
“It rains a lot here” 

My journey to contact the remotest online learners in the region usually begins by an international flight 

to any of the USP member countries. If all goes well, flights are on time, accommodations booked are as 

recommended on travel websites. 

My last trip to Samoa was not as expected. Maybe I am a jinxed traveller (as my friends always say). 

Anything can go wrong when I travel. Surely enough, after reaching the departure lounge we were told 

expect flight delays. Reason given could have cracked up my friends. One of the windows of the plane 

had developed cracks and needed to be changed. Really-does that usually happen or is it because I was 

travelling. That led to messaging, emailing, and calling the hotel and campus staff that I would be 

arriving later than expected. 

After a number of cups of coffee, snacks and all that the meal voucher given by the airline could pay, 

and finishing a novel, we finally left for Samoa. The flight was uneventful, airport clearance smooth. The 

hotel staff waiting to pick me however was not so amused. He had not been informed of the delayed 

flight. 

The long road trip into Apia reminded me of the many descriptions that Somerset Maugham had of 

Samoa in his writing. In addition, it was raining as we drove into Apia that quiet evening, listening to 

Samoan songs playing over the car’s radio and seeing young boys splashing in the rain puddles wearing 

their traditional lavalava. 

The next 2 days were routine, usual regional campus tutorials; consultations with campus based course 

staff and campus staff. It did not take them long to identify their challenges as regional staff with online 

students. While it may sound routine, it was far from it.   

Teaching online courses at the University of the South Pacific (USP) brings with it, amongst other things, 

unexpected challenges.  Studies on online tests that are part of online courses discuss much about the 

challenges, cheating and plagiarism (Miguel, Caballé, Santi, Xhafa, and Prieto, (2015). Experiences at USP 

go beyond that. My task was to identify the challenges that large courses face where inclusion of online 

tests were concerned. That was what had brought me to Samoa, since students based at this campus 

were not performing well for their online tests.  

English for Academic Purposes (UU114 as it is commonly known as at USP) is offered by all modes of 

study available at USP (F2F, Print, Online and Flexi School). Face-to-face mode is a mode that requires 



full time workload; Print mode is the distance mode study, which is self-study using printed study 

material. Some tutorial support is provided at campuses where and if there are course specialist staff. 

Online mode is totally an online mode study with asynchronous learning environment. Students 

studying by this mode have a choice to attend Print mode tutorials. Flexi schools at USP are offered on 

demand. This is a fixed term fulltime face to face course offered any time during the year. However, 

these are usually held during Winter (June-July) or Summer (December-January) semester break. Staff 

travel from USP’s main campus at Laucala to teach an approximate 5-week full day sessions at any of the 

university’s campuses or sub campuses.   

With the course’s student numbers ranging from 1000 to 5000 per semester from any of USP’s 12 

regional campuses, assessment grading has always been a challenging issue for the course team. Given 

the fact that students enrolled for the course team are based at a range of campuses (those with most 

facilities and those with least), multiple assessment techniques have been implemented to assist in 

assessment administration, nature of assessment, and assessment grading.  

 I had arranged for a pick up for my ferry trip to Savaii for my 3rd day in Samoa.  Savaii is the other island 

in Samoa and USP has a sub centre there. The 5.30 am pick up took me beyond Samoa’s international 

airport to the jetty that takes passengers to the other island. I was impressed with the organisation as 

well as the condition of the ferry. The ferry ride to Savaii was interesting. Sitting amongst families 

traveling, one could easily pick the non-resident returnees based on their luggage, language and 

dressing.  

Trip from the wharf to my accommodation was not far, thus I decided to   wheel my overnight bag down 

the road to the hotel. It was an enjoyable walk, darting in and out of roadside shelters to avoid the 

unsteady misty rain. Again, rain had become like a companion to me for this trip. My accommodation 

was an accommodation tucked within a business complex. The room comprised of a large sleeping space 

with an attached balcony. Downstairs, the hotel had a clean restaurant with very friendly staff who were 

more than happy to accommodate my vegetarian choices. 

The trip to the sub campus next day started around eight in the morning. The hotel staff gave me the 

direction to the sub campus: “ Just across the road and few buildings up the road. The campus sign is 

there”. The receptionist however casually suggested that I grab one of the hotel’s complimentary 

umbrellas as I was walking out. “It rains a lot here, you know”.  



What was supposed to be a sub centre was a space tugged away behind the Ministry of Education, 

Sports and Culture Library. The rooms had working pcs, furniture and space for tutorials. However, I did 

not see any students. The students had definitely been emailed about my visit, date and time of my 

arrival! Query with the lone staff in charge led me to understanding the meaning of “It rains a lot here”. 

Whenever it rains, the internet in Savaii is down, thus, emails cannot be received, nor sent.   It made me 

think twice about our ambitious plans on going completely online. If something as simple as rain could 

carry so much meaning in Somerset Maugham’s short story ‘Rain’, so could it in a tropical country’s 

teaching and learning environment.  

Rain, it did steadily as I had arrived into Apia and then to Savaii, and then during my morning walk to the 

sub-centre. It continued to rain as I sat waiting for the students to get my second message and show up. 

As I silently stared at the rain, I realized the negative impact of rain in Savaii. Rain and its connection 

with network, Moodle, and Online learning, uploading of assignments and online tests. Communicating 

with distance learners now had an additional perspective for me. My 20 plus years’ experience of 

teaching by distance at a regional university had taught me much about challenges one can expect, as 

well as see first-hand the challenges many students face. Challenges at USP can range from travelling 

miles to reach the town to attend a tutorial or to submit an assignment. It can mean traveling by a fibre 

boat to the sub campus to sit for a test. It can mean climbing to the highest point on the island for better 

network reception to call the course tutor seeking more time for assignment submission.  It can mean 

holding onto the table as the floor begins to rubble yet again during the aftershocks of an earthquake. It 

can also mean, as simple as the click of the button to upload an assignment on Moodle. The diversity 

within regional students’ facilities, opportunities and challenges was definitely not one many at other 

universities see.   

After my second email, a few students turned up. Majority of them were Print Mode learners who did 

struggle with connection issues. One or two were the online learners who shared their struggles with 

the online mode due to connectivity issues, distance and isolation. Enthusiastically, I tried to take them 

through the Moodle pages to show them the various resources, quizzes and material.  After waiting for 

long, I had no other option but to connect my external hard drive and use documents, resources and 

activities stored there for the course. I had to fall back on using the printed course material that is part 

of the Print mode. In my thoughts I was already thinking about options we may need for regional online 

students, if they enrolled from places like Savaii. 



Designing online resources test and courses all had sounded very simple while a staff is based at Laucala 

campus. However in the region where the connectivity infrastructure requires much work, it leaves one 

to ponder about the challenges that modes of study in this part of the world face.  

My designing online tests had begun due to inability of staff to cope with the marking load. It was also 

an ambitious plan to use the facilities that the online mode and the learning platform Moodle provided. 

Having ticked and crosschecked most components to ensure security, standard requirements for such 

tests, and sampling of online critical review tests, the test had been designed. It was ensured that a large 

question bank be set up in the absence of a remote proctor. While the campuses with support staff 

managed to attend tutorials and given guidance, students such as those at Savaii totally depended on 

tutorial visits, and online material found on Moodle. Yet forces beyond our control played a role in the 

poor performance of students attempting an online component of the course. 

What were the reasons campuses still suggested a paper based test instead of an online test? Naturally, 

my first-hand experience during a rainy day in Savaii had bluntly given me the answer. Analysis of the 

performance of students attempting online and paper based MSTs showed some common trends across 

the campuses. More Print students attempted the test when it was offered as a paper based version, 

against the number of students who sat the online test.  

Number of students who attempted the test by each test method (Semester 1 2018)  

 

Semester 1 2018 Print Mode MST results (Online vs paper based test performance) 
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The pass rates for students attempting the same test by different method is below. This in itself requires 

further investigation given the feedback and first-hand experience from regional campus: 

    

 

Online mode students who had attempted the online test were requested to attempt a survey after the 

test.  Views from another campus is below. Similar sentiments were shared as those at Savaii campus.  

The following questions were included in the survey: 

PART A: Course 

Question Scale: 1-5 

1. Reading course material    

2. Checking weekly forums, course messages and emails and participating in 
discussion forums 

 

3. Submitting assessment tasks as instructed  

4. Visiting, calling or emailing the course instructor with questions about the 
material and/or assignments 

 

5. Attempting online activities for various assignments  

6. Attempting Online quizzes  

7. Checking my grades  

8. Attempting the Online Pre Assessment activities  

9. Looking at sample essays and resources for assessments  

10. Viewing listening and speaking activities (links for you tube etc.)  
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PART B: Learner Engagement 

Question Scale 1-5 

1. I have issues with internet access at home  

2. I have issues with internet access on Campus  

3. The Campus computer labs lack well-functioning computers  

4. I am not too confident doing activities on Moodle  

5. I need a lot of time to locate resources on Moodle  

6. I face difficulty in understanding the instructions on Moodle page  

7. I prefer being instructed on the course content, assignments and test by a 
F2F tutor 

 

8. I participate in forum chats, and discussion forums  

9. I get frustrated while waiting for resources to be uploaded on Moodle  

10. I like to study online alone, rather than attending tutorials  

11. I prefer doing activities and test on paper, rather than Online  

12. I face a lot of problem uploading my assignments on Moodle  

13. I face a lot of problem uploading my assignment for turnitin checking  

14. I read class notices, emails and messages sent by the course instructor  

15. I am very confident using Moodle and know my way around Moodle  
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The responses showed learners’ use of online learning platform for mostly reading course material, 

submitting assessment tasks. It needs to be noted that the highest response was for getting instructions 

on the course content by a F2F tutor. 

  

 The research and campus visits revealed a number of issues where online assessment at USP is 

concerned.  

Campuses that had good internet connections had the online rather than paper based MST. Internet 

connection is thus a vital component where Online MSTs are concerned. The survey showed students 

facing less internet connection issues at home than on campus. This in itself needs to be further 

investigated, since visits to regional campuses have also indicated poor infrastructures for computer 

labs, internet connections and network support. Most students are confident using Moodle, however 

indicated their frustration since the network issues was a deterrent factor when attempting online 

activities.  

Another significant aspect was the pass rate of students regardless of the version of the test they 

attempted. This indicates the expertise and confidence of test designers in ensuring that the quality of 

tests remain the same regardless of the number of test papers that are designed. 

  Studies conducted on online assessments have discussed the challenges beginning from teacher 

confidence to learner confidence. Where test designing is concerned, teachers need to be trained in 

order to produce good test papers. Such challenges are not new where e-assessments are concerned.  

Teachers were initially hesitant to change their exam habits as has been found in previous studies 

(Kuikka, Kitola and Laakso (2014). For UU114 Online MST designing, teacher e-exam training workshops 

boosted their confidence in e-assessment designing. Student confidence in online assessments can only 

be possible if the students are given opportunities in attempting trial tests prior to the real test. In the 

case of UU114, sample test on Moodle gave students the required confidence. However, with poor 

network it was not possible for many to complete this.  

One of the reasons for introducing online assessments for UU114 was the costs involved in MST 

administration. With the student numbers ranging from 1500-3000 per semester, the logistics and costs 

involved in printing test papers, hiring of venues for test sitting, personals to supervise, and marking 



load for teaching was becoming a very challenging issue. As mentioned earlier (REAP 2007), staff 

teaching writing courses are already overwhelmed with workload. Adding another assessment can be a 

very tiring.  

Online assessment, if designed well can be a very useful method to achieve any on the learning 

objectives of the course. However, the quality of the assessment task need to be regularly monitored. 

Thus, this research project has provided the timely investigation of the assessment.  

One of the flaws in online assessments of this nature can be cheating. The procedures in place does 

reduce opportunities of cheating. Cluskey, Ehlen and Raiborn (2011) include a discussion of 

opportunities that may allow students to cheat. These include incidences where the online test are 

made available by the instructors for a week, giving students opportunities to copy questions and 

conspire with their colleagues for answers. Additionally, tests that are left open for extended period of 

time provide opportunities for students to get assistances from their friends while completing the test. 

Revision and designing of tests, additionally reduces chances for students to develop files for themselves 

and other students.  

The practice of a tight test open window, and a large test bank reduces the opportunities of cheating. 

UU114 uses a tightly regulated test attempt window, and has a large test bank. With questions within 

test sections and choices for each question scrabbled, chances of two or more learners viewing the 

same test paper, same questions and same options for responses are reduced. This is aligned to the 

suggestions provided for online exams without proctor supervision (Cluskey,Ehlen, & Raiborn, 2011). 

Nonetheless, the introduction of some form of exam proctor can reduce cheating. Exam proctors such 

as Remote Proctor or ProctorU, or biometrics recognition need to be invested by the University to 

reduce possibilities of cheating during online tests. . 

While conducting this research, a few things were revealed about online assessments at USP. While 

online assessments may sound great, it like all tests requires proper designing and planning. Paper 

based tests are much easier to supervise if online proctors are not in place for OEs. USP still needs to 

review its infrastructure at regional campuses for better online learning and teaching. Campuses with 

fast internet connections are still behind due to poor computer labs, non-functioning computers and 

lack of IT staff on duty. While students may have the expertise in using e-platforms for learning, the poor 

network frustrates them and this leads to them getting behind in their course submissions, assessments 



and familiarising themselves with their course content. One also needs to keep the mothe rnature in 

mind as well. 

When I finished my session with the students in that small tutorial room tucked behind the Ministry of 

Education’s library, the ceased raining and the sun came out.  The network was still slow. 
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