checked students’ ID and passport for the face recognition and verification, but this process caused delay in start of exam, and it increased stress in invigilators and superintendent.
The research study concluded that university did not provide any venue and practical resources for students. It was totally on students to arrange the practical exam center and resources, and it had become the reason for the unequal allocation for students and created stress in exam. That was the issue for the evaluator to assess the students equally. The research study conclude that time for final exam was schedule to 6:30pm to9:00pm Pakistan standard time. This rigidness in time was disadvantage for international students because they were engaged in different tasks at that time and felt burdened to take online exams, and they cannot perform well in stressful environment. According to the research study it was concluded that data was synchronized from admission department, student’s attendance from their classes, but sometimes error occurred. Training was given at the start of semester to students and faculty, but the ongoing training was missed, which led to confusion in the final exam, and practical exam. It was a great issue for faculty and students. The students faced a delay in feedback from assignment work, and it hinders their performance.
Discussion
According to the research findings interview with international students enrolled in AIOU revealed several issues students faced during the online examination either in quiz, assignment, final exam, and practical exam. Students consistently reported that assignment instructions were clear but still they confused regarding the quiz and final exam instructions, especially when they missed the mock session. Many students revealed that during the exams they were distracted by the noise from the house, workplace and the noise of students attending the exam, because they were not allowed to mute the mic. These environmental distractions increased their stress and produced anxiety among them, and this decreased their academic performance. Studies reveal that such distractions in remote setting significantly increase student stress and cognitive load (Pokorny et al., 2023). University should work to minimize these environmental distractions, allow students to mute when they need it, and allow flexible timing for examinations for the international students.
Findings of the research from the interview from the international students mentioned Frequent failures in login LMS and problems also arise while uploading the assignment and quiz, these issues caused stress among the students and delay in submitting the work. Sometime faculty help them in submission of assignments and give them extra time, but they face delays in feedback from the faculty for their assignments. university should introduce fair technical programs and provide file size and format guideline for assignment submission. Similar issues have been discussed in studies on sudden shift of online assessments noting that unreliability in technology increase student burden and undermines the students trust and performance (Al Hashimi et al., 2022). During the final exam they are checked from camera and are also not allowed to mute the mic. These findings echo research suggest that remote proctoring often causes anxiety and disappointment in students even while its effectiveness in preventing dishonesty remains unclear (Pokorny et al., 2023). Students also mentioned the proctoring stress which was due to camera, microphone, watermark, and room scan during the long exams. While these measures protect the exam integrity of exam but creates emotional burden among the students. Research suggests that universities should balance exam integrity and students’ comfort during exam for the required outcomes.
Practical exams were not supported by the university, students lack availability of venue, and material for practical exam produced inequalities in students as they failed to perform fully, and many felt hesitation in front of camera during practical exam.  Findings from the interview of the examination department also show that the frequent check of ID card and passport enhance exam integrity but also caused the delay in start of exam and checking during the exam caused stress among the students. University should balance secure measures before exam verification for the identity of the students or use the automated measure for surveillance. 
Research findings showed that fixed timing for the exam disadvantages the student in different time zone, it negatively impacts their performance due to fatigue, sleep disruption, or scheduling conflict. University should provide flexible timing slots with synchronous paper to reduce time zone stress in students. Findings of the research revealed that instructions were transferred through different mediums but low engagement in mock session led to confusion on the exam day.



The proctoring of students in term of camera scanning room, mic opened, watermark, students signature on answer sheets, checking students ID card and passport for face recognition detect cheating and enhance the exam integrity, but it also created stressful atmosphere and delay in start of exam. Literature shows that high surveillance in exams can suppress unauthorized behavior yet negatively impact the test taker mental wellbeing (Pokorny et al., 2023). Research findings revealed that university allowed exams to reschedule during system failure, but still the burden of connectivity and devise reliability was on students. This creates stress in students and their performance in exams is reduced. University should divide this burden by providing them with technical assistance on demands timely. University should provide alternatives and standardize guided lines for students. This echo documented equity concern in international education where unreliable access undermines participation and concern. The research findings show that coordination of international collaboration and exchange office with other departments causes errors in generating students list for the admit card. Open Distance University should adopt integrated student information and make data flow smoothly and reduce the chances of errors. At the start of semester training was given to students and faculty and it was helpful, but their impact faded without continuous training. Research from blended learning g suggests that Continuous training and 24/7 helpdesk are vital to prevent procedural confusion and tec anxiety.
Recommendations
1. University may provide structured step-by-step instruction for quizzes and final examinations of international students in advance.
2. Universities may make it mandatory to attend the mock session for students before entering the process of final exams and can include marks for mock session also.
3. The examination department may provide a different slot for exams and a synchronous exam room to meet the needs of students from different time zones. 
4. The management of university may improve LMS portal that could work in slow connectivity and manage the file size and format for the assignment submission in advance.
5. University may provide technical assistants to students and faculty throughout the exam in way of helpdesk and live chat which can reduce stress among students.
6. During the final exam the examination department may use transparent proctoring protocols and assist the privacy of students.
7. While conducting the practical exams, students should be provided with the practical exam center and resources for exams so that faculty can assess them on an equitable basis.
8. University may adopt an automated student verification system so that the delay in starting exams may vanish.
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