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Abstract
Although studies have been conducted on educators’ perceptions of assessment prac-
tices, few studies explored students’ perceptions of the ethical issues in classroom 
assessment. A mixed design research method was used to examine factors associ-
ated with students’ perceptions of the ethicality of classroom assessment practices. 
A sample of 1996 undergraduate students enrolled in 177 colleges and universities 
in China participated in the quantitative phase of the study to complete a survey 
measuring students’ perceptions regarding the ethicality of classroom assessment. In 
the qualitative phase, 579 participants responded to the open-ended questions con-
cerning their justification of the ethicality of the individual assessment situations. 
Quantitative analyses indicated that students’ gender, grade level, major, and pro-
gram were associated with their perceptions of the ethicality of multiple assessment 
practices (i.e., multiple assessment, surprise items, considering effort and attendance 
in grading, and giving feedback). Qualitative analyses showed that conflicting needs 
of different stakeholders in classroom assessment (i.e., student needs vs. assess-
ment needs, teacher needs vs. assessment needs, student needs vs. student needs) 
were associated with their perceptions. Findings of the current study offer insights 
for teachers regarding how to make classroom assessment practices ethical based on 
diverse needs of stakeholders involved in assessment.
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1 Introduction

Ethics is defined as the social responsibility of a profession as well as the personal 
responsibility of those practicing the profession (Oakland, 2004). Assessment is 
defined as a systematic process of using diverse methods to make decisions about 
what students know and can do (Brookhart & Nitko, 2018). Ethics in educational 
assessment is defined as the rules of behaviors that educators follow in assessment 
practices (Thorndike et al., 1991). A teacher’s professional responsibility in assess-
ment is to make appropriate decisions about students’ learning by using high-quality 
information (Brookhart & Nitko, 2018). As assessment has a great impact on stu-
dents’ learning, motivation, curriculum development, and teaching process (Harlen, 
2007; Lyon, 2013; White, 2009), educators should follow rules of behaviors and 
norms in their assessment practices to make an ethical decision of student learning 
(Johnson et  al., 2008). Ethical assessment practices improve student learning and 
prevent potential harm to students (Green & Johnson, 2010). Therefore, morality 
and ethics should be considered in classroom assessment practices (Pope, 2006).

Ethical issues related to classroom practices have been examined in different 
countries including China (Fan et al., 2020), South Africa (Beets, 2012), England 
(O’Leary, 2008), Turkey (Özbek, 2013), Canada (Tierney, 2014), and the USA 
(Johnson et al., 2017; Pope, 2006; Gao et al., 2019, Gao et al., 2021). For example, 
student cheating is a common practice in higher education assessment of Australia 
and Turkey (Bretag et al., 2019; Yazici et al., 2011). The practice of narrowing cur-
riculum to improve students’ test score is common in countries such as the USA, 
England, and China (Berliner, 2011; Liu & Wu, 2006; OECD, 2013). Excluding a 
certain group of students from the test to increase the aggregate average score of 
schools is common in such countries as the USA, Canada, and Netherlands (Ferrer-
Esteban, 2013). Maximizing student scores on all forms of evaluation is common 
in China (OECD, 2013). These previous studies indicated that the ethical issues in 
assessment are universal.

Given this situation, the continued exploration on this issue in specific culture 
is necessary. In particular, this topic is worth examining within the Chinese higher 
education context. Approximately 30.32 million undergraduate students were 
enrolled in degree programs at public colleges and universities in China in, 2019 
(Textor, 2020a, 2020b). With such a huge number of undergraduates experiencing 
assessment in Chinese higher education, the investigation into their perceptions of 
the ethical issues in classroom assessment is significant for practitioners, policy 
makers, and educational researchers to have an in-depth understanding of the ethical 
issues and address the issues in appropriate ways. Besides, very little research has 
explored students’ perceptions of the ethical issues in classroom assessment and fac-
tors affecting their viewpoints. To bridge the gap in literature, we investigated into 
Chinese undergraduates’ perceptions of the ethical issues in classroom assessment 
and factors impacting their perceptions.
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2  Theoretical framework

The present study draws on theoretical and empirical foundations in the areas 
of both ethics and assessment. Classroom assessment is an ongoing process in 
which teachers gather information and make decisions about student learning 
(Tierney, 2014). It is mainly composed of formative assessment and summative 
assessment. Formative assessment is defined as a process of monitoring student 
learning, providing feedback, and informing students of their learning during the 
course of a unit of instruction (Brew et  al., 2009; Weurlander et  al., 2012). In 
contrast, summative assessment is referred to as an activity of using assessment 
to summarize student achievement at the end of a unit of instruction (Boud & Fal-
chikov, 2006; Hernández, 2012). Teachers are expected to practice assessment in 
alignment with standards and guidelines recommended by experts of educational 
assessment to improve student learning.

Ethics in assessment refers to the professional responsibility for gathering and 
using assessment information appropriately by following standards and ethical 
principle guiding assessment practices (Brookhart & Nitko, 2018). As teachers’ 
assessment decisions are affected by diverse factors including teachers’ gender, 
proficiency in the subject (Biberman-Shalev et  al., 2011), teaching experiences 
(Duncan & Noonan, 2007), and students’ gender and socioeconomic background 
(Lekholm, 2011; Peterson & Kennedy, 2006; Skelton et  al., 2006), there has 
been a gap between the recommended and actual assessment practices (Alsa-
rimi, 2000). Under this situation, ethical issues inevitably arise from assessment 
(Pope, 2006). Green et al. (2007) identified seven major categories of assessment 
practices involving ethical issues. They included bias/fairness (e.g., knowing stu-
dents’ identity while grading), communication about grading (e.g., using surprise 
items in assessment), multiple assessment methods (e.g., using single or multi-
ple assessment formats), grading practices (e.g., considering student attendance/
effort in grading), confidentiality (e.g., peer marking), standardized test prepa-
ration (e.g., training students in test-taking skills), and test administration (e.g., 
reminding students of something relevant to assessment).

Standards and guidelines have been developed for guiding teachers’ assess-
ment practices. Fairness is a major issue in classroom assessment. It is inter-
preted as giving students the opportunities to learn and/or demonstrate learning 
(Tierney, 2014). Unbiased and fair assessment is recommended by Joint Com-
mittee on Standards for Educational Evaluation (JCSEE, 2015). The principle of 
do no harm is recommended by Taylor and Nolen (2005). Do no harm suggests 
that teachers should avoid acting in a way that may cause harm to students or 
other individuals in schools. Standards such as meeting student needs, treating 
students with respect, incorporating the principle of fairness are also suggested 
(Airasian, 2005). Under these guidelines, practices such as addressing only stu-
dents’ strengths or weaknesses in feedback or considering students’ effort or fam-
ily background in grading are considered unethical.

With regard to the communication about grading, transparency is empha-
sized in the standards for classroom assessment (JCSEE, 2003). Teachers should 
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communicate clearly with students about the assessment (Airasian, 2000; Gus-
key & Jung, 2009; McMillan, 2011). Involving students in the assessment process 
was also recommended (Chappuis & Stiggins, 2002; Falchikove, 2013; Gao et al., 
2019; Green & Johnson, 2010). Stiggins and Chappuis (2005) suggested sharing 
expectations and criteria with students. Under these guidelines, the assessment 
practice of sharing grading rubrics with students is considered ethical while using 
surprise items in a test is considered an unethical practice.

Assessment decisions should provide a complete picture of student achievement 
(Tierney, 2014). As most students do not perform consistently across assessments, 
a variety of assessment formats should be used for sufficient information (Gron-
lund, 2003). Therefore, multiple assessment methods are recommended as they help 
teachers make good decisions about students’ achievement (e.g., Brookhart & Nitko, 
2018; Rasooli et al., 2019; Smith, 2003; Tieney, 2016). Besides, students need dif-
ferent opportunities to demonstrate their learning in different ways (Heritage, 2013). 
According to these guidelines, using multiple assessment formats is an ethical prac-
tice while adopting a single assessment format is considered unethical.

With regard to grading practices, teachers should score students accurately and 
fairly (Brookhart & Nitko, 2018). Avoid score pollution is suggested for student 
assessment (Haladyna et al., 1991; Popham, 1991). Avoid score pollution requires 
that assessment results should accurately reflect students’ actual mastery of content. 
Students’ scores are polluted by factors unrelated to achievement (Green & Johnson, 
2010). Non-achievement factors including attitude, effort, attendance, and student 
ability should not contribute to grading directly (Brookhart, 2004; Oosterhof, 2009). 
Therefore, it is an unethical practice to consider students’ attendance in grading or 
give minimum scores to students regardless of their achievement level.

Confidentiality in assessment requires that only persons who have authorized 
rights can have access to student scores (JCSEE, 2003). Test developers should 
develop and implement procedures for ensuring the confidentiality of scores (Joint 
Committee on Testing Practices, 2004). Teachers should protect the confidential-
ity of information that identifies individuals and the rights to privacy of individuals 
involved in the assessment process (NCME, 1995). Under these guidelines, practices 
such as peer marking and disclosing students’ scores are unethical.

Test administration is one of the important assessment-related activities. Those 
who administer assessment should ensure that assessment is administered fairly and 
accurately (Brookhart & Nitko, 2018). Procedures for test administration should 
be standardized and constant across test users and test takers (Kline, 2013). Pop-
ham (2017) discussed that indicating in any way that students’ answers may be 
wrong during test administration is inappropriate. Therefore, it is unethical prac-
tice for teachers to remind students of anything relevant to assessment during test 
administration.

The investigation into students’ view of the ethicality of assessment practices 
is significant for improving the quality of classroom assessment practices as well 
as student learning. Strong agreement among students regarding the ethicality of 
assessment practices would suggest that student needs in assessment are well met. 
Evidence of weak agreement would indicate that further dialogue between differ-
ent assessment stakeholders is necessary. As students are the direct participants in 
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classroom assessment practices, teachers need to consider their perceptions in order 
to better facilitate student learning and communicate better with students the ben-
efits and drawbacks of certain assessment practices.

3  Literature review

3.1  Ethical issues in assessment

The ethical issues occurred in assessment has motivated researcher to conduct 
study on relevant topic. Previous studies focused on different assessment stake-
holders’ perceptions of the ethical issues in classroom assessment. The stakehold-
ers included pre-service teachers (Bergman, 2013; Bergman, 2018; Bergman, 2020; 
Fan et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2016; McGlory, 2013), in-service teachers (Green et al., 
2007; McGlory, 2013), and the educational leaders (Johnson et al., 2008) and stu-
dents (Fan et al., 2020). In particular, studies compared the perception of pre-service 
teachers in China and the USA regarding the ethical issues in assessment (e.g., Fan 
et al., 2019, Liu et al., 2016). Studies also examined Chinese university professors’ 
view of the ethical issues in classroom assessment (e.g., Fan et al., 2017; Fan et al., 
2020). Cirlan (2017) examined Finnish pre-service and in-service teachers’ percep-
tions about the ethicality of the classroom assessment practices. The study by  Fan  
et al. (2020) explored Chinese college students’ perception of the ethical issues in 
classroom assessment. All these study results indicated that there was no consen-
sus regarding ethicality of the assessment practices among different stakeholders 
involved in assessment.

Besides the ethicality of the assessment practices, studies also examined ethical 
dilemmas in classroom assessment. Teachers’ ethical dilemmas in classroom assess-
ment mainly arose from the conflicts between teachers’ perceptions of institutional 
demands and student needs (Pope et al., 2009). Johnson et al. (2017) developed an 
ethical decision-making model demonstrating how to deal with ethical dilemmas. 
This ethical decision-making model was validated with authentic classroom assess-
ment scenarios (Gao et al., 2019) and expanded as well (Gao et al., 2021). These 
models examined the common ethical dilemmas in assessment, guidelines used for 
resolving the ethical dilemmas, and the impact of teacher’s decision-making. The 
study by Beets (2012) in South Africa suggested infusing principles of ubuntu to 
strengthen ethics in educational assessment. These studies contributed a lot in offer-
ing guidance to educators in considering diverse elements involved in ethical dilem-
mas in classroom assessment.

Among all these studies on the ethical issues in classroom assessment, only the 
study by Fan et al. (2020) examined students’ views of ethical issues in classroom 
assessment. While assessment was used as a way to determine student learn-
ing (Earl, 2012; Sambell et al., 2012), it is also used for student learning (Dann, 
2014; Earl, 2012). Students’ perceptions of assessment methods are important as 
they affect the ways students learn (Lizzio & Wilson, 2013), their engagement 
with the course materials (Gibbs, 2006), and the involvement in learning pro-
cess (Biggs, 2003). Therefore, it is of great necessity to use different samples and 
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data resources to further explore how students perceive the ethicality of class-
room practices and what are the factors affecting their perception. The knowledge 
of student perceptions and factor affecting their perceptions is likely to improve 
learning and assessment in classroom.

3.2  Students’ perceptions of assessment in higher education

Different aspects of student learning including what they attended to, how much 
work they did, how they spent their time, and how they prepare for an assessment 
were determined by how they perceive assessment (Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008; 
Gielen et al., 2003). Students’ perceptions of assessments have both positive and 
negative impact on learning (Brown & Hirschfeld, 2008; Loyens et  al., 2008). 
Negative feelings toward assessment such as stress, anxiety, and fear reduce stu-
dents’ academic achievement (Craddock & Mathias, 2009).

Studies have investigated students’ perceptions of different aspects of assess-
ment in higher education within different cultural contexts. For instance, Pan 
(2020) examined Taiwan university students’ perceptions of summative and form-
ative classroom assessment in English courses. The study indicated that students 
have more positive perceptions of the summative assessment and cooperative 
group assessment, and a combination of summative and formative assessment 
tasks was beneficial for student learning. Göktürk Saglam and Yalçin Duman 
(2020) explored undergraduates’ perceptions of the source-based writing assess-
ment with a Turkish English for Academic Purposes (EAP). A positive associa-
tion was identified between students’ perceptions and students’ writing profi-
ciency. Brown and Wang (2013) found that undergraduates in Hong Kong showed 
strong awareness of the evaluative and controlling role that assessment plays in 
their lives. Aldrich et al. (2018) found that students attending face-to-face course 
believed that oral presentations were more effective for student learning than 
those in a hybrid class format.

These previous studies explored students’ perceptions of diverse aspects of the 
assessment. To our knowledge, the study by Fan et al. (2020) is the only one which 
explored students’ perceptions of the ethical issues in classroom assessment. How-
ever, this study had three noteworthy limitations. First, the study employed only 
quantitative data analysis, so a qualitative method of research is necessary for fur-
ther investigation. The use of a mixed-methods approach in the current study should 
provide a more reliable and valid picture of these ethical issues. Second, the study 
included both undergraduates and graduates, and these groups have different learn-
ing foci and different assessment formats. Some assessment situations in undergrad-
uate classrooms may not apply to graduates, so the current study mainly focuses 
on undergraduates. Third, the study focused on students’ views of the ethical issues 
in classroom assessment practices without exploring the reasons why students have 
different perceptions. The current study mainly explores factors associated with stu-
dents’ perceptions regarding the ethicality of the classroom assessment practices 
using both quantitative and qualitative data.
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3.3  Factors associated with student’s perceptions of assessment

As students’ perceptions of assessment are associated with their learning process 
and finally with their academic success (Struyven et  al., 2006), studies were con-
ducted to explore whether various student characteristics affect their perceptions of 
different aspects of assessment. With regard to gender, female students tended to 
prefer constructed-response assessment format than male students do (Aldrich et al., 
2018). Male and female students have different perceptions regarding the scaffolding 
strategies in formative mathematics assessment (Wafubwa & Ochieng, 2021). Male 
and female students showed differences in how they perceived group work. Specifi-
cally, female students are more likely to think that efforts are not fairly apportioned 
in groups (Ludlum et al., 2021). Gao (2012) found that female students have more 
positive perceptions regarding assessment authenticity and transparency. Wurf and 
Povey (2020) discussed that boys tended to perceive that assessments were more 
transparent and congruent with their learning.

Students of different age groups differ in their perceptions of writing assessments 
and multiple-choice questions formats (Aldrich et al., 2018). Upper-grade level stu-
dents tended to have a more positive perception of assessment with regard to the 
congruence with planned learning and transparency in assessment (Dhindsa et al., 
2007). Students’ perceptions of assessment differ as a function of subject area (Ian-
none & Simpson, 2013). Business majors were more likely to work longer hours and 
be assigned group projects in their classes relative to non-business majors (Ludlum 
et al., 2021). Besides, students’ gender, grade level, and subject areas have interac-
tion effects on congruence with planned learning and transparency of assessment 
(Alkharusi & Al-Hosni, 2015).

The aforementioned studies showed that students’ characteristics such as gender, 
grade level, and subject area have an impact on their perceptions of assessment. As 
ethical issue is an important aspect of classroom assessment, these personal fac-
tors may also impact their perceptions of ethical issues in classroom assessment. If 
students from different groups favor different assessment practices that produce the 
same learning outcome, knowing students’ preference may help teachers and admin-
istrator make appropriate decisions regarding which assessment practices to choose. 
Therefore, the present study intended to extend previous research by questioning 
how students’ perception of ethical issues in classroom assessment varies as a func-
tion of gender, grade level, major, program, and additional potential factors.

3.4  Assessment context in China

In Chinese education system, the evaluative function of assessment was greatly 
emphasized as schools focus much on students’ success in high-stakes assessments 
used to select student for entry to better schools or for valuable opportunities for 
further improvement (He et al., 2011; Liu and Qi, 2005; Niu, 2007). Assessment has 
long been used as a means of improving social and personal life (Ye et al., 2007) 
and motivating effort (Kennedy et  al., 2008). Summative assessments have been 
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used as the primary assessment format (Cheng et  al., 2015). However, this tradi-
tional assessment was criticized as it failed to represent the overall students’ abili-
ties. With curriculum reform in China, the idea of assessment for all-round develop-
ment of students was highly advocated. The new assessment system goes beyond the 
high-stakes exams to advocate the holistic learning progress of students. With this 
transformation, teachers might experience a conflict between the traditional and new 
ethical principles guiding their assessment practices. Knowledge of students’ per-
ceptions may provide insightful information for teachers’ professional development 
and ethical assessment practices. Besides, as students are the direct participants of 
the assessment, knowing their perceptions may promote the conversation between 
teachers and students regarding how to use assessment to facilitate student learning.

3.5  Purposes and research questions

Based on the previous research studies and the Chinese university context, the pur-
pose of this study is to investigate factors associated with Chinese college students’ 
perceptions regarding the ethicality of assessment practices. The quantitative phase 
of the current study focused on how students’ demographic characteristics (gender, 
grade level, major, and program) are associated with their perceptions of the ethical-
ity of assessment situations. The qualitative phase used open-ended questions con-
cerning students’ justification of their decisions to explore additional factors. This 
study sought to answer the following questions:

• How do Chinese undergraduates perceive the ethical issues in classroom assess-
ment?

• What are the factors associated with Chinese undergraduates’ perceptions of the 
ethical issues in classroom assessment?

4  Methods

This study used a convergent parallel mixed-method design to provide a unified pic-
ture of factors associated with students’ perception of the ethical issues in assess-
ment practices. A convergent parallel design entails that a researcher concurrently 
collects both quantitative and qualitative data, analyzes the data separately, and com-
pares or relates the quantitative statistical results and qualitative findings (Creswell 
& Creswell, 2017). The quantitative data were used to learn about how students per-
ceived the ethicality of the assessment scenarios, and how their demographic char-
acteristics were associated with their perceptions. The qualitative method was used 
to find out additional factors associated with their perceptions.

4.1  Participants

Participants in this study consisted of 1996 undergraduate students enrolled in 177 
colleges and universities from 23 provinces and 4 municipalities in China. Among 
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these participants, 1359 (68%) were females, and 637 (32%) were males. Approxi-
mately 75% (n = 1493) were freshmen and sophomores, and 25% (n = 503) were jun-
iors and seniors. About 67% (n = 331) of the students majored in humanities and 
social sciences, and 33% (n = 1656) majored in STEM. About 88% (n = 1769) of 
participants were in a non-teacher preparation program, and 11% (n = 226) were in 
a teacher preparation program. All these participants participated in the quantitative 
study.

A total of 579 out of 1996 participants responded to the follow-up open-ended 
questions. Among these participants, 36.2% (n = 149) were males and 63.8% 
(n = 263) were females; 72.1% (n = 297) of participants were freshmen and soph-
omores, and 27.9% (n = 115) were juniors and seniors, while 62.4% (n = 257) and 
37.6% (n = 155) were majored in humanities and science respectively. Most of the 
participants (92.2%) were from non-teacher preparation program.

4.2  Data collection

Participants were selected based on two criteria. First, each participant must be 
an undergraduate student participating directly in classroom assessment practices. 
Second, we selected participants from different grade level, major, and programs 
by applying a maximum variation sampling strategy. Researchers emailed faculty 
members, student service staff, and students in Chinese universities, explaining the 
purpose of the study and stating that their participation would be voluntary. Survey-
Monkey link was then sent to potential participants. Data collection was conducted 
in the spring semester of 2018. The final response rate was 62%.

The quantitative data were collected from a survey questionnaire with 15 sce-
narios about ethical issues in classroom assessment (see Appendix Table  3). The 
survey was developed based on scenarios developed by Green et al. (2007), Johnson 
et al. (2008), Liu, et al., (2016), and Fan et al., (2017). These scenarios were devel-
oped using resources from the assessment literature, researchers’ experiences, and 
anecdotes gathered from students (Green et  al., 2007). For example, one scenario 
states that “To enhance self-esteem, a professor addresses only students’ strengths 
when giving feedback to her students’ assignments since she believes that positive 
feedback is good for students’ growth. The scenarios were revised to fit the class-
room assessment context in Chinese higher education settings. The experts’ view of 
the ethicality of the scenarios was used as a reference point to discuss students’ per-
ceptions. Experts’ views were obtained from the review of the textbooks, teaching 
standards, and published journal articles (e.g., Brookhart & Nitko, 2018; Gronlund, 
2003; Popham, 2017; Taylor & Nolen, 2005). The original scale was a 4-point Lik-
ert scale. The data were analyzed by dichotomizing them into ethical and unethical. 
A higher score from the survey indicated a student was more likely to agree with 
experts on the ethicality of assessment practices. As experts viewed three scenarios 
as ethical and the other twelve ones as unethical, we reverse-coded the twelve items 
so a higher score indicated higher agreement with experts. Demographic informa-
tion, including gender, grade level, major, and program, was obtained as well.
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Qualitative data were collected from open-ended questions regarding students’ 
decision of the ethicality of classroom assessment scenarios and the justification 
of their decision (e.g., “how do you justify your decision on the ethicality of this 
scenario”).

4.3  Data analysis

For quantitative study, logistic regression analysis was performed to explore the 
association of students’ gender, grade level, major, and program with their percep-
tions. Logistic regression is a method used for analyzing a dataset in which depend-
ent variables entail two possible answers, and which explores the relationship 
between one or more explanatory variables and binary outcome variables (Hosner 
& Lemeshow, 1989). The logistic regression model is a robust model as it does not 
require independent variables to be normally distributed or to have equal variances 
in each group. In addition, it does not assume a linear relationship between inde-
pendent variables and dependent variables (King, 2003). In the current study, four 
blocks of independent variables (gender, grade level, major, and program) were suc-
cessively entered into the model. Students’ decisions of the ethicality of each sce-
nario were regressed on the group variables. The logistic regressions were repeated 
for individual assessment scenarios to explore the relationship between students’ 
perceptions of the ethicality of each assessment scenario and their demographic 
characteristics. All statistical analyses were carried out using Statistical Packages 
for Social Science (Version 26). A two-tailed p value of < 0.05 was considered sta-
tistically significant. The odds ratio was used to estimate the change in the odds of 
membership in the dependent variable for every one-unit increase of the independ-
ent variable. If the odds ratios are significant at the 0.05 level, the 95% confidence 
interval does not contain 1.

For the qualitative data analysis, we followed procedures in qualitative data anal-
ysis suggested by Creswell and Creswell (2017). First, two research team members 
organized all the responses in Excel for data analysis and read responses to get a 
general view of students’ perceptions of each scenario. Second, we created a code-
book after reading all the responses to the open-ended questions. Third, we coded 
the responses independently by following the same framework outlined by the code-
book. We created 15 separate Excel sheets to record students’ responses to each sce-
nario. Within each scenario sheet, we created two columns recording students’ eval-
uations of the ethicality (ethical and unethical). Within each ethicality category, we 
color-coded the responses to extract the main themes (e.g., assessment needs or stu-
dent needs). Fourth, we combined all the responses to each scenario theme by theme 
(e.g., assessment needs, teacher needs, and student needs). Fifth, we read across the 
ethical categories and themes to find out why students perceived each scenario in a 
different way (e.g., conflict between student needs and assessment needs). The same 
coding procedure was repeated for each of the scenarios.

After two rounds of independent coding, a third team member cross-checked the 
result. All team members discussed any discrepancies and subsequently came up 
with the final coding results.
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5  Results

5.1  Quantitative analysis results

One of the objectives of the study is to model students’ perceptions of the ethical-
ity of the classroom assessment scenarios. To evaluate factors that contribute to 
the probability of the occurrence of Ethical or Unethical level, the rate of estima-
tion is calculated. Due to the specific characteristics of individual scenarios, we 
hypothesized that students from different demographic backgrounds would have 
different decisions of the ethicality of each scenario. Logistic regressions were 
repeated for individual assessment scenarios. The study revealed gender, grade 
level, major, and program significantly affect students’ perceptions of the ethical-
ity of 10 of the 15 assessment situations (Table 1).

Gender was significantly associated with students’ perceptions of the ethi-
cality of 7 assessment situations. Female students were more likely to agree 
with experts in terms of ethicality of Scenario 8 (“Considering effort in grad-
ing”) (OR = 1.87, 95% CI = 1.51–2.32), Scenario 9 (“Showing score sheets to 
students”) (OR = 1.38, 90% CI = 1.12–1.71), Scenario 10 (“Bumping students’ 
grade”) (OR = 1.54, 95% CI = 1.26–1.89), Scenario 11 (“Sharing rubrics with 
students”) (OR = 1.57, 95% CI = 1.13–2.20), and Scenario 14 (“Using single test 
format”) (OR = 1.35, 95% CI = 1.10–1.68). Male students were more likely to 
agree with experts regarding the ethicality of Scenario 4 (“Giving a student a 
higher grade based on mastery level rather than assignment submission status”) 
(OR = 0.77, 95% CI = 0.60–0.98), and Scenario 15 (“Counting attendance as part 
of final grades”) (OR = 0.70, 95% CI = 0.52, 0.95).

Students’ major had a significant relationship with students’ perceptions of 
the ethicality of 5 assessment situations. Students majoring in STEM were more 
likely to agree with experts than those majoring in humanities and social sci-
ences regarding the ethicality of Scenario 4 (“Giving a student a higher grade 
even based on mastery level rather than the assignment submission status”) 
(OR = 1.35, 95% CI = 1.01–1.73), Scenario 5 (“Using surprise item”) (OR = 1.57, 
95% CI = 1.25–1.98), Scenario 8 (“Considering effort in grading”) (OR = 1.54, 
95% CI = 1.24–1.92), Scenario 9 (“Showing score sheets to students”) (OR = 1.34, 
95% CI = 1.08–1.67), and Scenario 13 (“Reminding students to check answer in 
test administration”) (OR = 1.39, 95% CI = 1.11–1.74).

Grade level was significantly associated with students’ perceptions of the ethi-
cality of 3 assessment situations. Higher grade level students (juniors and seniors) 
were more likely to agree with experts than lower grade level students (fresh-
men and sophomores) regarding Scenario 1 (“Giving only positive feedback”) 
(OR = 1.28, 95% CI = 1.05–1.57), Scenario 8 (“Considering effort in grading”) 
(OR = 1.29, 95% CI = 1.04–1.61), and Scenario 9 (“Showing score sheets to stu-
dents”) (OR = 1.46, 95% CI = 1.17–1.82).

Being in a teacher preparation program significantly affected students’ percep-
tions of one assessment situation. Students who were not in a teacher prepara-
tion program were more likely to agree with experts than those who were in the 
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program regarding the ethicality of Scenario 4 (“Giving a student a higher grade 
based on mastery level rather than the assignment submission status”) (OR = 0.7, 
95% CI = 0.51–0.95).

5.2  Qualitative analysis results

The quantitative data results showed students across groups differed on the ethicality 
of 10 assessment scenarios. In this qualitative phase, we focused on these 10 assess-
ment scenarios to explore additional factors affecting their perceptions and their jus-
tification of their decision on the ethicality of assessment practices (Table 2).

Students viewed the ethicality of assessment scenarios from the perspectives of 
different needs of stakeholders involved in assessment. When the needs of stake-
holders intersected, the disagreement among students regarding ethicality occurred 
accordingly. The conflict mainly came from the conflicts between student needs and 
assessment needs, teacher needs and student needs, different student needs, and dif-
ferent assessment needs.

Regarding Scenario 1 (“To enhance self-esteem, a professor addresses only 
students’ strengths when giving feedback to her students’ assignments since she 
believes that positive feedback is good for students’ growth”), Students had split 
opinions. A total of 255 (62%) of participants agreed with experts that the prac-
tice was unethical. They justified their viewpoint by saying positive-only feedback 
gave students a false picture of their learning and may stimulate students to become 
arrogant. Students need negative feedback to learn to deal with frustrations and to 
reflect on their progress, etc. For example, one student stated, “It (positive-only feed-
back) will make students have a false perception of themselves, leading students 
to feel satisfied and confident without being able to realize their own drawbacks.” 
The other 153 students (38%) thought the practice was ethical as positive feedback 
helped enhance students’ self-confidence, self-esteem, and learning motivations. 
The disagreement arose from the conflict between student needs themselves. While 
students need encouragement from teachers, they also need to know their weak-
nesses for their overall development.

For Scenario 4 (“As a professor finalizes grades, she notices the grade of a student 
is in between B + and an A − . She gave the student an A − because tests and papers 
showed the student had mastered the course objectives even though he had not 
completed some of his homework assignments”), 316 (77%) students agreed with 
experts the practice was ethical. The disagreement arose from the conflict between 
assessment needs and student needs, and assessment needs themselves. From the 
perspective of assessment, assessing students’ mastery level of knowledge should 
be the final purpose. Multiple assessment formats provide a more comprehensive 
picture of students’ strengths and weakness. For example, one student responded, 
“teachers should practice multiple ways of assessment. Single assessment provides 
a limited source of information, which is not good for either students or teachers.” 
However, other students thought teachers should follow the rubric strictly to main-
tain objectivity and fairness to all students. Different assessment needs conflicted 
in this case. When viewing the assessment from the perspectives of student needs, 
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they thought the completion of the assignment reflected a student’s attitude toward 
learning, which was important for overall development. The conflict between stu-
dent needs and assessment needs makes students have split opinions.

With regard to Scenario 5 (“For the class-level final exam, a professor uses a few 
surprise items about additional topics that were covered in class but were not listed 
in the study guide”), only 21% of participants agreed with experts that the assess-
ment situation was unethical. This group of students justified their choice that sur-
prise items may hurt students’ self-confidence and increase students’ test anxiety. 
In addition, it may be unfair to other students who have not focused on the knowl-
edge assessed by the item. Students who treated the practice as being ethical thought 
surprise items can enhance students’ learning motivation and adaptability. Different 
student needs intersected at this point. Moreover, using surprise items is a good way 
to evaluate students’ mastery of knowledge uncovered in a test guideline; the final 
purpose of assessment is to see whether students have achieved the learning goal 
rather than something only covered in the guideline. This disagreement originated 
from the conflict between student needs and assessment needs.

While discussing Scenario 8 (“In grading a final exam, a professor always reads 
the student’s name and considers effort in assigning grades”), 70% of the partici-
pants agreed with experts the practice was unethical. Teachers’ perceptions of effort 
might be arbitrary, subjective, and therefore unfair. Moreover, assessment should 
primarily reflect students’ mastery of learning goals; a grade should not directly 
relate to students’ effort. On the other hand, students who viewed the practice as 
ethical thought non-academic factors were important criteria to assess students’ per-
formance. The final grade was not adequate to reflect the overall performance of stu-
dents. Considering students’ effort in grading encouraged more effort from students. 
The conflict between student needs and assessment needs led to the disagreement 
among students.

In terms of Scenario 9 (“At the beginning of the class, when a student requests 
to see her grade of a final exam, her professor shows the student the whole score 
sheet that includes all students’ final scores”), 71% of the participants agreed with 
the experts that the practice was unethical; teachers should protect students’ privacy. 
The practice also may harm students who are performing poorly; 29% of the stu-
dents thought the practice was ethical as knowing other students’ scores may help 
them compare their performance with that of other students. Conflicts between 
diverse student needs were involved in this case.

For Scenario 10 (“A professor who knows a student had a bad week because of 
problems at home bumps the student’s participation grade up a few points to com-
pensate for his bad score on a quiz”), 56% of the students agreed with experts that 
this practice was unethical. The major reason was that this practice would be unfair 
to other students. For example, one student responded, “Dealing with bad experi-
ences in life is an important life skill for students. Teachers can provide support and 
guidance to students in other ways to help students develop in a healthy way both 
physically and mentally.” Other students thought the practice was ethical as teachers 
showed concern, encouragement, and care to students, which was important for stu-
dents’ psychological development. Teacher needs and assessment needs conflicted 
in this assessment situation.
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With regard to Scenario 11 (“At the beginning of the semester, a professor shares 
with students the rubrics for each task. The professor leads students in a discussion 
about the rubrics, makes changes to the rubrics according to students’ feedback, and 
gives students the final versions to guide their completion of the course tasks”), 90% 
of the participants viewed the practice to be ethical, which corresponded with the 
view of experts. These students justified their options in different ways. Involving 
students in the development made the rubric more student-oriented, objective, fair, 
and easy to be followed. For example, one student stated, “It emphasized the active 
role students play in the assessment process. The communication with students on 
the feasibility of rubrics helps maintain the fairness and objectivity of rubrics and 
promotes the critical thinking ability of students.” Second, student involvement pro-
moted the communication between students and teachers, thus enhancing the stu-
dent–teacher relationship. A small percentage of students considered the practice to 
be unethical. They believed students’ perceptions of the rubric might be subjective 
due to the lack of professional knowledge. Besides, informing students of the rubric 
would encourage rubric-oriented learning. Assessment needs and student needs 
intersected in this assessment scenario.

Seventy-seven percent of the participants agreed with experts the practice in 
Scenario 13 (“While administering a class-level mid-term test, a professor notices 
that most students missed the same question. The professor reminds all students to 
check their answers to that question one more time”) was unethical. Teachers should 
strictly follow the test administration rules, and the practice would be unfair to 
other students who were not reminded of what they missed. Third, reminding of the 
missed item might produce an inaccurate reflection of students’ achievement. For 
example, one participant responded, “A test is to evaluate students’ mastery level of 
knowledge. Telling a student of the missed item may weaken the function of test. In 
addition, it is not fair to those students who already answered the item correctly, and 
even mislead this group of students.” Twenty-three percent of the students viewed 
the practice as ethical if teachers showed concern by reminding all students in the 
room. Thus, the teacher needs and assessment needs conflicted in this assessment 
practice.

Regarding Scenario 14 (“An instructor uses only multiple-choice questions in 
the end-of-course exam. She justifies this practice by stating multiple choice ques-
tions can be graded objectively and efficiently”), 79% of the participants agreed with 
experts the practice was unethical. A multiple-choice assessment format mainly 
measured the low cognitive skills of students, and higher education should empha-
size higher cognitive skills. Multiple assessment formats were necessary for assess-
ing the overall achievement of students. Second, the probability of guessing the mul-
tiple-choice items right was higher than for other assessment methods, thus reducing 
the validity of this assessment. For example, one student responded “Teachers 
should encourage higher cognitive skills of students, such as analyzing, creating 
and evaluating, by adopting other performance-based assessment formats. The 
multiple-choice assessment is easy to grade but prohibits students’ learning motiva-
tion and restricts students’ creative thinking. Besides, it is inadequate to assess stu-
dents’ overall performance.” A small portion of students perceived the practice as 
ethical because multiple-choice assessment does have some advantages. It is easy to 
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administer, easy to grade; grading results tend to be objective. In this case, different 
assessment needs conflicted.

Scenario 15 (“A college professor counts students’ attendance as 20% of their 
final grades”) was treated as ethical by most students. Attendance enhances stu-
dents’ learning motivation, self-regulation ability, and the positive behavior habit 
of being punctual. Second, as attendance reflects students’ attitude toward learn-
ing, it should be an important assessment criterion. In addition, attendance dis-
plays respect for classmates, teachers, and knowledge. Only 12% of the students 
agreed with experts the practice was unethical. This minority thought attendance 
was irrelevant to students’ mastery of knowledge. Besides, a weight of 20% was 
excessive and may obligate students to be present, which may hinder their active 
learning. The intersection between assessment needs and students needs caused 
disagreement among students.

6  Discussion and conclusions

6.1  Factors associated with students’ perceptions of the ethical issues

The current study investigated the underlying factors associated with Chinese col-
lege students’ perceptions of ethicality of classroom assessment practices. Results 
from quantitative analysis indicated students’ gender, grade level, major, and pro-
gram were significantly associated with their perceptions of the ethicality of mul-
tiple assessment situations (10 of the 15 assessment scenarios in the survey). In 
general, female students, higher grade level students (juniors and seniors), those 
majoring in STEM, and students who were not in a teacher preparation program 
have significantly higher agreement with experts with regard to the ethicality of 
most assessment situations (7 of the 10 assessment scenarios). These results lead 
to a conclusion that students’ perceptions of the ethical issues in classroom assess-
ment are directly related to their differences in gender, grade level, major, and pro-
gram type. In particular, gender is the key element affecting students’ perception of 
the ethicality of assessment practices. The results supported the findings of previous 
studies concerning the differences in students’ perceptions of assessment as a func-
tion of gender (Dhindsa et al., 2007; Gao, 2012), subject area (Iannone & Simpson, 
2013), and grade level (Dhindsa et al., 2007).

The present study also supported the value of incorporating students’ perceptions 
of the ethical issues to improve the validity of classroom assessment as assessment 
should take into account the systematic differences among groups (Green & John-
son, 2010). The present findings implied that university teachers, administrators, and 
policymakers should pay attention to the nature of class gender, grade level, major, 
and program type regarding the design of classroom assessment tasks and profes-
sional training programs for teachers. Besides, professional development programs 
should focus on increasing teachers’ awareness of the ethicality of their classroom 
assessment practices.

Qualitative data analysis evaluated in-depth exploration of students’ justifica-
tion of their perceptions (why they think certain scenarios are ethical or unethical). 
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Students justified their decisions on the ethicality of the scenarios from the perspec-
tives of assessment needs, student needs, and teacher needs. Student needs indicates 
that teachers should consider students’ personal needs such as effort, family back-
ground, academic background, and physical conditions in assessment. Teacher needs 
involves teachers’ personal needs or desires as  they play the role of being teachers. 
Assessment needs requires that assessment should accurately reflect students’ mas-
tery level of knowledge and skill (Gao et al., 2019; Green & Johnson, 2010; Pope 
et al., 2009). When these needs intersected, students disagreed regarding the ethi-
cality of the assessment practices. The findings from both qualitative and quantita-
tive study showed demographic characteristics of students as well as the conflicting 
needs of stakeholders in assessment were associated with students’ perceptions of 
the ethicality of the assessment practices.

Addressing only students’ strengths in feedback as described in Scenario 1 was 
viewed as unethical by experts as students need to strengthen areas in which they are 
weak (JCSEE, 2015). The current study indicated that juniors and seniors viewed 
this assessment practice as unethical, while freshmen and sophomores considered 
it as ethical. Students viewed the practice from different needs of students. Posi-
tive feedback enhanced students’ self-confidence and learning motivation. Negative 
feedback also helps students to be able to reflect and to deal with frustration. Dif-
ferent student needs intersected in this assessment practice, causing disagreement 
among students. The implications of this are particularly interesting to faculty mem-
bers who teach the higher grades of universities. As recommended by Brookhart and 
Nitko (2018) that effective feedback should inform students not only what they are 
doing well but also what they need to improve, teachers, especially those who teach 
higher grade level students, should provide more objective feedback that students 
can use to improve their learning and focus more on students’ personal needs in 
assessment.

Male students, those majoring in STEM, and those who were not in a teacher 
preparation program tended to think giving students a higher grade based on their 
mastery level even if students did not submit some of the assignments as described 
in Scenario 4 was ethical. The conflict between assessment needs and student needs 
made students come up with different decisions. From the perspective of assessment 
needs, students’ scores should reflect their levels of achievement (O’Connor, 2017). 
Homework and work done for practice should not be counted as part of the grade as 
they only display students’ developing skills and knowledge rather than expertise 
(Taylor & Nolen, 2005). From the perspective of student needs, assignment submis-
sion is important to address as part of developing students’ sense of responsibil-
ity and positive attitude toward learning as well. The findings implied that teach-
ers teaching a female-dominated class, those majored in non-STEM, and those in 
teacher preparation programs should focus more on students’ personal needs. In 
practice, teachers need to balance the assessment needs and student needs as rec-
ommended by Green and Johnson (2010) that teachers learn why students have not 
submitted assignments and assist or supervise make-up work.

Teachers should inform students of the grading plan and the content in the 
tests (Brookhart & Nitko, 2018). In this sense, including surprise items in test as 
described in Scenario 5 is not recommended by experts, and students majoring 
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in STEM agreed with experts. Including surprise items in a test may increase test 
anxiety of students and harm their self-esteem. However, students of other majors 
thought including surprise items would stimulate their learning motivation. If a stu-
dent only focuses on the contents covered by study/test guide, he/she will ignore 
those not covered in the guide. Students viewed these assessment practices from dif-
ferent student needs. Teachers, especially those teaching STEM, may need to raise 
their awareness by giving students enough information before assessment and take 
into account diverse needs of students.

The effort is the most common non-academic factor teachers consider when 
assigning grades (Cox, 2011; Marzano, 2000). However, as assessment should 
primarily reflect students’ mastery level of knowledge and skills (Green and John-
son, 2010; Guskey & Bailey, 2001), considering effort in grading will artificially 
inflate students’ grades (Stiggins et  al., 2004). Moreover, teachers’ perceptions of 
effort might be arbitrary and unfair (Green & Johnson, 2010). Most female students, 
higher grade level students, and STEM students agreed with experts that consider-
ing students’ effort in grading as described in Scenario 8 was unethical. However, 
some students held the opinion that considering students’ effort stimulates students 
to increase effort. The intersection between student needs and assessment needs led 
to disagreement among students. Teachers teaching male-dominated classes, lower 
grade level students, and non-STEM students may consider using alternative assess-
ment formats such as formative assessment for increasing student effort than assign-
ing a grade conveying information about students’ behavior.

Brookhart and Nitko (2018) stated posting all students’ assessment results would 
do more harm than good, so evaluation should be kept confidential. Female students, 
students from higher grade levels, and those majoring in STEM stated that showing 
all students’ scores to other students as described in Scenario 9 was unethical as 
their privacy should be protected. A few respondents stated that knowing other stu-
dents’ scores might help a student know his/her rank in class, and thereby stimulate 
his/her learning motivation. The disagreement among student arose from the conflict 
between diverse student needs. Brookhart and Nitko (2018) recommended student 
score records should not be transferred to any third party without authorization from 
either students or guardians. Male students, lower grade level students, and those 
majored in non-STEM should increase their awareness of confidentiality in class-
room assessment.

Grades should represent students’ mastery level of the learning goals (Green & 
Johnson, 2010), but grade alteration is a common assessment practice (Tierney, 
2015). The current study showed that female students were more likely to consider 
the practice of altering students’ grades due to family problems as described in Sce-
nario 10 unethical. From the perspective of teacher needs, they want to show their 
concern and support for students. In contrast, from the perspective of assessment, 
grades should accurately reflect students’ mastery of knowledge. In this situation, 
the intersection between assessment needs and student needs caused disagreement. 
Teachers, especially those teaching male-dominated classes, should show more con-
cern for students’ personal needs by giving them another chance to retake a test to 
show their true mastery.
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The purpose of involving students in the assessment process is to help them use 
this information to monitor their learning (Chappuis & Stiggins, 2002). Most female 
students perceived the practice as described in Scenario 11 to be ethical as involving 
students in designing rubrics helps foster the active role of students in the learning 
process and perceive grading is fair. Teachers teaching classes with predominantly 
male students might need to convince these classes that having them help in devel-
oping rubrics is beneficial to students’ learning. For example, teachers can discuss 
with students the areas of content on which exams will focus, the relative weight of 
different areas, and the number of questions or percentage of points. This may help 
reduce test anxiety and give students general ideas about the relative importance of 
different topics (Green & Johnson, 2010). On the other hand, a small percentage of 
students stated this practice as unethical, stating student involvement may increase 
subjectivity in the rubric as students lack professional training in this skill. To avoid 
possible bias, teachers should play the role of leading and guiding the whole process 
of rubric development.

While administering assessments, the teachers’ responsibility is to ensure the 
administration process is fair to every student and will produce interpretable results 
(Brookhart & Nitko, 2018). Giving hints to students in any way that certain answers 
might be wrong or inappropriate (Popham, 1991). Most STEM students agreed with 
experts this practice as described in Scenario 13 was unethical. They stated teach-
ers should follow testing rules strictly. STEM students also discussed that remind-
ing examinees of the missed items in one classroom would be unfair to those in 
other classrooms. A few students viewed the practice as ethical if teachers only  
reminded the student of the missing items without telling the correct answers. Stu-
dents perceived the ethicality of this assessment situation from the perspective of 
assessment needs and teacher needs, which conflicted. With regard to assessment 
needs, any factors reducing the validity of the assessment should be avoided. From 
the perspective of teacher needs, proctors might believe they need to remind stu-
dents of these items so they will not miss points. The findings indicated teachers 
should consider their major responsibility of giving students sufficient information 
about the assessment procedures rather than the assessment content.

Teachers need sufficient information from multiple assessments to accurately 
evaluate each student’s achievement (Smith, 2003); McMillan (2000) suggested 
that assessment should be versatile. Use of different assessment methods leads stu-
dents to different learning approaches (Struyven et al., 2005). Students also vary in 
their preference for different assessment formats (Xu et al., 2016). Using multiple 
assessment formats provides a comprehensive picture of students’ mastery level 
(Brookhart & Nitko, 2018; Waugh & Gronlund, 2013). Most female students felt 
using only multiple-choice questions in the final exam as described in Scenario 
14 was unethical. The findings corresponded with the previous study results that 
female students viewed constructed-response assessment formats as being more 
effective (Aldrich et al., 2018). Students believed the practice was unethical because 
multiple-choice items mainly assess the lower cognitive skills of students while the 
focus of higher education should be on higher cognitive skills such as creating and 
evaluating. Students who favored multiple-choice assessment stated multiple-choice 
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assessment was easy to grade and administer. The contradiction between assess-
ment needs led to the disagreement among students. Teachers, especially those who 
taught classes with mostly female students, should use multiple assessment formats 
to increase the validity of assessments and help students improve their weaker skills 
and take into consideration different assessment needs.

Scoring should not be affected by factors unrelated to mastery of the learning 
goals such as student effort, growth, behavior, and attendance (Oosterhof, 2009). 
The current study showed most female students agree with experts that counting 
students’ attendance as 20% of their final grade as described in Scenario 15 was 
unethical. These students stated attendance was irrelevant to students’ learning 
goals and assigning a 20% value to the final grade imposes pressure on students’ 
active learning. In contrast to females, most male students viewed it as ethical. 
Attendance, as one of the important rules to follow, represents students’ attitude 
toward learning and respect for knowledge. It promotes students’ learning moti-
vation and self-regulation ability. Student disagreement arose from the conflict 
between assessment needs and student needs. Teachers, especially those who 
teach male-dominated classes, can try creating a separate report on students’ non-
academic achievement so scores can primarily reflect mastery of learning goals as 
recommended by Winger (2005). In this way, both assessment needs and student 
needs were considered.

6.2  Implications for assessment practice

The current study contributes to finding out the factors associated with under-
graduates’ perception of the ethical issues in classroom assessment. The results 
of this study suggest several implications. First, as assessment is practiced in a 
specific context and situation, students’ agreement regarding the ethicality of 
each individual scenario was hard to achieve. In the process of assessment prac-
tices, teachers should consider students’ demographic characteristics, including 
gender, major, grade level, and program so assessment can meet individual stu-
dent learning needs. Second, as stakeholders in assessment play different roles in 
the process, they have different needs including assessment needs, teacher needs, 
and  student needs. These needs might conflict in specific assessment contexts. 
Teachers need to balance the diverse needs of different stakeholders in assess-
ment in order to assess ethically. Third, stakeholders should be informed of the 
information related to ethical assessment standards, policies, and guidelines so 
that they can make appropriate decisions about student learning using assessment 
results. Fourth, discussion on ethical issues in assessment should be included in 
professional development programs to increase teachers’ awareness of ethical 
assessment.

Overall, this study explored differences in students’ perception of ethical 
issues as a function of a student’s characteristics and the intersection of differ-
ent stakeholders’ needs involved in classroom assessment. The findings offered 
insight to both pre-service and in-service teachers. Teacher education programs 
should address the ethical issues in pre-service teachers’ coursework, especially, 
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how to meet students’ needs based on their diverse characteristics as well as 
the diverse needs of different stakeholders. As teachers lack formal assessment 
training (Stiggins, 1999; Tienken and Wilson, 2000), more professional devel-
opment programs on assessment for in-service teachers are needed. In the train-
ing session, teachers can discuss the scenarios mentioned in this study to see 
how they perceive the ethicality of those assessment practices. Suggestions can 
be offered to educators who teach students of a specific gender, grade level, or 
major group. Guidelines and standards related to classroom assessment should 
be mentioned and discussed to increase stakeholders’ awareness of increasing 
ethicality in assessment practices. Teachers can incorporate the discussion of 
ethical issues in instruction as well to increase students’ awareness of ethical 
and fair assessment. These in-service training will help enhance the theoretical 
and practical knowledge of assessment stakeholders on ethical issues in class-
room assessment.

6.3  Research limitations

The current study has several limitations. First, the number of scenarios in the 
survey measuring Chinese college students’ perceptions of ethical issues in class-
room assessment was limited. As assessment is specific to a context, additional 
scenarios should be added to the scale so the scenarios can represent various 
assessment practices in Chinese higher education. Future research can focus on 
improving and then validating the scale. Second, the qualitative data were col-
lected from open-ended questions. Lack of direct communication with partici-
pants may have produced subjectivity and inaccuracy in coding. Future research 
can interview students to obtain in-depth information about their perceptions 
through face-to-face communication. Third, the current study evaluated only 
the underlying factors associated with students’ perceptions of the ethicality of 
assessment practice. Applicable and contextualized ethical guidelines should be 
developed to provide assessment stakeholder with guidelines for solving the ethi-
cal issues in assessment. Fourth, even if we did find some common factors asso-
ciated with students’ perceptions of the ethical issues in classroom assessment, 
assessment practices may vary across majors or program types. Future research 
may limit the target population to students from the same major or program to 
find out specific perceptions of students from particular major or program.

Despite the described limitations, this study aims to fill a gap in the scarcity 
of research exploring differences in students’ perceptions of ethical issues in 
classroom assessment as a function of gender, grade level, major, program type, 
and conflicts between diverse stakeholder needs. Further research is necessary to 
expand these results beyond the sample used in this study and provide additional 
insights about students’ expectations and preferences for assessment practices. In 
general, ethical assessment practices enable teachers to use assessment informa-
tion appropriately to improve student learning.
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