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Vartious factors such as regulatory body mandates, graduate employability challenges,
decreasing student engagement and increasing academic misconduct in higher education
have motivated universities to explore alternative approaches to teach and assess.
Accordingly, the oral assessment has taken precedence in many contexts as a popular
form of assessment. Although literature highlights the strengths of oral assessments,
there are also reservations among some scholars as it is found to contribute to issues
pertaining to validity and reliability. This paper reports on a systematic review undertaken
in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) guidelines to explore the extent of oral assessment validity, reliability and
capacity to address academic misconduct in higher education. A total of 2,657 journal
articles from ERIC, Web of Science, Scopus and A+ Education databases were imported
into Covidence for screening of titles, abstracts and full texts. Seventeen studies were
deemed suitable for inclusion in this systematic review. The analysis identified that the
validity, reliability and capacity of the oral assessment to reduce academic integrity
breaches were dependent on whether it has been designed, scaffolded, and implemented
well.

Introduction

Factors such as regulatory body recommendations (Tertiary Education Quality and
Standards Agency, 2015), graduate employability challenges (James & Casidy, 2018;
Sotiriadou et al., 2020), decreasing student engagement (Hart et al., 2011) and increasing
academic integrity concerns in higher education (Thomas, Raynor & McKinnon, 2014)
have motivated universities to explore alternative approaches to teach and assess.
Research in this space has identified that authentic assessments have the capacity to equip
students with the skills and knowledge required in professional settings, increase graduate
employability, improve student engagement in learning and teaching activities as well as
reduce academic integrity breaches (Ashford-Rowe et al., 2014; Villarroel et al., 2018).
Authentic assessments are those assessments that align classroom learning with the
workplace, mimicking tasks and performance standards that would be expected of
professionals (Villaroel et al., 2018; Wiggins, 1990).

In exploring more creative and authentic ways of assessing students, and improving
assessment security, the oral assessment has taken precedence as a form of authentic
assessment used both in formative and summative contexts (Akimov & Malin, 2020;
Sutherland et al., 2019). In a quick review of literature on oral assessment, the authors
identified that oral assessments were used in various settings both nationally and
internationally (for example, Giordano & Christopher, 2020; Iannone & Simpson, 2015;
Sutherland et al., 2019). Although most of these studies reported an improvement in
student performance in the assessment, other studies also highlighted some limitations of
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oral assessment (see Bhati, 2012; Turner et al., 2014). Lack of standardisation, equity
problems for students speaking English as an additional language (EAL) and student
anxiety were some limitations reported in the findings of these studies. The initial review
of literature contributed towards the curation of two research questions: (1) What is the
validity and reliability of oral assessments as an alternative form of authentic assessment in
higher education? and (2) What is the role of oral assessments in addressing academic
integrity challenges in higher education? Our article reports on a systematic review
undertaken to find answers to the two research questions. Key themes relevant to the
systematic review are discussed with reference to literature to provide context to the
questions under investigation.

Authentic assessment

Assessments play a central role in any educational environment as they influence how
students will engage in the content and activities. However, there is much concern in
educational settings around the world about the validity and reliability of assessments that
solely test students’ ability to recall knowledge, as demonstrated by some graduates who
appear to be high achievers on their exam scripts but fail in their ability to perform in the
workplace. Standardised assessments, it seems, do not provide opportunities to assess
students’ true ability to undertake and solve real world challenges (Pereira et al., 2016).
Wiggins (2011, p. 84), one of the advocates of authentic assessments, argued that the “true
test of ability is to perform consistently well [in] tasks whose criteria for success are
known and valued”. Assessments that demonstrate this are deemed authentic assessments,
ie., tasks that resemble problems that exist or emulate those in a discipline or the real
world. The problems identified in authentic tasks are complex and messy, requiring
students to think from multiple perspectives and use higher order thinking to develop
solutions (Ashford-Rowe et al., 2014; Villarroel et al., 2018; Wiggins, 2011).

It is pertinent that study programs equip students with the skills and knowledge that will
make them job ready as increasingly university graduates are unable to find work in their
area of study within a year of graduating (Sotiriadou et al., 2020). The need for authentic
assessment tasks is also becoming progressively important, specifically in the current
higher education environment where students study through multiple modalities and
geographic locations (Akimov & Malin, 2020), resulting in a growing concern about
assessment security and the increase in academic misconduct and contract cheating
(Dawson, 2020). However, it is worth knowing that authentic design of assessments alone
will not prevent the prevalence of academic misconduct as highlichted by Ellis et al
(2020). Nevertheless, thoughtful design can make cheating more difficult. When designing
assessments, more thought needs to be invested so that students perceive them to be
authentic, meaningful and of value. Students’ language capabilities and academic literacies
should also be developed and scaffolded so that they are confident and capable enough to
undertake and engage in their assessment tasks. Students must also be instructed about
academic integrity from the onset of their study program to know what behaviours are
unacceptable when completing their assessments.
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Oral assessment as a form of authentic assessment

Students will engage in assessment tasks which they perceive as necessary and of value. In
addition, and in response to increasing calls to address workplace graduate employability,
institutions are putting in measures to ensure that students graduate with the skills and
knowledge required by employers (James & Casidy, 2018; Sotiriadou et al., 2020). Now,
more than in the past, there is a need for assessments and teaching and learning activities
to reflect elements of authenticity so that students are prepared for the workplace and
equipped with the necessary knowledge and skills.

The oral assessment’s (sometimes referred to as viva voce or mini viva) popularity and use
has increased in more recent times in undergraduate studies and certification-type
examinations, after gaining recognition for its ability to assess students’ deep
understanding and knowledge, critical thinking and reduce the likelihood of academic
misconduct (Salamonson et al,, 2016). The oral assessment also has the potential to
examine a student’s workplace readiness and professionalism. Furthermore, oral
assessments are favoured over other, more traditional forms of assessments in many
contexts (see studies analysed in the systematic review). This assessment type allows
examiners to interact with students to identify their strengths and distinguish between
superficial knowledge and deep understanding (Pearce & Lee, 2009). It is reported that
oral communication skills are viewed as the most important or at least one of the skills
prospective recruiters or employers look for in a potential employee (Brink & Costigan,
2015), hence making the oral assessment an authentic form of assessment.

The oral assessment is defined as an “assessment in which a student’s response to the
assessment task is verbal, in the sense of being expressed or conveyed by speech instead
of writing” (Joughin, 1998, p. 367). It is also defined as a situation in which the candidate
gives spoken responses to questions from one or more examiners (Huxham, Campbell &
Westwood, 2012). The oral assessment is used as an authentic assessment in many
disciplines, such as medicine, nursing, marketing and finance as this assessment can
provide conditions for emulating as closely as possible, situations or contexts where two-
way interaction is required in the provision of service (see for example Pearce, 2009;
Salamonson et al., 2016; Sutherland, 2019), thus mimicking students’ future workplace.

Although literature suggests that many students found the oral assessment to be an
assessment type they favoured (Koh et al, 2021; Thomas et al., 2014), it was also
highlighted that it made some students anxious. The reliability of such an assessment also
came into question as some students were worried that the examiners and question types
might be biased. Additionally, it was emphasised that since students in some educational
settings had not experienced or trained for the oral assessment, they did not know what to
expect, thus contributing to heightened anxiety (Burke-Smalley, 2015; lannone &
Simpson, 2015; Thomas et al., 2014). Although some of the reviewed studies referenced
anxiety as a limitation of the oral assessment, the authors had also indicated that students’
scores in their oral assessment was higher than their written assessment (Burke-Smalley,
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2015), students perceived it to be relevant to their future career (lIannone & Simpson,
2015) and that students preferred it to written exams (Thomas et al., 2014).

Methods

This systematic review is reported in accordance with the criteria set out in the Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses  PRISMA) (Page et al., 2021).

Search strategy

The electronic databases ERIC, Web of Science, Scopus and A+ Education were
systematically searched to identify relevant published peer-reviewed studies. An initial
literature review was conducted to develop keywords for the concept (oral assessment)
and then further refined using index terms from the electronic databases searched to
develop the full search strategy. Search terms for population (students undertaking oral
assessments) and context (university undergraduate studies) were not added to the search
strategy to ensure potentially relevant articles were not missed. Figure 1 presents the
search string conducted in ERIC. Keywords and index terms in the search strategy were
then adapted to allow for syntax variations between databases. The search was limited to
studies published in English and between 2010-2021 to keep the findings relevant and
applicable to the current higher education context. The first 200 citations in Google
Scholar (“oral assessment” OR “oral examination” OR “oral test” OR “oral quiz” OR
“oral presentation” or “oral online” OR “viva Voce” OR eViva OR “mini viva” OR
digital viva”) between 2010-2021, as well as the reference lists of all included studies were
screened by title to ensure potentially relevant publications were not missed in the
database search. The systematic search was validated by an academic librarian.

(Oral NEAR/2 (assessment OR exam* OR test OR quiz OR presentation OR
online)) OR (Viva NEAR/2 (voce OR exam* OR assessment OR online)) OR
eViva OR Mini) AND (viva) OR (Digital) AND (viva)

Figure 1: ERIC search string
Eligibility criteria for included studies

Studies reporting on any type of oral assessment in undergraduate higher education were
included in this review. Other types of assessment (e.g., written assignments, exams,
portfolios, reports) at an undergraduate level, or oral assessments in postgraduate higher
education, vocational education and training (VET) and secondary school were excluded.
This review included peer-reviewed publications with quantitative and qualitative study
designs. Literature reviews, dissertations, conference abstracts, books, teaching and
learning guides and white papers were excluded.
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Study selection

All identified records from the electronic database search were collated and uploaded into
EndNote20 (Clativate Analytics, USA (https://www.endnote.com) and then imported to
Covidence (Vetitas Health innovation, Australia, https://www.covidence.otg) for screening.
Duplicate records were removed in Covidence. Following a pilot test of the first 100
articles to revise the inclusion criteria, all articles were screened by title and abstract by
two independent reviewers. The full texts of potentially relevant articles were retrieved
and assessed against the inclusion criteria by two independent reviewers. Reasons for
exclusion were reported for full-text studies. Disagreements between reviewers at each
stage of study selection were resolved through discussion to reach consensus, or with a
third reviewer. The results of the screening process are reported in a Preferred Reporting
Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analyses (PRISMA) flow diagram (Page et al., 2021).

Data extraction and synthesis

Data were extracted from included studies by two independent reviewers in Covidence.
Data were extracted on author, date, country, professional discipline, and data relating to
the type, validity, reliability, academic integrity, and outcomes of “oral assessment”.
Discrepancies were resolved through discussion to reach consensus, or with a third
reviewer. Data are presented as a narrative summary and in a table of study characteristics

(Table 1).

Results

A total of 2657 records were identified through the electronic database search. After
duplicates were removed, 2199 records were screened by title and abstract, of which 368
received full text review. There were 17 studies that met the inclusion criteria and are
included in this review. All included studies were peer-reviewed and written in English.
No additional studies were found on Google Scholar or in reference lists of included
studies. Figure 2 presents the screening results and reasons for exclusion at full text review
in a PRISMA flow diagram.

Seventeen (n=17) studies were deemed suitable for inclusion in the systematic review
(Badger, 2010; Burke-Smalley, 2014; Dicks et al., 2012; Hazen, 2020; Huxham et al., 2012;
Iannone et al., 2020; Iannone, 2012; Kang et al., 2019; Koh et al., 2021; Luckie et al., 2013;
Salamonson et al., 2016; Simper, 2010; Sotriadou et al.,, 2020; Thomas et al., 2014,
Tutjamaa et al., 2018; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015; Wallace, 2010). Five of these studies
were undertaken in the United States, six in the United Kingdom, two in Australia, and
one each in Singapore, Canada, United Arab Emirates and Finland, suggesting that
attempts to administer authentic forms of assessment are a common practice around the
world.
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Figure 2: Prisma flow diagram

Table 1 summarises the studies analysed in the systematic review. Publication dates ranged
from 2010 to 2021 identifying that oral assessments have been topical and popular over
the last decade. Despite the abundance of literature on oral assessment, the interest among
educators to explore more authentic approaches to administer the assessment does not
seem to wane. There were a range of disciplines where the oral assessments were
implemented including education, business, chemistry, geography, biology, mathematics,
diversity and race, nursing, advanced exercise nutrition, psychology and law, reflecting the
versatility of the assessment.

Although the fundamental principles of the assessment were the same, the reviewed
studies highlighted that they were referred by various names, the most common being oral
exam or oral examination (n=4). To answer the two research questions, the studies in this
review were analysed particularly for any references made to wvalidity, reliability and
academic integrity considerations besides identifying the outcome of the interventions.
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Table 1: Summary of the studies analysed in this systematic review

Study Country  Discipline Name Validity ~Reliability Acaderplc Outcome
integrity

Badger (2010) USA  Education = Summative Yes Yes

oral exam
Burke-Smalley ~ USA Business Oral quiz Yes Yes Yes
(2014)
Dicks et al. Canada  Organic Oral exam Yes Yes Yes
(2012) Chemistry
Hazen (2020) USA  Geography  Oral exam Yes Yes Yes
Huxham et al. UK  Biology field  Oral exam Yes Yes
(2012) methods
Tannone et al. UK Maths Oral Yes Yes Yes
(2020) performance

assess.
Tannone (2012) UK Maths One to one Yes Yes
tutorial
Kang et al. USA  Diversity and ~ Oral exam Yes Yes Yes Yes
(2019) race
Koh et al. Sing.  Chemistry Viva voce Yes
(2021)
Luckie et al. USA Biology Verbal final Yes Yes
(2013) exam
Salamonson et Aust Nursing Oral viva Yes Yes
al. (2010) assessment
Simper (2010) UK Advanced Oral viva Yes Yes Yes
exercise exam
nutrition

Sotiriadou et al.  Aus Business Interactive Yes Yes
(2020) oral assess.
Thomas etal. ~ UAE  Psychology = Group-based Yes Yes Yes
(2014) oral exam
Turjamaa et al. Finland  Nursing  Dialogic group  Yes Yes Yes
(2018) oral exams
Turner & UK  Psychology  Oral project Yes Yes Yes Yes
Davila-Ross. interviews
(2015)
Wallace (2010) UK Law One to one Yes Yes

oral assess.

Note: "Yes" refers to references made to validity, reliability, academic integrity and intervention
outcomes

Validity of oral assessments

Validity can be defined as the degree to which “an assessment measures what it is
essentially designed to measure” (Knapp & Mueller, 2010, 337). Ten (n=10) of the studies
reviewed, referred to the validity of oral assessments (Badger, 2010; Hazen, 2020;
Huxham et al., 2012; Iannone et al., 2020; Kang et al., 2019; Salamonson et al., 2016;
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Thomas et al., 2014; Turjamaa et al., 2018; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015; Wallace, 2010).
Badger (2010) identified that the oral assessment is not authentic in that it lacks many
factors that would be present in real contexts. In addition, some studies identified that
students’ performance in the assessment might be compromised because of the anxiety

that this form of assessment induces (Hazen, 2020; Huxam et al.,, 2012; lannone et al,,
2020; Kang et al., 2019; Thomas et al., 2014).

Turner and Davila-Ross’s study (2015), however, reported no significant differences
between students’ performance in their oral assessment and written project report,
suggesting that although the oral assessment may induce stress and anxiety in some
students, it does not significantly impact on their performance when compared to more
traditional written assessments (Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015). The potential negative
impact of oral assessments on students from EAL backgrounds was highlighted as one of
the main disadvantages of this form of assessment (Hazen, 2020; Kang et al., 2019;
Salamonson et al., 2016). Conversely, most of the respondents (89%) in Hazen’s (2020)
study indicated that their spoken English proficiency had not been an important
consideration for them in undertaking the oral assessment. The reviewed studies also
suggested that the oral assessment would be more suitable for some personalities
compared to others (extroverts v introverts). For instance, students who were shy or not
confident speaking in public would not perform well in this type of assessment (Huxham
et al., 2012; Turjamaa et al., 2018; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015). Only one of the studies
suggested that the oral assessment may not be fair and that respondents may not be clear
about the assessed criteria or have the necessary experience or skills to adequately prepare
for the assessment. (Wallace, 2010).

Reliability of oral assessments

Reliability can be defined as the consistency of the measurement from “time to time, form
to form, item to item or one rater to another” (Knapp & Mueller, 2010, p. 337). Nine
(n=9) out of the 17 screened studies had referred to the reliability of oral assessments
(Burke-Smalley, 2014; Dicks et al., 2012; Hazen, 2020; Iannone et al., 2020; Kang et al.,
2019; Luckie et al., 2013; Simper, 2010; Turjamaa et al., 2018; Turner & Davila-Ross,
2015). Many of these studies had acknowledged concerns about the oral assessment’s
reliability by identifying measures in the assessment design to improve on this aspect. The
measures taken to enhance reliability of the oral assessment included predetermining the
allocated time, asking each student the same question, and establishing assessment criteria
prior to the assessment (Burke-Smalley, 2014). Reliability concerns were also reduced
through the use of rubrics (Burke-Smalley, 2014; Kang et al., 2019).

Interrater reliability was another concern associated with oral assessments (Burke-Smalley,
2014; Dicks et al., 2012; Hazen, 2020; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015). Interrater reliability
of oral assessments in the reviewed studies was addressed by having more than one
assessor present (Dicks et al, 2012). However, Turner and Davila-Ross (2015) have
demonstrated that having two or more assessors does not necessarily overcome challenges
associated with interrater reliability. Their study found significant differences between the
marks awarded by the first and second assessor. Additionally, a minority group of students
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(n=7) in Hazen’s (2020) study indicated that they perceived the oral exam to be unfair and
six per cent of students in the same study suggested that the grading of the exam would be
subjective. These students’ views add to the reliability concerns of the oral assessment.
Similarly, Iannone et al. (2020) also questioned the reliability of assessments that focused
solely on students’ written output as this would limit the demonstration of their actual

capability.

Luckie et al. (2013) suggested that the oral assessment was reliable as they did not find any
significant differences related to student satisfaction of the assessment regarding age or
gender. These researchers also pointed out that generally, students who scored higher
grades in the oral assessment were more satistied compared to those with lower grades.
They also found that EAL students were generally less confident with oral assessments,
strengthening the validity concerns reported above, which suggested that this assessment
type may disadvantage EAL students.

Furthermore, Simper’s (2010) study draws attention to another reliability concern
associated with oral assessment. Respondents who participated in the study suggested that
student success in the oral assessment could be dependent on their skills and personality.
This affirmed the earlier findings related to validity, which highlighted that confident and
extroverted students will perform better than shy and introverted students.

Oral assessment and academic integrity

Eight (n=8) out of the seventeen studies analysed had referred to academic integrity
(Burke-Smalley, 2014; Dicks et al., 2012; Iannone, 2012; Kang et al., 2019; Simper, 2010,
Sotiriadou et al., 2020; Thomas et al., 2014; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015). Some of the
studies suggest that oral assessments can mitigate academic misconduct (Burke-Smalley,
2014; Dicks et al., 2012; Iannone, 2012; Kang et al., 2019; Sotiriadou et al., 2020; Thomas
et al., 2014; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015). The analysis identified that in some instances,
the oral assessment was administered to address academic misconduct cases reported in
other forms of assessment previously offered (Kang et al., 2019; Simper, 2010).

From the analysis, it can also be inferred that the oral assessment format allows students
to work together while simultaneously staying clear of behaviours such as collusion, which
can result in breach of institutional academic integrity policies and procedures (Dicks et
al., 2012; Thomas et al., 2014). Furthermore, the student respondents in the analysed
studies highlighted that it would be difficult to engage in contract cheating services in
some oral assessments such as the interactive oral assessment and oral project interviews
(Sotiriadou et al., 2020; Thomas et al., 2014; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015), suggesting that
assessment design can reduce the likelihood of academic misconduct in summative
assessment.

Outcomes of oral assessment interventions

The analysis of the studies identified that, to an extent students were anxious about oral
assessments as they were not familiar with this type of assessment. In addition, students
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had previously experienced only paper-based tests (Badger, 2010; Hazen, 2020; Koh et al.,
202; Thomas et al., 2014). Interestingly, the analysis suggests that most students
performed better in oral assessments than they did in written assessments (Burke-Smalley,
2014; Dicks et al., 2012; Huxham et al., 2012; Luckie et al., 2013) and that this assessment
inspired them to engage in more thorough preparation (Badger, 2010; Dicks et al., 2012;
Kang et al., 2019; Tutjamaa et al., 2018). Conversely, some students demonstrated similar
performance in both their oral and written assessment (Hazen, 2020).

It was found that oral assessments provided students with the opportunity to demonstrate
a deeper understanding of the course content (Badger, 2010; Iannone, 2012; Luckie et al.,
2013; Turjamaa, 2018; Wallace, 2010), as there was a likelihood for students to forget
information they had acquired in closed-book assessments that required students to
memorise information (lannone et al., 2020). Some of the respondents in the analysed
studies suggested that the oral assessment was an authentic form of assessment as it was
more relevant to the requirements of the workplace (Iannone et al., 2020; Sotiriadou et al.,
2020; Thomas et al., 2014; Turjamaa et al., 2018). The findings also suggested that the oral
assessment enhanced the final grades of weaker students (Dicks et al., 2012) and that
students who completed the oral assessment generally achieved better grades overall
(Burke-Smalley, 2014; Dicks et al., 2012; Luckie et al., 2013; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015).

Despite the many positive attributes identified in the review of the studies, the analysis
highlighted that the oral assessment does not meet the learning needs of some students,
demonstrating better performance in their written assessment than their oral assessment
(Hazen, 2020). Anxiety appeared to be the most significant variable that was reported in
the analysis (Iannone et al., 2020; Kang et al., 2019; Thomas et al., 2014), affirming the
tindings of the earlier literature review. Interestingly, in Koh et al’s (2021) study, the
respondents indicated feeling less anxious when sitting for the oral assessment in the ‘viva
la vida’ approach. The respondents were referring to the design of the oral assessment. In
this study, the researchers conducted a gamified viva voce in their third-year chemistry
laboratory to foster communication and teamwork through collaborative learning (Koh et
al., 2021, p. 2018). This finding suggests that the design of oral assessments needs careful
consideration for students to positively engage in the assessment. Accordingly, Simper
(2010) found no evidence in their research to cleatly identify the impact of anxiety on the
oral assessment, compared to previous years’ paper-based assessment.

The analysis also highlighted that some students, for example those from EAL
backgrounds, may be disadvantaged by this type of assessment (Salamonson et al., 2016).
With reference to other variables such as gender, it was highlighted that there was no
statistical significance between male and female performance in the oral assessment, or
student age. There was, however, a difference between overall performance in oral
assessment compared to written assessments independent of gender (Burke-Smalley, 2014;
Huxham et al., 2012). Salamonson et al.’s (2016) study found no differences in student
satisfaction of the oral assessment independent of gender and age.

Analysis showed no clear demarcation with regard to student preference for oral
assessments and written assessments, with some students preferring the former while
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others preferred the latter (Iannone et al, 2020; Kang et al, 2019; Koh et al., 2021;
Salamonson et al., 2016; Simper, 2010; Thomas et al., 2014; Wallace, 2010). Analysis of the
studies also highlighted the need for careful consideration when designing oral
assessments to ensure positive outcomes for students. For example, the assessors need to
be skilful in ensuring that the two-way interaction progresses efficiently for both
proficient and weak students, within the allocated time (Thomas et al., 2014). It was also
important for the assessors to create a safe and supportive environment so that students
were motivated to engage in the discussion (Turjamaa et al., 2018). In Wallace’s (2010)
study, it was found that students could not clearly identify how they prepared for the oral
assessment, however, everyone agreed that it would be easier than the written assessment.

Discussion

The systematic review discussed in this paper aimed to find answers to two research
questions, namely (1) What is the validity and reliability of oral assessments as an
alternative form of authentic assessment in higher education? and (2) What is the role of
oral assessments in addressing academic integrity challenges in higher education? The
analysis identified that the oral assessment’s validity, reliability and capacity to reduce
academic integrity breaches would depend on its design (Akimov & Malin 2020). When
designing an assessment, educators need to firstly identify the learning objectives they
want to assess and whether the chosen assessment type is the best method to assess the
learning objectives they have chosen to assess, thus contributing to the validity of the
assessment. For example, if assessors want to test students’ in-depth knowledge, problem-
solving, decision-making, communication and ethical reasoning skills; qualities that would
be expected of a graduate in professional settings, then the oral assessment can play a
significant role as an assessment type, especially in some disciplines where graduates are
expected to interact with their colleagues, clients and society in their day-to-day dealings
(Badger, 2010; Dicks et al., 2012; Thomas et al., 2014). Assessors also need to ensure that
the topics being tested in the assessment have been covered in class and a descriptive and
detailed rubric is used during the assessment to ensure objectivity during the assessment.
The rubrics should also be presented to the students prior to the assessment so that they
know what aspects will be assessed during the assessment and can prepare appropriately.
If these aspects are clearly considered and incorporated in the design, then the oral
assessment can be a valid form of authentic assessment (Iannone & Simpson 2014).

Due to the subjective nature of oral assessments, the analysis of the articles appraised in
this systematic review identified concerns regarding its reliability. To enhance reliability of
oral assessments, assessors need to undergo training to ensure that they are objectively
assessing the students and consistently awarding similar marks. Although increasing the
number of assessors does not necessarily contribute to inter-rater reliability (Davila-Ross,
2015), effective training and moderation during and post-assessment can reduce concerns
regarding subjectivity of the oral assessment (Dicks et al., 2012). Additionally, consistent
opportunities for students to practise in class for the assessment, and availability of good
resources that will equip them with skills to sit for the oral assessment, can also contribute
to its reliability. As with validity, students’ concerns with the reliability of the oral
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assessment can be reduced if they are adequately prepared and not surprised by any
element that they had not envisioned during the assessment. A clear, descriptive and
detailed rubric that sets out expectations can reduce issues pertaining to reliability (Burke-
Smalley, 2014; Kang et al., 2019). Likewise, the oral assessment should not focus only on
students’ written output (Iannone et al., 2020) but should also provide opportunities for
demonstration of their overall capabilities, mimicking future workplace settings.

The systematic review also highlighted that the oral assessment does not suit all students,
particularly those who are shy or who are not comfortable speaking in public. It was also
identified that this type of assessment can disadvantage students from EAL backgrounds
(Huxham et al., 2012; Turjamaa et al., 2018; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015). For these
students, more support and scaffolding should be provided so that they are comfortable
and confident to sit for the oral assessment. Communication skills are one of the top
capabilities that employers look for in graduates. In this aspect, the oral assessment is an
authentic assessment type (Thomas et al., 2014; Turjamaa et al., 2018). Shying away from
the oral assessment because it disadvantages some students would result in students not
being job ready. Conversely, teachers need to instil in their students the relevancy of
communication skills for future workplace and develop their skills to master this graduate
attribute.

To an extent, the oral assessment can mitigate academic misconduct in higher education
(Kang et al,, 2019; Sotiriadou et al., 2020), as it has this capacity, often missing in other
forms of standardised or paper-based assessments that motivate students to engage in
academic misconduct. If designed well, for example in the interactive oral assessment and
oral project interviews, it would be difficult for students to engage in contract cheating
(Thomas et al., 2014; Turner & Davila-Ross, 2015). As far as possible, there should be a
face-to-face element involved in the oral assessment. If this is not possible due to class
size and geographic location of students, then assessors need to ensure that appropriate
protocols and proctoring are implemented so that students cannot engage in academic
misconduct, hence contributing to the assessment’s academic integrity.

In summary, the systematic review discussed in this paper highlichts some important
factors for consideration. These include integrated and holistic approaches to assessment
while addressing the limitations of a ‘one size fits all’ approach to assessing students.
Aspects such as learning objectives and the purpose for assessing students, should always
direct assessment design, to ensure a comprehensive evaluation process. Educators should
recognise that a single assessment type may not be suitable for all students. When
selecting assessment type, there should be consideration for diversity of learning needs
and learning styles. The authors of this paper advocate for a thoughtful and inclusive
approach to assessment, while recognising the potential of well-designed oral assessment
in addressing academic integrity and fostering essential skills for future success in the
workplace.
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Implications for higher education

Recently, globally, the higher education sector has been rocked by the emergence of
generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) technology. For many this was a wakeup call,
whilst for others there was recognition of the emergence of artificial intelligence in
learning and what it would mean to the higher education sector. The speed at which
GenAl tools have become ubiquitously adopted across all part of society has surprised
many. Academics are increasingly questioning the rigour of assessment design, and in the
post-Covid education environment, which saw much of our face-to-face teaching and
learning, and assessment delivery, move online, querying the authenticity of assessments
submissions. This becomes critical for discussion as the sector uses assessment as a means
to demonstrate attainment of learning competences and graduate professional standards.
The implications of such disruptive technologies will (and is already) leading to
universities possibly conferring degrees to students who have not demonstrated the
learning outcomes and therefore who may not have acquired the skills and knowledge
necessary for their workplace.

Oral assessments provide an opportunity, when rigorously designed and implemented, to
address the growing concerns raised by current and potentially future disruptions to the
higher education sector. Furthermore, they provide opportunity to address the inherent
bias of our education model and assessment practices by enabling all students, irrespective
of their ability, to engage with their assessors with appropriate support during the
assessment task through prompting questions. When designed and delivered well, oral
assessment can create a safe space for all students, reducing some of the access and equity
barriers which confront students and impact their learning,

Traditional assessments such as essays, oral presentations, or quizzes, are used, as
discussed previously, to validate our assumptions as to whether discipline knowledge has
been attained. Fostering the development and assessment of human skills such as
emotional intelligence, creative problem solving, critical thinking, interpersonal skills,
cultural competencies, ethical decision making, adaptability, leadership, empathy, and
communication can be more challenging. Forms of assessments that clearly evaluate a
student's ability to critically think and analyse information in real time further strengthens
the sector's role in educating future professionals. The systematic review of literature
discussed in this paper has suggested that through authentic assessment design, oral
assessment can provide genuine opportunities to support students develop core human
skills, which will be increasingly required moving forward, hence meeting the needs and
expectation of professional practice and society more broadly.

Holistic implementation of new approaches to assessment design and delivery does have
challenges. Research informed assessment design which acts to support industry and
societies’ expectations regarding the development of communication and other human
skills, reinforces the central role that universities play in educating our future
professionals. Whilst workload concerns are often cited as factors limiting the
development of novel forms of assessment, including the development and delivery of
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oral assessments, the overall positive impact on student engagement, learning, and
academic integrity, should outweigh these concerns.

Conclusion

This paper presents what the authors believe to be the first systematic review to bring
together the findings from across the higher education sector to present a definitive
position on the value of oral assessments, student views, and considerations that can form
the basis of a framework for improved integration of oral assessment. The authors also
advocate for more diverse assessment types so that by the time students graduate from a
study program, they have acquired all the knowledge, skills, competences, qualities and
values in preparation for further studies or lifelong learning.

The studies analysed here, which were systematically selected based on defined selection
criteria, present several considerations for the successful development and implementation
of oral assessment within a course. None of the articles presented, discussed systematic
implementation across a whole degree or institution. This is important as oral
assessments, as a form of formative and summative assessment, should be scaffolded
through the student’s learning journey. This may occur entirely in a course, or across the
entire program of learning. Designed and implemented this way, the oral assessment has
the potential to provide ample opportunity for students to develop the necessary skills,
whilst simultaneously engaging in discipline learning. What this form of design and
delivery necessitates is deliberate space be created within the curriculum, in addition to
spaces used for practice (physical or virtual including software). To guide student learning,
clear expectations must be provided to students via the assessment rubrics, something we
consider to be gold standard in all assessment design. Early and clear communication
along with regular opportunities for practice regarding assessment expectations act to
minimise the development of anxiety over the teaching period.

Critical to oral assessments is academic staff professional development — one could argue
that this is more important for oral assessment than other forms of assessment. When
delivered well, oral assessment provides students with an opportunity to demonstrate their
learning through structured and unstructured open-ended questions. Whilst the delivery of
structured questions can be straight forward, the delivery of unstructured questions may
be more challenging, as they must not inadvertently lead students toward the desired
answer. To facilitate the development and delivery of oral assessment questions,
academics should engage with industry professionals and/or industry advisory groups.
Lastly, robust moderation and review practices (both institutional and developed as part
of assessment delivery) are important to ensure that the assessment delivery is valid, fair
and reliable.

The authors conducted the systematic review to understand key considerations for the
implementation of oral assessment from existing literature. The delivery of authentic
forms of learning and assessment have become increasingly popular over recent years,
driven primarily by the shift into online learning and the growing concerns around
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academic integrity. The context of how we work as a society has shifted significantly over
the last five years and will continue to evolve in unknown ways over the next five to ten
years. This necessitates a deliberate and considered shift towards forms of assessment to
support the development of future skills, whilst staying true to our core values as higher
education institutions.
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