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Abstract This article explores the effect on assessment of ‘translating’ paper and pencil
test items into their computer equivalents. Computer versions of a set of mathematics
questions derived from the paper-based end of key stage 2 and 3 assessments in England
were administered to age appropriate pupil samples, and the outcomes compared. Although
in most cases the change to the different medium seems to make little difference, for some
items the affordances of the computer profoundly affect how the question is attempted, and
therefore what is being assessed when the item is used in a test. These differences are
considered in terms of validity and legitimacy, that is whether the means used to answer a
question in a particular medium are appropriate to the assessment intention. The conclusion
is not only that translating paper and pencil items into the computer format sometimes
undermines their validity as assessments, it is also that some paper and pencil items are less
valid as assessments than their computer equivalents would be.

Key words Assessment - Computer-based - Key stage tests - Mathematics assessment -
Paper and pencil - Validity

1 Introduction

Assessment of mathematics through the medium of paper and pencil, as exemplified in the
end of key stage tests in England, is a well-established part of an officially sanctioned
formal procedure. At the relevant ages, this is the assessment that counts: it is seen to
embody many of the approved educational values in mathematics and is a strong
determinant of how teachers set about their work of teaching mathematics in mainstream
classrooms. The medium of pencil and paper is currently an inseparable part of the
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assessment, and a change to the medium of presentation threatens that highly invested
arrangement, and seems to risk losing some of what is valued.

Nevertheless, Raikes and Harding (2003) give a number of reasons for making a
computer-based version of a paper and pencil test, including:

* Increased efficiency and consequently lower costs;

*  Greater flexibility regarding administration (such as tests on demand);
¢ Instant scores and/or feedback;

* Fewer errors in marking.

This article explores some aspects of what may be lost and gained by undertaking
mathematics assessment on computer. Russell et al. (2003) report studies which compare
equivalent paper-based and computer-based assessments, saying that the studies indicate that
using computers as a medium for assessment can have significant effects. However, McGuire
and Youngson (2002) found no evidence of any differences due to the medium itself, i.e.
familiarity with computers and attitudes such as fear of computers are not an issue for
assessment. What differences do occur seem to be a result of how the change to the computer
format changes the demands of the questions in relation to the marks received. Part of this
difference is the availability of ‘partial credit’ on paper but not on computer (Beevers et al.
1999). However, this article is concerned not with marking issues but with performance issues,
with how in some questions the change to a computer format alters what pupils do, and
therefore what those items assess.

The concept of “affordance” is commonly used to highlight the effects of the interaction
between a pupil and the computer interface on a pupil’s response to a task. Affordances are
possibilities for action that relate to the capabilities of the actor (Gibson 1979) but this
definition is not without ambiguity, and a variety of uses and meanings of the term is
detailed in Brown et al. (2004). For example, as Watson (2003) observes, there is also the
matter of “participants’ perceptions” (page 104), and this means that affordances do not
determine activity. In the Human—Computer Interaction (HCI) literature there is a persistent
debate about whether affordances are qualities of the computer interface or merely a matter
of perception in the user (McGrenere and Ho 2000). For the purposes of this article,
however, the perspective of Greeno (1998) seems best. He refers to affordances as
“qualities of systems that can support interactions and therefore present possible
interactions for an individual to participate in” (page 9). In the specific context of computer
interfaces, Gaver (1991) introduces the notion of sequential affordances as a way to refer to
situations where afforded exploratory action leads to discovery of further affordances.

One way to consider how different possibilities for action may affect performance is in
terms of demand on working memory, and Sweller’s (1994) cognitive load theory, although
developed as an account of learning, can be applied to the demands in assessment tasks.
Cognitive load theory deals with the difficulty of a task in terms of the interactivity between
elements of the task. Interactivity is the degree to which elements have to be dealt with
simultaneously, and if elements can be dealt with successively rather than simultaneously,
cognitive load will be lower. While Sweller (1994) acknowledges that element interactivity
depends on the knowledge of the individual, and is not a function of the task as such
(p. 306), it is reasonable to compare tasks across different mediums of presentation,
looking at differences in the potential for successive and simultaneous treatment in the
affordances of the context. In addition, while accepting that this may not apply for all
individuals, it seems likely that the differences will matter for at least some individuals, and
will therefore be of importance for assessment.
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2 Materials and methods

The study investigated the effects on both the material and the performance of pupils of
moving paper-based assessment material onto computer. This was achieved by devising
paper-based questions that were similar to the end of key stage assessments used nationally
in England at the end of key stage 2 (age 11) and key stage 3 (age 14), and making a
computer-based version of each of them. The two kinds of assessment were administered to
samples of pupils in years 6 and 9, respectively.

For this exercise, an attempt was made to replicate as far as possible the question that
originated in the paper and pencil format. As a result, the full range of opportunities that the
computer offers for different forms of presentation of the information in the question
(animation, hidden information, simulated practical activity, dynamic interaction and so on)
were not utilised. As far as possible, the information was presented on screen in the same
way as in the paper version. (For a discussion of the implications of the effects of utilising a
wider range of possibilities, see Threlfall and Pool 2004).

The work was based on the 2003 published end of key stage material at KS2 and KS3.
Modified questions were developed from this material, typically by altering numerical
values and changing the contexts of the published questions. The purpose of this was to
minimise the effect of any prior experience of the pupils with the actual test questions for
2003, which may have been used for practice in preparation for the end of key stage tests.

At each key stage, 24 questions were selected, aimed at the middle ability range of
pupils. These items were then modified as described above and prepared as 24 paper
questions. These 24 questions were then programmed (with necessary presentational
changes) into a screen format for use on a computer. The material was configured into four
different tests of 12 questions, with each question appearing in two tests. Each pupil in the
sample took a paper test with its complementary computer test (i.e. the computer test
containing the 12 questions not in that paper test).

In small scale studies like this one, any consideration of the effect of the medium on
performance is subject to the risks of either practice or sample effects. If the same pupils
take both the paper and computer versions of the same material there is a risk that what they
learn when completing the question the first time will affect their performance on the
second occasion. However, if one sample takes the paper test and a different one the
computer test, any differences that are found may be due to the sample taking each test
rather than to the medium in which it was presented. The design used to try to eradicate
these effects is a modification of the ‘single-group design’ for situations where ‘two tests to
be linked are given to the same group of examinees’ (Hambleton et al. 1991, p.128) — a
commonly used design for equating tests. In this situation, it was the items that were to be
linked, rather than whole tests, as they were the focus of interest.

The model identified four groups of pupils, who each took one test on paper and one on
computer, such that every item was taken by all pupils on either computer or on paper, but
in different combinations, (see Table 1).

Across the model, each set of items and each group of pupils is linked to the others by
chains of shared experience. For example, in the paper and pencil items, group 1 took items
A—F, which creates a link to group 3 who also took these items, and group 3 took items M—
R, which creates a link with group 2. Group 2 also took items S—X, which creates a link
with group 4, and group 4 took items G-L, which creates a link back to group 1. A similar
chain operates for the computer items, and the computer and paper mediums are linked by
the same pupils answering questions in both media.
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Table 1 Distribution of ques-

tions in the four test pairings On paper On computer
Group 1 ABCDEF GHIJKL MNOPQR STUVWX
Group 2 MNOPQR STUVWX ABCDEF GHIJKL
Group 3 ABCDEF MNOPQR GHIJKL STUVWX
Group 4 GHIJKL STUVWX ABCDEF MNOPQR

This model allows linkage of the items without any pupil taking both the paper-based
and computer-based version of the same item, which removes the risk of a practice effect.
By applying Item Response Theory (IRT) (Hambleton and Swaminathan 1985) within this
model, the differences between samples could be compensated for.

Altogether, each question was tried by equal numbers of pupils (approximately 400) in
each format. Paper mark schemes were developed in the style of the end of key stage mark
schemes, with computer mark schemes replicating these as far as possible. The questions
were marked to give a facility (percentage correct in the sample), with the data collated
into one dataset. The dataset was subjected to an IRT parameter estimation analysis known
as ‘concurrent estimation’ which places the parameter estimates for each item on the same
scale, made possible by the item linkage described above. The analysis results in estimates
of the difficulty and the discrimination of each item and also estimates the ability of each
pupil in the sample. Using the item parameter estimates and the ability measures provided
by the concurrent estimation, the probability of a correct response on any item in either
medium by any pupil in the sample can be computed, regardless of whether they actually
took that item in that medium on their test. The ‘predicted’ facility, which derives from this,
is the computed facility of any item in a given medium by all pupils in the sample, not just
those who actually took that item in that medium. It is an estimate of performance which
takes samples into account, and therefore offers a greater confidence when comparing
facilities. It is these ‘predicted’ facilities which are reported throughout this article.

3 Results

Overall the performance was comparable in each medium. At key stage 2 the pupils’ scores
(amended to allow for sample effects) were 3% better overall on computer than on paper. At
key stage 3 the pupils’ scores were 5% better overall on paper than on computer. Of course
this overall comparability may mask greater differences for individuals in how they

Table 2 Items showing a large difference in facility between paper and computer

Comparison of facilities Item Paper facility (%) Computer facility (%) Difference(%)
KS2  Higher on Computer Length 39.5 52.7 132
Circles 64.5 88.1 23.6
Sum 77.1 94.9 17.8
Diagonals  35.9 67.3 314
Higher on Paper Blocks 69.0 56.8 12.2
KS3  Higher on Computer Calculation 21.2 329 11.7
Higher on Paper Shapes 49.0 14.6 34.4

@ Springer



Implicit aspects of paper-based assesment 339

Write these lengths in order, starting with the shortest.
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Facility on paper: 39.5% Facility on computer: 52.7%

Fig. 1 The paper and computer versions of “Length”

Here is a grid with eight circles on it.

Draw two more circles to make a symmetrical pattern.
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Facility on paper: 64.5% Facility on computer 88.1%

Fig. 2 The paper and computer versions of “Circles”

Here are five digit cards.

218101810

Use all five digit cards once to make this sum correct.

A U

Facility on paper: 77.1% Facility on computer: 94.9%

Fig. 3 The paper and computer versions of “Sum”

@ Springer



340 J. Threlfall, et al.

These diagrams show the diagonals of e quadriiaterals

e diagonals of

Facility on paper 35.9% Facility on computer 67.3%

Fig. 4 The paper and computer versions of “Diagonals”

responded to the computer medium compared to the paper medium, but as the pupils took
different questions in each medium, it is not possible to measure this effect.

A difference of only 5% or less in performance cannot be said to be indicative of an
underlying effect. However, at the individual question level a number of questions showed
significantly larger differences in facility, sometimes with more pupils answering the
computer question correctly, and sometimes with more pupils answering the paper question
correctly. Seven such questions, summarised in Table 2 and subsequently shown in Figs. 1,
2,3,4,5, 6,7, are the focus of this paper.

Each brick is 15cm long.
Chris makes a line of bricks 180em long.
180cm leng.
M::'
Facility on paper 69.0% Facility on computer 56.8%

Fig. 5 The paper and computer versions of “Blocks” (second part)
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Here are six number cards.

(1) () () («) (=) (o]

Mow arrange the six cards to make a difference of 324
324 2 m B CLD

Facility on paper 21.2 Facility on computer 32.9

Fig. 6 The paper and computer versions of “Calculation” (third part)

4 Discussion

When considering the reasons that particular computer questions may be answered more
readily than paper questions or vice versa, it is common to begin by considering imagined
general features of the two media, such as the computer being more appealing, or paper
being more familiar. In this case such general features, which relate ultimately either to
motivation and attitude or to skills specific to one medium, are unlikely to be the source of
the differences on particular questions, since the differences apply in both directions.

The next consideration is of how these questions differ from the other questions that did
not show such marked performance variations across the two formats. What do the
questions have in common with each other but not with the rest?

In four of the five cases in which the computer performance is better, a common feature
of the item is that they involve elements that have to be arranged to give a solution. In
Length for example, there are four lengths to put in order, in Circles two circles have to be
added to a shape to make a symmetrical arrangement, and in Sum and Calculation a set of
digits have to be arranged to make a sum or a difference. This is not the case for any of the

Draw a triangle that has an area of 9cm?

tha red dots to make a triangle
ea of Sem?®

| A

Facility on paper 49% Facility on computer 14.6%

Fig. 7 The paper and computer versions of “Shapes” (third part)
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other 44 items trialled, and this suggests strongly that the computer presentation brings a
benefit to such questions, by way of its affordances.

Across these four test questions, one set of possible interactions that the computer supports
(Greeno’s definition of affordance — see Greeno 1998) are exploratory trials, which are an
example of a ‘sequential affordance,” as highlighted by Gaver (1991). The pupil answering
any of these questions can move objects or tokens into position, see how they look, and then
move them back again or into a different position — and exploratory activity of this kind was
often observed as pupils completed the computer tests. This is not an affordance of the paper
and pencil medium for these questions, and so represents a relative affordance of the
computer medium in this context. It is an affordance that can account for the difference in
performance, since, as a result of it, the pupil has a way of getting the question right when
using the computer that is not available in the paper and pencil form. A higher facility could
then be taken to suggest that such an opportunity had been taken up by a number of pupils.
This matters for assessment, because how the question will be answered must always be
considered. If a correct answer by an individual to a question is to count as evidence of
mathematical competence in that individual, how they got the answer has to be either
observed or presumed. For example, guessing and copying are not legitimate ways of getting
an answer, and always undermine the assessment. If either is likely, the assessment is
considered a poor one. But what about moving the items into position to see how they look?
Is that a legitimate action in relation to what is being assessed? That surely depends on what
is being assessed, and so must be evaluated on a case by case basis.

A typical strategy for Length (Fig. 1) is to begin by trying to determine the shortest. On
paper this requires up to six comparisons, which must all be made mentally, to decide the
shortest, which can then be written in position. On computer, however, any of the options
can be placed in the ‘shortest’ position as a starting hypothesis, which can be tested out by
comparisons one at a time, making changes as required. The placing of items eases the task
of comparison, relative to the paper and pencil question, and more pupils succeed. The
computer affordance — which is sequential in nature (Gaver 1991) — reveals by contrast that
an implicit requirement of what is assessed in the paper question is the co-ordination of a
number of mental comparisons — a need to deal with elements simultaneously, which brings
an increased cognitive load (Sweller 1994) and may explain the poorer performance.

Yet such a demand seems irrelevant to the assessment, a hindrance to the pupil
demonstrating their competence. It might be felt that ordering skills are not in themselves
part of what is important when assessing pupils’ ability to compare measurements with
different units, and that ordering skills should be assessed separately, when not bound up
with demands on knowledge of units of length. The exploratory placing of items would
then seem legitimate in an assessment of ordering measurements, and the computer version
would be the more valid assessment item. Under those circumstances, the higher facility on
computer suggests that, in the paper version, some pupils with the competence are not
succeeding, an example of a ‘false negative’ in assessment.

Of course, and on the other hand, if what is intended in the assessment is indeed the
confluence of measurement comparisons with ordering skills, then the affordance of the
computer would be undermining the assessment. The higher facility could then be taken as
evidence of some ‘false positives’ on computer, with success obtained by non-legitimate means
when the sought competence is absent. In this way, the affordances of the medium with regard
to any particular assessment item can be related directly to the validity of the item.

In Circles (Fig. 2), two circles have to be located so as to make the overall design
symmetrical. On paper, the circles cannot actually be drawn until after a decision has been
made about where they should go, because of the mess resulting from a change of mind.
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The pupil needs to decide that it will look right without being able to try it properly, so has
either to be able to visualise, or be analytic — for example by matching pairs across possible
lines of symmetry. Either of these involves dealing with elements simultaneously, with high
demands on working memory. On computer, the pupil can put the two circles on and make
a judgement by recognition — does this arrangement look symmetrical? If not, he or she can
move them elsewhere (or, if he or she cannot remember which circles were placed and
which were already there, can “start again”). The sequential affordance of the computer
medium brings a smaller ‘cognitive load’ and enables easier success — by recognition of
symmetry rather than through visualisation or by analysis. If pupils are willing to try things
out, the question is assessing whether they recognise symmetry when they see it.

The implicit aspect of the paper assessment is that a desirable understanding of
symmetry is more than just the ability to recognise it when one sees it, but also should
incorporate elements of visualisation and/or analysis. If that is accepted, then the activity
afforded by the computer is not legitimate for the assessment, and the computer question is
less valid as an assessment item. The higher facility on computer would then imply that
some pupils who do not have the competence are nevertheless succeeding, an example of
‘false positives.’

An alternative perspective to this is that the visualisation and analysis needed to answer
the paper version arise from the constraints of the medium, but are not in fact part of what is
important in the understanding of symmetry. If recognition is closer to what is wanted, then
the computer assessment is more valid, and the paper assessment is flawed, having the
possibility of triggering ‘false negatives.’

In both Sum (Fig. 3) and Calculation (Fig. 6) digit cards have to be placed so as to give a
specified answer. Again the benefit of being able on computer to place items is suggested
by the improved facility in both cases. There is also an additional benefit in the computer
medium on these particular questions of being able to keep track of what has been used.
This prevents errors from repeating digits or using digits that are not in the provided set, of
which there were a number of examples in the paper and pencil question — although not
enough to make a significant impact on facilities.

The affordance of moving numbers into position without cost in turn affords the strategy
of trial and error, another clear example of a sequential affordance, with the opportunity for
dealing with elements successively bringing low cognitive demand. Pupils can put different
combinations of numbers down until they find a set that ‘works.” On paper this is usually
done mentally, and it is implicit in the paper and pencil assessments that a desirable skill in
number work is to be able to organise and manipulate numbers in the abstract, i.e. to have
the ability to add and subtract numbers that are arranged and rearranged mentally — even
though this is a more cognitively demanding activity. As the computer versions do not
require it, the affordance of the computer may be said to lead to less valid assessment items.
Again, however, there is an alternative perspective, which is that the mental manipulation of
digits is not part of what is wanted in the assessment, so that the paper version is less valid
than the computer version.

The four items described above were all examples of the same computer affordance
improving pupil performance, but in the different cases this could be said to lead to both
more valid and less valid assessments — depending on assumptions about which qualities
and skills are the intended focus of the assessment. The other cases of contrasting
performance on the computer and paper versions of questions can also be considered in
terms of the affordances that may have given rise to the difference in performance, and the
effect of that on the quality of assessment.
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Examining the performance of pupils on the remaining questions that have contrasting
facilities across the two media reveals that two of them showed extensive evidence of
working on the paper and pencil scripts. This is an affordance of the paper and pencil
medium that is not available on the computer screen itself, and although the pupils were
allowed to use a ‘working booklet’ alongside the computer, very few of the Key Stage 2
pupils took up the opportunity to do so — and both of the examples are from Key Stage 2.

The two cases show contrasting features. On Blocks (Fig. 5) the written working on the
paper scripts was almost exclusively a calculation to work out 180 divided by 15, often as a
standard division ‘sum.” As it was not intended that this be calculated mentally, which would
increase cognitive load too much, the paper-based affordance is legitimate, and the assessment
on computer is likely to be giving ‘false negatives’ — pupils who have the required competence
nevertheless failing the assessment because irrelevant aspects of the task bring too great a
burden onto working memory. This would continue to be the case for computer based
assessment of arithmetic unless and until pupils do make use of paper and pencil alongside the
computer, or ‘scratchpads’ on the computer itself, to perform calculations using algorithms.

On Diagonals (Fig. 4) the written working consisted of drawing in the shapes that are
‘made’ by the diagonals. However, the resulting inaccuracies, evident in the pupil scripts,
seem to have led many pupils astray, as they drew shapes that they then did not recognise.
Here the affordance of the paper and pencil medium prevented an accurate assessment of
the pupils’ shape knowledge. There is an implicit acceptance of drawing as a legitimate
activity in paper and pencil assessment — but its legitimacy can be questioned in this case.
The apparent negative effect of drawing on performance is interesting, but is perhaps not
the real issue. The more crucial question is whether the item is a more valid assessment if
drawing is not allowed. To re-visit the issue raised in Circles (above): Is it desirable in
learning about shape and space to have elements of visualisation and/or analysis, rather than
it being just a matter of recognition? Drawing can enable shape and space questions to be
answered on the basis of recognition, so if visualisation and analysis is wished for, drawing
is an affordance of the paper and pencil medium that may undermine the assessment of
shape and space. In most questions about shape it seems likely that drawing would do so by
improving the performance of pupils on an item, as it is a sequential affordance that enables
elements to be dealt with successively rather than simultaneously, and thereby reduces the
cognitive load. Even though in this case performance is worsened rather than improved, the
computer assessment would still be the more valid one.

The final question that showed a significant difference in performance across the two media is
the third part of Shapes (Fig. 7) — a question for 13 year old pupils asking them to create a
triangle with an area of 9 cm?. Prima facie, it might be thought that the computer version
would be easier for pupils than the paper version. Part of the reason for this is that the
computer version removes the error of drawing the wrong shape: on paper, a number of
pupils drew rectangles or squares with an area of 9 e, but on computer only triangles could
be made. However, the main benefit of the computer medium might be expected to arise from
the computer affordance of exploratory action — pupils can try out different shapes ‘for size’
and by that means arrive at a correct solution on a trial and error basis. However, in practice
the computer performance is considerably worse than on paper. It seems that the computer
affordance to enable exploratory action was not as useful as might be supposed.

The reason for this may relate to the nature of the possible exploratory activity. Under the
constraints of the software being used, it was not possible to programme the computer to
simulate drawing on screen, i.e. drawing lines successively, as may be done in a drawing
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‘package.” The way in which the computer question was programmed was to put a triangle on
screen whose shape and size could be changed by dragging any of the three vertices. In this
way different triangles can be made, including the same range of different triangles with an area
of 9 cm? that might be drawn on paper. The dynamic interaction of the computer question
does enable exploratory activity, creating any number of triangles that can be evaluated for
their area, but it does so in a different way than on paper, and that seems to be critical.

On the paper and pencil question there were two observed elements to the typical approach
to answering this question. The first was that most pupils began by drawing a horizontal line,
and then building a triangle up from it. The second was that many pupils evaluated size by
counting squares. These actions represent what Greeno (1998) calls an ‘attunement’ to the
affordance of the medium, an example of “well co-ordinated patterns of participating ....
using artefacts that provide resources for practices” (page 9). In other words, the pupils used
learned ways of drawing shapes on squared paper that have particular areas. However, there
was not evidence of a parallel attunement in the computer question. That may have been
more likely to occur if the response format of the question had been accommodating to
beginning with a horizontal line, but the fact that moving any of the vertices changed two
lines at once was a new situation, for which the pupils had not developed a ‘well co-ordinated
pattern of participating’. So the exploratory affordance led to pupils making a succession of
triangles, many of which were difficult to check for size by counting squares because of
awkward part square measurements, leading to poorer performance on the question.

The computer version of Shapes seems to require a more analytic and strategic approach
to the problem than the paper version does. On paper, a piecemeal approach is a feasible
attunement to the affordances of the medium, starting with a plausible line, then seeing
what it leads to. In the absence of a similar attunement to the computer affordances — for
example to begin by extending the horizontal base — pupils probably had to consider the
problem in terms of the formula for the area of a triangle, and understand what was needed
before changing the shape. The exploratory affordance offered by the computer on this
question was not a sequential affordance, as it did not lead on to other possibilities for
successful action, but the paper and pencil affordance of drawing was.

What are the implications of this for assessment? Here there is some ambiguity, because
expectations for working out the areas of shapes change with the age and level of the pupil.
For older pupils, the purpose of the assessment tends to be to ascertain whether pupils can
use the formula for the area of a triangle. It is also often assumed that if a question can be
done successfully using a desired method then success is evidence that it has been done
using that desired method. There is an assumed logic that moves from “If a pupil knows the
mathematics they will get it right” to “If a pupil gets it right then they know the
mathematics.” In this case the assumption of an assessment about the areas of shapes may
rely on the inference that since a pupil can use the formula to get the answer, then each
pupil who got the right answer did so by using the formula.

However, the relationship between the computer and paper versions of this question
suggest that this is not necessarily the case. The paper question could be done using an
attunement that does not rely at all on the formula, so the assumption of assessment that to
get a correct answer the pupil must have used the formula is more likely to be correct on the
computer version — making it the more valid assessment.

However, at another level, for example with younger pupils, the approaches that may be
used in answering the paper question are also considered legitimate, and valued as
worthwhile. Under those circumstances the computer version would be inferior, as it would
prevent those methods from being used.
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5 Conclusion

Different affordances of the two media, computer and paper, can have effects on
performance, but the issue of which offers the more valid assessment is not directly related
to whether performance is improved or not. As the examples have shown, the difference in
medium sometimes leads to better performance, and sometimes to better assessment, but
not necessarily at the same time. Among the most affecting aspects of computer questions
seem to be the opportunities that are often afforded to explore variables within the problem
and to try out solutions. As a result of these, some of the demands of paper questions are
avoided in the computer versions of the items, and the pupils gain greater success than on
paper. However, whether or not that leads to more valid assessment needs to be considered
on a question by question basis. In some cases the demands of the paper and pencil
question that are finessed by the affordances of the computer question are part of what is
important about the mathematics of the assessed aspect, and so the computer version is less
valid as an assessment. In other cases the demands of the paper version are not relevant to
what is important in the mathematics, and so the computer question is better.

There can also be affordances of the paper questions, such as the opportunity to draw or
‘jot’, which are largely absent from the computer medium, and which can result in the paper
question being answered more successfully — although it should be noted that in this study
the opportunity to draw and jot was in practice available to pupils. That they did not
make use of it may be taken as an example of the effect of ‘participants’ perceptions’
(Watson 2003).

In some cases the methods that are used in the paper questions are legitimate means to
answer the question in terms of the mathematics that is being assessed, and the computer
question is less appropriate as a means to assess that mathematics. In other cases, the paper
version allows pupils to answer successfully using means that are not legitimate for the
assessment, and the computer version is more valid. Examples of all these four types have
been examined above, and are summarised in Table 3.

In Diagonals, there was also an example of a case where the apparent affordance (on
paper) led to worse performance as a result of inaccuracies in drawing. One can readily
imagine questions where through the different affordances on paper compared to computer
the change to the medium has affected how the question is done, but it has not affected the
overall level of performance, as the affordances of the two media have had equivalent
effects.

As a result it is reasonable to ask of any question whether the computer and paper
affordances are legitimate in relation to the assessment, and which version is therefore the
more valid assessment.

Table 3 Examples of performance effects and assessment legitimacy

The computer affordance The paper affordance
leads to better performance leads to better performance
The affordance is legitimate Length (computer assessment Blocks (paper assessment
to the assessment more valid) more valid)
The affordance is not Circles, Sum, Calculate Shapes (computer assessment
legitimate to the assessment (paper assessment more valid) more valid)
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There is risk in computer assessment that the affordances and/or constraints that are built
in to the question by how the question is realised bring effects on the nature of the
mathematical activity involved in completing the question — which in some cases can be
sufficiently dramatic to suggest that the nature of the mathematics has changed (see
Threlfall and Pool 2004).

If the usual assumptions are made, the consequential effects of these changes on
performance could lead to inaccurate assessment. Making a computer item as much like
the paper item as possible may be thought of as the best approach to overcoming this
problem, to try to preserve the assessment in the form that has become familiar. However,
this treats as unproblematic the affordances of the paper medium, which, as has been seen
in some cases above, could already be affecting performance in a way that distorts the
assessment, and where the computer medium contains an opportunity to improve the
assessment.

Analysis in terms of affordances and attunements and their effects on ‘cognitive load’
can highlight some of the assumptions of conventional paper and pencil assessment, and
draw attention to the possibility of certain kinds of effects when paper and pencil tests are
being developed as computer-based tests. It can also suggest where to focus attention when
deciding whether assessment is improved as a result. However, improvement to assessment
is not determined by the framework of analysis, but has to be addressed on a case by case
basis by mathematics practitioners and the mathematics community. It requires clarity in
what is wanted from assessment — What behaviours are valued? Which approaches are
legitimate? With these questions clarified, the analysis can proceed to suggest whether a
computer-based assessment item is more or less likely to assess the mathematics fairly,
compared to its paper-based equivalent.
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