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Abstract 
  

 English in Libya is a foreign language and used as medium of instruction in higher education. 

Most scientific faculties in Libya adopt the use of English for teaching especially the faculty 

of medicine in Tripoli. The is limited research looking at the concept fairness as perceived by 

medical students in a specific exam. The main purpose of this exam is to test the medical 

knowledge in a language rather than the first language. Nothing is known about how these 

students perceive the concept of a fair exam and what their expectations of a fair exam are.  It 

is not clear how student make their fair judgements and how based on understanding fairness 

the process of assessment could be improved. This dissertation has provided an exploration of 

perception of fairness in a surgery exam in Libya. Drawing on fairness research in relation to 

language assessment. The research has benefited from employing a phased design that uses 

mixed methods. The first phase has adopted a quantitative approach using a questionnaire that 

has been pre-piloted and then administered to 307 participants from the faculty of medicine. 

Then, an analysis has been conducted on the questionnaire data to explore the factors of 

perception of fairness and expectations of a fair surgery exam. In the second phase Simi-

structured interviews has been done with 21 students and 5 lecturers for further in-depth 

information. The main findings of the research include that there is not a clear frame work for 

the concept of fairness in medical exams based on the medical students’' understanding. As 

students do not have a clear understanding of what a fair assessment. Lack of English language 

proficiency is part of the factors that affect students’ understanding and implementation of 

more specific language development. Recommendations has been made for how the faculty of 

medicine could work on increasing fairness in assessment in general and in the surgery exam 

in specific taking into consideration the language of the exam as a foreign language. 
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Chapter one 
 Introducing the Research 

 

 

    1.1 Introduction  
 
  

In higher education there is always a great urge to perform a transparent process of any 

assessment. “Within Higher Education there is an increasing acceptance of the need for a 

greater transparency in assessment processes, and moves have been made to make methods of 

assessment clearer to all participant” (Rust et al. 200, p. 147). As assessment is a core process 

within higher education the urge to understand the fairness within it is growing high. It is 

necessary to understand the direct links between the process of assessment and how fair it is in 

general and within particular contexts. Understanding the processes is a step to understand 

perception of fairness and if there is a specific pattern that can be linked to specific contexts   

and can be used by educators as well as assessors when developing a certain test assessment 

for any particular group. Mainly its importance has a role to play in contexts where English is 

a foreign language. Not only because of the educational needs but also because of other factors 

as well. Some of these factors are linked to external affects to HE such as instability and war 

within a country or change in educational settings. Researchers always aim to understand links 

between educational needs and external effects as it could have an impact on students’ 

perception of certain concepts such as fairness. Especially when that educational setting is 

suffered from external effect. Smith (2015) states that it is imperative to do more to protect the 

higher education sector and provide security and stability for its scholars, students, and 

infrastructure during and in the immediate aftermath of conflict. 

The current study’s context where English is a foreign language; it is only used inside class 

rooms for the sake of testing and not used outside of these boundaries by any chance. However, 

the pressure and the demands for the use of the language more globally and specifically in 

higher education is increasing in both economic and educational frame. And under this 

influence, Libya is one of the countries that uses English as a foreign language and as a medium 

of teaching in higher education scientific faculties. Because of all the changes in the world in 

the past decades, Libya was put under the pressure to catch up with the world in terms of 

English language. The high demand and interest coincided with several changes and 
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improvements in Libyan foreign policy. The policy aims were to re-establish a new type of 

relationship with western countries during the 1990s. In order to meet “these demands, a great 

many language centers have been established in the private sector since the early 2000s” 

(Grada, 2014, p.16).  

This chapter introduces the map to navigate through this PhD document. The chapter 

introduces sections including an introduction followed by a rational and aims and a scope of 

the study as well as an outline of theoretical and methodological orientation and of course a list 

of the research questions. Within this chapter, an indication of what are the research aims and 

a description of the objectives of the study. It also considers a scope of the research and other 

studies that have been carried out by many other scholars and researchers looking at the 

experience of English that is insufficient or rather inadequate for the level of proficiency 

expected from students in Libya. Besides, exploring to understand fairness of assessment to 

improve the level of skills medical students need in order to master English language, therefore; 

be assessed in medical knowledge. Consequently, understanding the context and going deep 

onto the problem is the key to fulfil the research requirements. Although, fairness is a broad 

term and in reality could mean several things, understanding the concept within an educational 

frame could be influenced by various factors. Furthermore, to find out a structure for perceiving 

the concept by students should start by understanding how the concept is perceived within the 

research’s target population. This understanding should start from the point of understanding 

assessment itself. 

Assessment has been for a long time a part of the educational system but its role has increased 

recently Gipps and Murphy (1994). It is really important in the teaching and education domain. 

Several researchers enlightened the idea linked directly or indirectly to the reasons behind the 

use of assessment and suggests the ways of conducting it as inspired and depended on socio 

and cultural context as well as teachers’ expertise and views on acquiring knowledge and 

learning processes (Black 1997, Roos and Hamilton 2005, Brown and Knight 1994).  

However, assessment is always combined with certain aspects such as equal opportunities 

(Gipps and Murphy 1994) and fairness even though the idea of having any equal opportunity 

that is formal in nature is not necessarily enough to guarantee that any assessment is fair (Gipps 

and Murphy, 1994). The researcher became particularly interested in issues of fairness and 

assessment when worked as a lecturer in the faculty of medicine. There the researcher had the 

opportunity to experience teaching English as a foreign language (EFL) and also to deal with 

the practice of English for specific purposes (ESP) with further focus on medical English (ME) 
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in particular. At that time, the researcher thought deeply about the experience. And from the 

reflection on the experience the idea for the research emerged and has taken shape.  

In fact, there were many opinions about the English proficiency as it suffers badly even in the 

professional faculties such as the faculty of medicine which is one of the powerful and 

privileged faculties at Al-Fateh University (Tripoli University as presented later in chapter 

two). The use of English as a foreign language in an Arabic speaking country always made 

English proficiency between brackets. Especially under the change of the system of education 

over the years. Even when higher education adopted English as the method of teaching and 

training in technical faculties, the issue to tackle the complications was huge when assessing 

the real situation on the ground. And to understand the high hopes of the upper hand authorities 

in the country, was a problem. Policy changing every time and lack of understanding of 

standards had affected the language progress and put pressure on assessment practices. 

    1.2 Rationale  
 

In the Libyan society, education really matters. Salama (2002) indicates that there is a great 

demand for education within the Libyan society; however, they are still considered languages 

in the well-known traditional way which reflects negatively in their learning of language 

especially in Higher education. English since 1943 is a foreign language that is thought as a 

curriculum subject in state schools with more of concentration in Grammar (Elhensheri, 2004). 

Yet English was eliminated from the educational system between 1948 and 1993 when Libya 

was under the dominant of Al-Gaddafi’s power which was treating foreign languages as part 

of Libya’s political relations with the west at that time. Learning foreign languages was banned 

in schools and universities and as a result a huge gap in learning has emerged.  

Then the change in Al- Gaddafi’s relations with the outer world and the Libyan society become 

more involved in world affairs; has affected the system of education where English language 

was introduced again in order to communicate in English with other people and the country 

tried hard to catch up with the rapid educational and economic change. Besides coping with 

the new era where the world started talking about globalisation. The Libyan government found 

itself in a corner and has only a choice of utilizing its human resources and support the 

educational sector as has been stated by (UNESCO, 1994)    

There are few reasons behind the researcher’s decision to go ahead with this study as being 

influenced by many factors of the society and the educational system that the researcher is a 

member of it for several years. First of all is the interest in investigating fifth year Libyan 

students’ perspective of fairness in the faculty of Medicine. Where these kinds of things are 
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rarely searched or given any attention or close care. No literary study has taken in consideration 

of the concept of fairness in general and the student perception of fairness in particular within 

the Libyan context.  

Secondly, the researcher’s experience as a researcher and as an academic, who teaches English 

in higher education, having the opportunity to interact with students raised my interest in 

investigating the students’ perspectives of the concept of fairness. Also through the researcher’s 

professional experience and development she became aware that there was no attention paid to 

the understanding of fairness among medical students. The issue was actually totally neglected 

and no research has been done to find out if there are any actually factors the affects the 

students` understanding of the concept. 

Thirdly, again the researcher’s experience has triggered the motivation to investigate in order 

to make recommendations for improvements and reforms to the system of teaching English for 

specific purposes and contributions to the field of assessment. Accordingly, support medial 

students to be able to perform better in the surgery exam. It is for sure that higher education 

sector in general and medical students in particular would benefit from this investigation. the 

reason to understand the situation is triggered by the feelings of anxiety and frustration that 

were expressed to the researcher in many occasions especially in conversations with students, 

friends and sometimes family members. As a foreign language lecturer, the issue raised the 

researcher`s concern when these issues were raised and repeated over time.   
 

    1.3 Aims and Scope of the Research 
 

Fairness as a concept is difficult to define. It is a concept that has its multi-dimensionality and 

vigorous nature. Looking at this concept from a lecturer’s perspective could be a very different 

story from looking at it from a student’s perspective. So exploring how students perceive the 

concept would require investigating and understanding of the factors that lead to such 

understanding and formation of the phenomenon within the target context. Therefore, the 

research has a great main aim:  

It is actually to find out the important factors shaping up the nature of perceiving fairness 

among medical students if there are any as well as establishing a theoretical explanation of the 

frame within which a general aspect of fairness of assessment should be formed and applied to 

contexts of similar circumstances. Besides, there is the aim to explore if the students’ 

perception of fairness could be affected by some factors such as gender and experience.  
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This research is of an exploratory nature and the focus is on developing an understanding of 

the perception of fairness of medical students. Taking into account the use of English language 

for both general, specific and academic purposes in particular contexts. In this context, English 

language does not have the features of a second language that is spoken side by side with the 

native language. It is used in higher education as part of the teaching process in technical and 

scientific institutions. The findings from this research will provide some information and 

contributions towards an understanding of how students perceive the idea of fairness as a broad 

concept and how it could affect their academic progress when they go through assessments. A 

try to establish a fairness framework for a particular exam and if possible benefit from that not 

only in the current context but also similar contexts as well.  Find out any general principles 

that are linked to teaching English for general purposes and specific and /or academic purposes. 

Any findings would be used to help the stakeholders and policy makers in their work improving 

the presence of a foreign language that is used mainly for teaching subjects within the different 

disciplines not only in the Libyan context but also any similar one. Also considering fairness 

from the students' understanding and views. 

The research was carried out as a doctorate thesis and focused on Libyan students who are 

educated at the faculty of medicine in the only main university in Tripoli and the first main one 

in Libya. The university is located in the capital Tripoli. Although, the university has other 

faculties that use English language in their teaching routine, the focus was on the faculty of 

medicine due to the researcher’s experience as a lecturer of General English for several years. 

All of the participants are not on their fifth year because of their experience of the exam and 

they all passed most of their fifth-year subjects apart from surgery. It is the final year in terms 

of taking medical subject in a unit-based system, however; they still have two years before they 

graduate as doctors. Their actual final year is normally practical and they spend all of it doing 

more practice in real life situation at hospitals. at this stage it is predictable that they should be 

able to apply any knowledge that has been learned throughout their years of study. The practice 

is always guided by practitioner doctors in public hospitals. In the actual study, only senior 

students were included. The exclusion of junior students was due to their lack of experience of 

the surgery exam in particular.          
 

1.4 The Libyan context  
 
Libya is a one of the third world countries that is still climbing the higher education (HE) ladder 

and the way is still way long and rocky as I mentioned earlier. Based on that, the Libyan 
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government and as part of its established reform has developed a massive programme that 

offers many graduates and even undergraduates a chance to travel to the United Kingdom to 

carry on their academic studies in the years just before the 2011 conflict. There is actually a 

document including consultation was prepared by a specific organisation that deals with trading 

and investments in UK. Aldoukalee (2013) reports that the document has brought to light that 

the Libyan government made a choice to send more than three thousand scholars annually via 

a scholarship funding programme that worth millions of pounds in fees so they carry on their 

studies in United kingdom institutions and universities including language courses to fulfil 

academic requirements (Maslen, 2011; Aldoukalee, 2013). Besides, in the developing of 

privatization and its economic sectors. Many investments began in education at all levels where 

Libyan families realized that they need to do more for their children and their future in 

education overseas (The British Council, 2008). The pressure is triggered in favor of supporting 

the improvements implemented to English as a foreign language in addition put down more 

plans from the ministry of higher education to pay more attention to students studying or 

applying to study in one of the Scientific faculties where English is a method of teaching and 

training. 

Geographically, Libya is one on the countries that is located in North Africa. It is one of the 

Mediterranean Sea locations on the north between four Arabic countries: Egypt and Sudan to 

the eastern part of the country, and both Tunisia and Algeria to the western side, and two non-

Arabic countries which are Niger and Chad to the south see figure 2.1 below. Based on its land 

space, it is considered number four in rank compared to countries in Africa by area of totaling 

(1,77,5000) square meters and the seventeenth country in the world in terms of large size with 

the population of approximately 6.5 million as stated in the online free encyclopedia (the 

Wikipedia )and  also reported by Vandewalle (2006). Vandewalle (2006) states that Libya has 

about large area on the Mediterranean Sea. Elabbar (2014) reports that about “1.970 kilometers 

on the Mediterranean coast line with an area of 1.8 million square kilometers, which is equal 

to seven times the size of the United Kingdom” (p. 47). In terms of the geographical location, 

Libya’s main land can be distributed roughly between three main parts, green mountains, a 

coastline and a flat desert with a very large piece of the land is classified as either desert nature 

or a nature that is similar to desert. The weather in the southern parts of the country is normally 

of high temperature and no rain in summer and normally cold temperature during the winter 

season. This weather is actually influenced by the desert parts of land. Whereas, in the north it 

is more influenced by the Mediterranean Sea climate. The two main important cities are Tripoli 

and Benghazi hence Tripoli is the capital with about one and a half million population based 
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on the 2006 Libyan national censes. Libya was an Italian Colony between the years 1911–

1951, and then came the Libyan Monarchy until 1969. 

 

FIGURE 1.1 MAP OF LIBYAN BORDERS 

 
            (adapted from World Guides) 

 

Elabbar (2011) states that the formal language officially used in Libya is Arabic as the only 

language represented by the Quran.  He explains that it is the language used in the educational 

system and written in all sorts of formal daily affairs. It is actually the language used for 

instructions in schools and universities However, the modern standard Arabic is actually 

different from the many different dialects used for communication by local Libyans in a variety 

of cities and towns around the country. Agnaia (1996) mentioned that looking at Libya in terms 

of language can lead to considering it a bi-lingual country. Although, the official language is 

standard Arabic, there are still too many Italian words used in the Libyan dialect. It is noted 

that Libyans use both Italian and English in trade and business (Nassr and Gao, 2003) even 

though most of the Italian speakers are of the older generation. Besides Arabic, there is another 

spoken language that is called Tamazight (i.e. Barber or Amazigh language) which the 

researcher speaks herself as she is originally from the Amazigh tribes whom lived in North 

Africa and spread throughout the Arab Maghreb area including Libya, Tunisia, Algeria and 

Morocco although they are considered a minority Elabbar (2011) and lived within a specific 

geographical area in the west of Libya. This minority’s language is used only for 

communication and it has its phonemic system and alphabet which is called (Tifinagh) in 

Morocco (Biagetti et. al., 2012). Crystal (2003) suggests that English is becoming more 

dominant especially with the youth and recently it is considered as one of the languages that is 

widely used in in many countries as a foreign language mostly preferred for education and 

communication all round the world. 
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Libya is an Islamic state in which the Sharia (Islamic holy law) controls the legal framework 

(Sedgwick, 2001). Islam is the official religion and Libya is adhered only to the Sunni Muslim 

branch of Islam from the time Islam delegates reached Africa and settled in the northern part 

of the contenent, in Calipha Omar Bin Al-Khatab in (642 AD) which makes Libyan nation a 

hundred percent Muslims (Bait-Almal, 2012). The Islam has its great influence in the Libyan 

society and has a significant impact on the daily life. It has a great effect on any conflicts or 

social problems as it is considered the main constitution to be consulted in the country’s both 

formal and non-formal matters.  Colonel Al- Qaddafi with his ideas of making Libya a 100% 

made it known to the world that Libya is following Islam as the only practical system in the 

country. Because he thought that Islam can help in offering answers to serve the political needs 

of the people. He also asserts that it provides solutions to the economic and/or social problems 

for the whole world. His ideas were clear that this is the only system that can satisfaction, peace 

and happiness to the Libyan people and even any other nations that would adopted. In 1973 he 

developed new rules and several law codes that is mainly following the Sharia power and 

applied directly to the Libyan system of law and legal purpose. In the 1969 the year of the 

revolution the application of the new legal code is applied to alcoholic use to be banned from 

consumption at any part of the country. As a result, closure of bars and nightclubs was 

mandatory at that time by Islamic law. All sorts of provocative entertainment places were 

outlawed. The Islamic Hijri calendar was implemented in the Libyan system.  

Libya relies heavily on oil resources as oil is considered the backbone of the Libyan economy. 

Before the discovery of oil, Libya was a poor desert land with poor living standards. Straight 

after the discovery of oil the transformation was dramatic as it become one of the important 

petroleum producers in the world. The Libyan economy is based on the production of the 

natural resources which are mainly petroleum and natural gas and so only the revenues from 

oil can post the Libyan economy. In the mid-70s, the Libyan political system adopted the 

socialist economy which devolves property to the state as reported by El-Hawat (2003). There 

were various attempts to expand the sources of income overtime such as agricultural and 

industrial projects that works to minimise the idea of just completely depend on the oil as an 

economical source of funding. Unfortunately, all these attempts were mostly unsuccessful 

because of some reasons including governmental policy changes which left the country depend 

on imported goods from overseas territories. Hence, Libya has no capability of production and 

exporting of any goods. The governmental policies have ignored all sorts of resources that can 

be used to boost the economy of the country. A great example of these resources is: long 

stretches of pure beaches, desert, virgin green mountains and good weather. On one hand, these 
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factors might be a good sign for tourism growing over time but on the other hand the country’s 

poor infrastructure especially in the rural areas makes it crucial to develop and succeed (Oxford 

Business Group, 2008). In fact there were a few attempts to reform and move towards 

privatization in the last few years before the youth’s revolution in 2011 so different initiatives 

managed to find their way to different sectors such as the education sector. Yet not much 

improvement was recognized in the real life situation. The country at first and last depends 

totally on oil and nothing but that. 

Libya was occupied several times by different colonies. First is the Othman empire then the 

Italian, the British and the Americans. The time of the occupation varied until the independence 

in 1950. The Department of Foreign Information as cited in Elabbar(2011) records and 

documents in its historical records several things about Libya including how  over years it was 

occupied by several foreign countries starting from the Turkish Empire’s (i.e. Ottoman) 

extended invasions round the empire and even further . The period of time was reported 

between the year 1551 and the year 1911. And later comes the Italian occupation. The Italians 

invaded Libya for several years reported in 1911. After about a year of occupation the Turkish 

signed the ‘Ouchy’ treaty with the Italians in 1912 and that was based on handing in Libya to 

the Italians which was a terrible act that resulted in leaving the Libyan people to face the 

horrible destiny of living under colonial occupation for years. The Libyans tried hard to fight 

the invading forces for a very long and hard year.  Department of Foreign Information as cited 

in Elabbar (2011) reports that “at the end of 1943 and when the British occupied Libya and 

established a military government in the country” (p.23). There reports that in the 1944 France 

also has invaded the south part of the country in order to start a harsh military rule but that was 

for a short time due to changes in the world towards independence The Department of Foreign 

Information as cited in Elabbar (2011). Back to the 1951 the has been declared free and 

independent and that was made clear and given the green light by the authorities of  the United 

Nations and as a result Libya had the chance to start its own government and declared a 

kingdom (Elabbar,2011). Country Studies as cited in Elabbar (2011) reports that in the year 

1953, on bases of an agreement called the Anglo-Libyan treaty of friendship and alliance Libya 

managed to establish relationship under the British occupation. This agreement gave the right 

for the British to settle in the Libyan land and use it as a military base for purposes in exchange 

for aid and military resources and support. However, the biggest thing happened in that era was 

the oil exploration in Libya which began in the year 1955. The first time oil exportation started 

was first in the year 1969 which is also the year of the Al-Gaddafi’s Al-Fateh revelation. The 
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discovery of oil was the biggest reason Libya was transformed into one of the wealthiest 

countries after year of being just a poor country under occupation. 

Despite the idea that, only the leader who has the upper power and wealth, anger grew as a 

result of that so when the 1969 revolution led by colonel Al-Gaddafi managed to get rid of the 

monarchy and made major changes in the institutional system (Elabbar, 2011). Similarly, there 

were reports about how Libya managed to obtain it independence from the British and 

American military occupation in the year 1970. They had to withdraw from their bases and all 

the military bases back to the Libyan authorities between March and June of 1970 separately 

and that was marked a national celebration in Libya as colonel Mummer Al-Gaddafi claimed 

victory of independence. By the start of 1971 a decision to take action against any libraries or 

cultural centres established by the occupation countries such as the offices supported by the 

British council. They were ordered to evacuate their buildings and leave the country with no 

return at any point in the near future and declared close forever. In 1973, Colonel Al-Gaddafi 

declared the start of his revolutionary era in Libya and marked the start of what he called the 

Cultural Revolution in educational institutions. Later on, in the year 1977 he marked the start 

of the so-called people's power. By that, announcement he claimed that the authority own 

completely by people through what he called “the General People's Congress” (Elabbar, 2011, 

p.23).Williston (as cited in Elabbar, 2011) who explained that many changes happened 

overtime and so in the 1980’s Colonel Al-Gaddafi developed huge disagreement with the west 

and became the will know enemy of the United States of America and its alliance. Williston as 

cited in Elabbar (2011): 

“This happened when he supported terrorist groups and even sponsored terrorist actions 
in Europe such as the Pan Am 103 and the West Berlin Discotheque incidents. On the 
other hand, the fall of the Soviet Union left Gaddafi and Libya rejected internationally. 
After a decade of economic stagnation and international isolation, Gaddafi began a 
program of rapprochement with the West – beginning in 2003 when he agreed to end the 
Libyan Nuclear Weapons program. Since then, many Western leaders have visited Libya 
to welcome Gaddafi back into the ‘good graces’ of the West” (p.23- 24) 

1.4.1Recent political change:  
 

Libya was one of the Arab countries that were affected by the so called “Arab Spring” which 

is also known as the youth movement in the Middle East. And after the crises and the deposition 

of presidents in both neighboring Tunisia and Egypt the frustration of Libyans has emerged. 

Like many other countries in the region the economic opportunities in Libya were very limited 

compared to the huge youth population as Wilson (2011) pointed out that over years Libya 

suffered the consequences of dictatorship of Al-Gaddafi’s regime and as a result corruption 
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spread inside the country institutions and so many cases of nepotism and oppression were wide 

spread. Because of the corruption protests started peacefully in the second largest city in the 

eastern part of the country (Benghazi) the second larger city after the capital Tripoli. The anger 

built up over time and erupted after a human rights lawyer and activist was detained. The 

peaceful demonstrations that was faced by excessive force grew more and people of different 

age groups and occupations took part in these demonstrations just asking for freedom and 

positive change. Sadly, these peaceful demonstrations faced by massive violence and excessive 

force by the police and the army between February 15 and 17. The situation dramatically 

changed and people managed to overtake the army base in Benghazi. The situation got worse 

and worse and moved to Tripoli the capital and other major towns all round Libya but sadly 

orders to fire on the protesters made the situation develop and the war started especially when 

army unites defected to protesters. The clashes grew and the intensity of violence became very 

high. The country went into a standstill and the intensity of fighting caused all the diplomatic 

delegates and foreign companies to leave the country and they evacuated all their people 

residents in any of the Libyan cities and towns in a very large and urgent operation.  

Although, many of Libyan army unites have defected, colonel Al-Gaddafi depended widely on 

what he called his loyal brigades and “mercenaries” he hired from different countries including 

Sub-Saharan African.  Elabbar (2011) reports on the mass defection continued including two 

jet fighters to that made a decision to fly without permission to the republic of Malta in order 

to bomb civilians as well as some important figures such as ambassadors and well known 

diplomatic people in many places. Most of the major eastern cites were taken over by the 

protesters subsequent to the overtaking of Benghazi (Wilson, 2011 and Shaw, 2011). Shaw 

(2011) reports that the East of the country was totally liberated and the protests spread to other 

cities and towns especially Tripoli the capital where Al-Gaddafi’s loyalists used horrible 

actions against people and even used mercenaries and militiamen in order to protect the colonel 

and keep him in control of Tripoli and the main important place as it is the capital.  

The world reacted to the situation in Libya and that resulted in a resolution from the UN 

Security Council implemented in Libya to protect civilians under chapter VII of the UN 

security which requires urgent action with respect to the treats to the peace. Their effort has 

taken a lot of time to tackle Gaddafi’s forces especially that he had to many loyalists in many 

cities and towns who supported him to keep going for some time. While the war continued a 

recognized national transitional council established in the liberated east was recognized by the 

UN and the Arab league to lead the county in the cities are liberated and steps to establish a 

democratic system started. A great marching directed from several Libyan cities and town such 
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as Benghazi and Musratah in the east as well as  western mountain cities and even Tripoli itself 

started to head towards Tripoli with the cover from NATO air force that destroyed most of Al-

Gaddafi’s ammunition and heavy artilleries (Elabaar, 2011). The marching towards Gaddafi’s 

main compound succeeded to topple him and his forces; however, the price was so high and 

many people died in order to accomplish this mission in 20th of August 2011.  

Libya managed to get through all the chaos and destruction and managed to reform a new 

elected parliament which managed to reform a government in a very democratic manner and 

people had the freedom of choice based in what political party can be best for leading the 

county to improvement and development. Thus, after five year so far many issues are raised. 

On the one hand, the disadvantage of the weapon spread everywhere around the country and 

on the other hand, the huge failure of the elected parliament and government to collect these 

weapons. Libya is under the control of militias as a result of collapse of Army during Gaddafi’s 

era. It was difficult to develop the army after the mass corruption of the system and people’s 

mentality was still unable to develop with the dramatic changes.  So far and after five years 

Libya still suffers from the militia control and a great division between East and West which 

affected badly all sort of bases of the system including health and education. 

1.4.2History of Libyan education     
 

First of all, in presenting the history of Libyan education, it is essential to present some of the 

main parts of basic education. The researcher here is presenting how the educational system is 

formed and how many years of studying students need to do. The system consists of a number 

of years which are counted as nine and they are considered obligatory. These are defined on 

the system as primary education and very basic. The division of the primary educational system 

is made into main six years. The primary schools and the children represent these years are not 

allowed to drop school by any chance at this early stage. Then the second part of the basic 

education is represented by some years in secondary which are called preparatory education.  

Even after spending three years of secondary school following the six years the children again 

are not allowed to drop school for any reasons. Basically, if a child successfully completes the 

nine years of basic education he or she will be awarded the Basic Education Certificate. 

Compulsory education is considered the gate to the future educational stages with success 

based on a traditional system of assessment which starts at the end of year four, year six and 

year nine. After that Students can proceed to the next year is bound to achieving half of the 

score which is half of their grade percentage or even higher than that in each one of the subjects 

they study throughout the academic year. Clark (2004) reports that there is a report produced 



 
 

26 
 

by the UNESCO about the Libyan national educational system that is applied for all the state 

schools which explains how many students are enrolled for  each grade  and it is considered a 

high percentage. The table below actually shows the structure the educational system and how 

students are registered in one of the educational institutions starting from primary up to 

postgraduate studies as adapted from Rajab (2007). See the table1. 

 

 
TABLE 1.1 STRUCTURE OF THE EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM 
Age Years Stage Period  

6+ 1-6 Primary 6 years 

12+ 7-9 Middle or secondary 

junior  

3 years 

16+ 10-13 Secondary (high 

school) 

3 years (used to be 4) 

18+ 13-17 Undergraduate  4 years 

23+ 18+ Postgraduate  1 year+ 
 

(Adapted from Rajab, 2007) 

 

It is important to refer to primary schools as part of the primary education. These are basically 

the first Six years of school. This phase of education can be divided into the first stage of four 

years and then the second stage of two years and makes the whole period as six years in total. 

The division is done based on the assessment stage. They study a variety of subjects manly in 

Arabic and the English subject was not in the system until 2004 when introduced to primary 

education. In these stages the ministry of education provides the curriculum to every stage 

starting from year one and until year six. In recent years the system has been improved to follow 

up with the modern systems of education which includes mathematics subject, science subject 

as well as the new subject that is related to technology and education to become part of what 

to be taught in schools. 

The second stage basically is related to the secondary education following the primary 

education. This stage is normally done in six years or sometimes seven years, depends on the 

ministry of education’s change of the educational system policies.  The phases are both the 

mandatory and the basic education phase. The period of time that is a three year of study or 

sometimes a four year that is called “intermediate cycle” (Clark, 2004, p. 3).  However, in the 
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early years of 1980 a great change in the process of the applying of a more developed system 

of education that opens training to permits those students who are not interested to carry on 

and intend for some reasons to leave school before getting to their ninth year of education. 

They also get the chance to register in the new plans which are known as vocational or 

professional. They can study between one and three years depending on the course (Clark, 

2004). It is a training program for students to obtain more skilled or profession experience that 

is suitable getting a job therefore they get a certificate that is lower in value instead of the 

traditional one. Towards the end of the 90s so many basic professional training centers emerged 

that teaches a very large number of male and female students (Clark, 2004; Tamtam et. al. 

2011). 

Clark (2004) reports that Lower Secondary School which is known as the preparatory education 

is a three year school A variety of subjects are being taught in Arabic such as studies of Quran 

and Islamic ideology, Jamahiriy ideology, English, mathematics etc. Year nine is the end of 

the primary education and the obligatory period of education. Basically the students at this 

stage they have to take examinations for the fundamental education certificate. In their first 

years of secondary school recognized as middle period that covers years between three and 

four again based on the educational system change at the time. They normally do it in two parts 

start with general science as well as general arts followed by a particular choice of secondary 

education. They prepare to study a list of subjects such as like “economics, biology, arts and 

media, social sciences and engineering” (Clark, 2004, p. 3). In addition to professional training 

centers and institutes. The study structure lasts a period of four years where they receive 

technical information. These are divide into the normal path of three years or the more 

professional one which lasts between two to three years of secondary education. 

Based on the ideas to start change and implement reforms a wide plan to propose a change in 

the system for a more advanced structure that is completely new. The proposed system intends 

to put restrictions to the middle educational schools. These plans are not meant to happen in 

one go but over time following several phases moving from more broad and general subjects 

into more specialized ones. These subjects are meant to cover basic branches of sciences 

including studies related to supporting engineers, and developments in the industry, the field 

of medicine, farming and agriculture, society matters and not to ignore subjects cover fine arts 

and even media studies. The main idea was to make secondary school students ready to work 

with more specialised subjects that makes them ready for the university level. The plan also 

intends to give them with more professional experience to make them ready to face the job 

phase of their life. It was actually introduced in the 1990s. However, registration at one of the 
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technical schools which were not up to the standard that they hoped for by educational planners. 

The reason of the failure of such plan was linked directly to issues with the society and its 

conservative traditions as well as its closed culture which is not a unique feature to the Libyan 

society only but also found in several other Arab countries that shares the same social and 

cultural values (Clark, 2004). The programme was for four years following a structure where 

it is familiar that all students experience in their first year a transitional period at schools and 

go over both a general and a specialised system. This new structure consists of several subjects 

including both general and specific. The subjects vary between scientific subjects and general. 

The scientific ones are as physics, chemistry, biology and mathematics while the general are 

listed in no particular order as follows: English language, Islamic education, politics, art, 

physical education and military education. All the mentioned subjects are being taught in 

Arabic language. At the end of year one all students choose one of the branches to study in 

their year two. The choice is done between literary or scientific categories based on their 

interest. Taking the literary path means the students will be ready to study sociology, 

philosophy, geography, and history while taking the scientific ones means studying 

mathematics, chemistry, physics and biology. For both baths students should study the 

mandatory subjects such as Arabic language, English language, sports, military subject and 

most importantly Islamic ideology. Finishing successfully at the end of the cycle awards them 

with the secondary education certificate. 

The second phase is the professional secondary education. It is an intermediate professional 

period where students take training in specialized centers. Students obtain different 

professional experiences and use more of their skills. Students who finish their programme of 

study for two or three years will obtain a specialised training diploma that allows them to be 

admitted to a professional training institutes. As a result these student can join university 

because of their degree. These professional programmes offer so many training for a variety of 

skills suitable for the job market for both males and females. Clark (2004) reports that a large 

proportion of both male and female students graduate after finishing the full nine years of the 

system educational and manage to register in one of programs available at the  professional 

training centers based on official records. 

The third phase is represented by the higher education. The education in this phase is offered 

by higher education institutions (i.e. universities). Universities could be of different types. They 

could offer general or specialised education as well as the professional ones for example 

institutes for teacher training and the polytechnic institutions. In addition there are some 

institutions that works more on providing training for professional instructors, technicians and 
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last but not least members of both industrial and agricultural studies. The so called higher 

technical and occupational institutes were established in the eighties following a governmental 

change in policy based on the reformed techniques and procedures. This system is originated 

from scientific changes that guided emerging of new scientific research centers that train 

teachers in basic science including health, pharmacy, environment and even educational 

studies. On the following years in the md nineties many institutes for teacher training has been 

launched and worked side by side with secondary schools for teachers that helped in training 

teachers for primary schools. 

The main funding for all the higher education system is the governmental authorities that is 

responsible for all the state education. So it is free for state universities and any higher 

education institutions. As reported that most universities in Libya are public and students are 

not required to pay fees. Only one university that is widely known to ask for fees which is the 

Open University even though it is actually part of the public sector and totally excluded from 

the privet sector. However, universities have the freedom to control the budget they receive 

from the public sector and work their own administration process. But later on as part of the 

policy change it was allowed to launch private higher education institution. The new changes 

were part of taking the pressure from the public sector implement plans to develop 

collaborations between the public and private sector. The plans actually developed in the late 

nineties to launch several universities and institutes that is funded privately by investors.  

However, the changes led to a huge public debates questioning the quality of education and 

other privatization linked issues. 

In terms of enrolling in any of the higher education programmes, students require to obtain 

the Secondary Education Certificate with a specific score for each faculty or institution. All 

student should be able to obtain a score 65 % or higher in the secondary school certificate in 

order to register in one of the faculty programmes at any university. The demand sometimes is 

very high and if the student is intending to study medicine or engineering for example, HE or 

she should obtain the minimum of 75 % or even higher. Students who only obtain the 

percentage of less than 65 % will only have a chance to study in one of the training centers and 

the professional institutions. Therefore, the policy change allowed universities to move from 

“a single, state-run multipurpose university into a decentralized group of generalist and 

specialized universities” Clark, 2004, p.5). 

The policies over years kept changing, not necessarily improved; although, there are high 

claims of improving policies to suit the globalization and the educational changes in the world.  
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Although, there are no certified research has been conducted about the number of student 

enrolled in the system at any of Libyan universities. El-Hawat (2003) suggests that there seems 

to be some information about the numbers of students registered to study in any of  the 

humanities and art faculties compared to their peers enrolled to study in any of the scientific 

faculties or technology is completely unbalanced. There are definitely some various factors 

that really affect the unbalanced numbers of students at Libyan universities. 

1.4.3 English in Higher Education  
  
Dealing with English as a foreign language is unique to the Libyan background that is 

completely distend from Arabic and not spoken within the society. However, the method of 

teaching in higher education are influenced by the phenomena of globalization since 

globalization spread its influences on both language and economic of higher education 

(Coleman, 2006). English has become important because most of the latest publications and 

research in fields such as medicine and the sciences tend to be in English (Rugh, 2002). Not 

only Libya but also the whole Arab world is increasingly in favor of English language. 

However, not everyone likes it. After interviews have been conducted in Jordan, Abu-Melhim 

(2009) finds out that many Jordanian students had negative experiences of English language 

that encouraged the development of many undesirable thoughts of learning English, despite of 

all of the benefits. This was supported by Abidin et. al. (2012) in a piece of research  has been 

conducted to check on Libyan secondary school students, which finds out  that some of the 

students showed negative towards English  inside the  classrooms and did not pay any attention 

to the English teacher; Abidin et al. (2012)suggest “this could be due to the belief that learning 

English is not needed and important”(p. 124). Yet, this is in contrast to the Humphries (2012 

from the British Council who argued that young Libyans see English as essential for their 

careers, especially in vocational fields such as engineering or medicine. 

Most of the scientific faculties use English in teaching especially the faculty of medicine in 

Tripoli. Faculty of Medicine is one of the main medical faculties in Libya. Teaching English 

as a subject at schools was introduced from year seven back in the year 2000. Because since 

1990 English teaching starts from secondary school level and was very general. More of the 

focus at that time was on Grammar. Then the governmental department of education decided 

to start the use of English in primary schools from year five back in 2002 and then year three 

in 2004. General English recently covers the four language skills and becomes more subject 

specialized in secondary schools taking into account more focus in Grammar. Most of students 
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who finish their secondary school and wish to be admitted and enrolled in the faculty of 

Medicine will require developing their own English because what they get at school is not 

enough in compare to what is required in scientific faculties. The study investigates why there 

are many high rates of failure based on the reports of 2006 and 2009 that are produced by the 

faculty of medicine, department of surgery where the percentage of pass is between 5 and 6 %. 

The intention is to find out what the cause or the causes behind the issue. As well as looking 

deeply into the students’ perception of fairness and find out possibilities to improve the 

situation of wide frustration. 

Clark (2004) reports that the estimated number of students at university in Libya was about   

13,418 in the academic year 1975/76 at that time there were no higher technical institutes. The 

number had increased rapidly to more than 165,447 by the academic year 1989/1999, including 

an extra 58.877 students managed to register in one of the available technical higher education 

institutions and more professionalized areas of study, see table 2 that shows the number of 

students registered between (1975) and (1999) as adapted from El-Hawat (2003). As a result, 

the number of students in the higher education has increased very quickly and the increase has 

been noticed because there is a great rise in the number of higher education institutions. 

 

TABLE 1.2 THE NUMBER OF STUDENTS IN HIGHER EDUCATION 
Academic year Universities level Higher Technical 

Institutes  
Total  

1975-76  13,418  -  13,418  
1980-81  19,315  1,130  20,445  
1984-85  32,770  3,080  35,850  
1989-90  50,475  3,916  54,391  
1992-93  101,093  12,921  114,014  
1993-94  116,473  16,912  133,385  
1995-96  160,000  28,106  188,106  
1996-97  160,112  54,080  214,192  
1997-98  168,123  58,512  226,635  
1998-99  165,447  58,877  224,324  
Adapted from El-Hawat (2003)  

 

Aldoukalee (2013) reports from (UNESCO) of the recent estimations of how many university 

students were there at universities. This estimation is considered about 342,687 students and 

an extra number of 198,007 students registered in technical institutions and also more 

specialized ones that are part of the higher education reporting on a total number of 540,694 

which shows the rise in how many students in the field of the higher education in the academic 

year 2009/10. 
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    1.4.3.1Al-Fateh University (Tripoli University in 2011) 
 
In 1957 the current University of Al-Fateh started and was known as the University of Libya 

during the monarchy period, which established the Faculty of Sciences in the city of Tripoli 

and the Faculty of Arts in the city of Benghazi in the Eastern part of Libya, and then established 

in 1970 the other faculties which are part of Al-Fateh University now including the faculty of 

Medicine. In 1973 some other faculties joined the University which they were supported by 

the UNESCO and the name of the university was changed to the University of Tripoli. It was 

no longer called University of Libya because of the decision to split it into two universities. 

The first one is the University of Tripoli in Tripoli and the second is the University of Benghazi 

which is located in the city of Benghazi which was called Garyounis University later on. 

Benghazi is considered in the second position as large city in Libya after the capital Tripoli 

with about  a population of about half a million based on the 2006 Libyan national censes. In 

1976 and after the emergence of the student revolution in the seventh of April in the same year, 

the university was renamed after the 1969 revolution to become the Al-Fateh University as 

known nowadays. However, the name was widely affected by the political mode of the country. 

Many students studying at Al-Fateh University are from different nationalities and they are 

included in the free education; however, the considerable number of students are in fact Libyan 

citizens due to the national policy which allows only 20% of places for non-Libyan citizens. 

The name is now officially Tripoli University again in 2011 after the liberation. 

Medicine has been progressing very rapidly in Libya since the early sixties. The first medical 

school was started in Benghazi in 1970 as part of Garyounis University (Faculty of Medicine) 

which was later changed to Al Arab Medical School. The first group of graduates from this 

medical school were in 1977 with less than 50 graduates that year. These days the number has 

increased to very huge numbers. In 1973, the second medical school opened in Tripoli 

(University of Tripoli, Faculty of Medicine). It has become a promising resource for doctors 

to serve the Libyan population who were totally dependent on foreign nationals to run the 

health service during the seventies and the early eighties. As Libyan doctors started to replace 

foreign doctors, especially in Benghazi and Tripoli, the health service started to take other 

directions. There were improvements in many ways such as communication with patients, 

better training for medical students and nurses and better care for patients. By mid-1990, many 

other medical schools started to emerge and on 2003, more than ten medical schools are 

accepting students all round Libya and by the end of 2007 there were more graduates from 

these new schools. To train these new graduates, effective and recognized postgraduate 
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training is required. There is a medical postgraduate training program in Libya but it has not 

gained wide reputation yet and resources are scattered and there are no firm links with 

internationally recognized medical schools round the world.  

In every year there is about six to seven hundred secondary school graduates are allowed to 

enroll the faculty of medicine in Tripoli; however, the number is even higher than that in some 

years. The number change depends on the decision in a particular year to either lower or raise 

the percentage of pass in the number of students based on results from secondary schools’ final 

exams. There is normally a certain number of grades each year for graduate students in order 

to be permitted to apply and to be registered as a result at the faculty. Normally students need 

to get 85% or more to be admitted and enrolled at the faculty of Medicine. They normally get 

these results after setting the Libyan National Entrance Exam which is the main criteria that is 

used to measure the students’ “ability to study at post- secondary institutions” (Pae, 2004, p.57) 

such as universities and colleges. Also screen students to be admitted to higher education. The 

mentioned national exam contains the subjects are being thought in the final year of secondary 

school and English is one of the mandatory subjects even with different specialties in secondary 

schools. In the faculty of Medicine they normally enroll for six academic years of study 

followed by a practical year leads to graduations with the degree of Bachelor of medicine and 

surgery. The certificate is accepted all over the world but students need to take language tests 

in order to be accepted for postgraduate studies in any English speaking country (e.g. England, 

Canada and the United States). These tests are the IELTS, TOFEL or any other equivalent and 

of course a specific score is expected. After the youth uprising in 17th of February 

2011influenced by the Arab spring in the reason, everything has started to change and the 

country went through a seven month conflict of civil war where every institution in the country 

went to a standstill. Education was affected badly by the civil war and all education institutes 

have stopped functioning, which includes the universities. In October 2011 when the liberation 

of the country declared; the University is officially changed its name to Tripoli University and 

lots of major changes have been done to the whole system of education. However, the system 

within the faculty remained the same with minor changes. Whereas, the old policies and rules 

are still in use, the officials in higher educations are planning to reform the old policies but this 

process would take a very long time to be accomplished and implemented.  
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1.4.3.2  The system in the Faculty of medicine  
 
The study at the faculty is done in four phases. Each year of the five years program include   a 

series of compulsory units with association to a variety of assessments. The first phase is the 

foundation year or the preparation year. In the first Year at the faculty all students should start 

with this preparatory year in which they study several subjects. Most of these subjects are very 

general. The academic year begins in October and ends in June, and the subjects that the 

students take are: General English, Medical terminology, Biology, computer, Biostatistics, 

General Chemistry, Arabic language, physics and the public thoughts (this is a political topic). 

This subject was there until October 2011 when the new Libyan government decided to drop 

out all the political subjects were thought in all the educational institutes. So it is not counted 

any more in the new Faculty policy which is supposed to be issued very soon. All of these 

subjects are obligatory and are taken for credit. Though, the course is listed as General English, 

it still has a section that covers medical terminology and medical English. 

The second phase of the academic study is spilt into two years: Year one and year two. Then 

after that and after moving on into the third phase they enroll in the third year of study. Then 

they start phase four where they have to study for the length of year four and five. Throughout 

these years they are subject to take both oral and written examinations. These written 

examinations are categorised under the multiple choice types of exam which are also called 

MCQs which is the short form used to identify multiple choice Questions. The crediting system 

is based on the achievements of 20% of their work on the midterm and then the rest of the 80% 

is obtained from the final exams. If they do not pass from the first go they can enter the second 

go but at this stage no midterm work is counted and the final grade is out of a hundred points. 

In The second go the students are aware that they will get a pass of 50 even if they have 

achieved higher than that score.  

In the fifth year of their study and specifically in the general surgery subject they face their 

biggest challenge of their entire studies. Different groups of students take the exam in this year 

group. The first group consists of those who are taking the exam for the first time. They are 

most of the time with little or no experience of the exam a large proportion of students are in 

this group. The second group is varied between those who experience the exam once or more. 

This is the population that was included in this research and targeted but the study to understand 

their perception of fairness. Students of both groups are required to fulfil the demands of the 

written exam. This is a demanding exam that they are expected to write short and long answers 

in English. This exam is performed in English as part of the faculty’s exam policy which might 
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be the reason of high failure rates. The exam is following a sequence where the students take 

the written exam first as part of the assessment in order to be allowed to take oral exam followed 

by clinical exams. The students’ success is highly linked to their performance in the written 

exam and it is necessary to attain the grade that allows them to pass in the overall assessment 

of the subject because the larger grade is based on the written exam. 

In the first year the faculty introduces the first set of compulsory specialized subjects to study, 

in addition to; the more general Units. Some of the specialized units are considered as part one 

which means the students are going to study the second part of the units in the second year.  

Tables in Appendix B were extracted from the faculty’s list of rules and policies for 2010 and 

show the units over the years. Translation was required because all the official documents are 

in the mother tongue which is Arabic Language. Based on the faculty policy, teaching hours 

vary depending on the subject is being though and extra hours for discussion are considered as 

part of the number of lecture hours yet the lecturer is the one who can decide what to use them 

for. In the exam section of the policy there are differences in the exam patterns. This pattern is 

different from one subject to the other. In some Units there should be two exams in order to 

assess students. These exams consist of the midterm exam and the final exam and that is 

represented as number of policy documents as in Appendix B. However, all the exams are done 

in three parts written, oral and clinical. The grade covers all the three parts of the exam. Written 

exams in the first year are also in English but they follow the format of multiple choice 

questions or true and false. If the students did not pass the first go exam they can reset and have 

another go again in the second round. Students are allowed to carry only two subjects with 

them to the following year if they did not pass them in the second go. If they fail more than 

two subjects, they have to retake the year again. These rules are the same in all years of study 

as presented in both the old faculty policy and the new revised one.  

In the second year of study different subjects are introduced. The students in this year should 

study the second part of the same subjects they had already taken before. There is a slight 

change in the number of teaching hours but the same exam rules are applied. In the second 

phase the students start their third year of study. The academic year normally is estimated to 

have a head start by early October and finish by the end of May. The exams are normally one 

month from the end of the academic year. The third phase of study is when the students take 

both their fourth and fifth year. When the students get to their fourth year that means they are 

in their third and final phase of study. The fourth year starts from October until September 

including the final exams and the fifth year starts from October and continues for about twelve 

months.  It is considered the longest year in medical school. In many occasions these yearly 
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time tables are affected by external circumstances mainly linked to safety and security. In the 

first part (year four), students take four compulsory specialised subjects. The exams are 

conducted in English and take the format of the MCQ type of questions. Besides students also 

attend practical sessions at hospitals to see things practically and that is very helpful for 

widening their knowledge of terminology although it is not compulsory to do so. In the fifth 

year which is the focus of this research, the units are less in number even though the load of 

studying is higher than the previous years. This is mainly related to the propriety and the 

importance of the units they will study. These include three main subjects: pediatrics, internal 

medicine and general surgery. Despite the fact that it is called ‘general surgery’, it is not 

classified as general at all, in fact it is more of a surgical specialty nature. Yet, the focus is 

mainly on the abdominal organs and also deals with different diseases involved. As a subject 

it involves lots of technical information and medical terms that are connected to other 

specialties See Appendix B. All the exams follow the rules of the university and penalties are 

applied based on specific criteria for specific offences including cheating. After they finish all 

the units they have to work for another twelve months in different departments mainly in 

general hospitals before graduation. These different departments cover the specialised subjects 

they have studied over the years of specialisation. No one graduates unless he or she fulfils all 

the requirements of the degree. That means they need to pass all the units and fulfil the 

requirements of the practical year in full. Students have maxim years of study of nine years 

otherwise they will lose their rights to achieve the degree they are enrolled in. 

 Higher education in conflicts 
 

There is a great concern that fractured higher education systems will be affected badly in states 

that cannot succeed when the ongoing crisis finally come to and ends. History has showed 

evidence of how difficult to build up and reconstruct nations in the aftermath of war. The past 

two decades showed a real proof of the failure especially in terms of education. Always 

education is in the eye of the fire during war and that applies generally to any type of education 

including primary and secondary and higher education in specific. More focus is in Higher 

education in conflicts is the part the researcher will include in this chapter because that is linked 

directly to both the topic and the context of the research. Sadly, over the past few years higher 

education has increasingly been caught in the crossfire of violent conflict. This trend is 

powerfully illustrated by the recent bombing of universities in Libya, Syria, Gaza, and Yemen. 

These acts are badly affecting people and resources. Smith (2015) states that it is imperative to 
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do more to protect the higher education sector and provide security and stability for its scholars, 

students, and infrastructure during and in the immediate aftermath of conflict. However, any 

effective protection is fundamental to minimise the harmful impact of conflict on higher 

education’s human, physical, and institutional resources. 

Libyan higher education went through various changes over time but the worse the sector has 

experienced is the civil war in 2011. Protection of higher education in Libya is preferable to 

costly rebuilding efforts that can take a generation to complete. However, picking up the pieces 

in the aftermath of war, rebuilding higher education is a necessity no matter how it takes. The 

greatest challenge in delivering any assistance especially psychological because of the nature 

of the conservative Libyan society. A cultural barrier to admitting psycho-social problems as 

shame and social stigmatism at being perceived as weak or defective Milton (2013). It is very 

difficult for the students or even the scholars to confess that they need any psychological 

support. The difficulty to convince these students or even scholars to first admit that they had 

a problem and then to voluntarily speak to counsellors or experts is part of the solutions. The 

attitude change of students was the largest problem facing most faculties and the reality shows 

no assistance was offered. Offering assistance requires expertise in war aftermath experiences 

which is not available in Libya.  

1.5 Statement of the problem  
 

After years of eliminating foreign languages from the educational system in the early eighties 

as the researcher mentioned previously, English was a priority for the ministry of education. 

The eradication of the teaching English from all levels of schools between 1984 and 1993 

affected badly the education of EFL at the university level (UNESCO, 1994). The effect of that 

reflected on university students at scientific faculties as struggling to cope with the issue of 

language in all its skills especially writing. And one of these faculties that was affected is the 

faculty of medicine in Al-Fateh University. Limiting the problem to fifth year medical students 

who as struggling with a particular subject (i.e. surgery). 

The writing skill is a prime need for Libyan medical students to be able to write in their content 

subjects especially general surgery (GS) in comparison to other language skills of learning for 

instance: reading, listening, writing and speaking. These skills have always been considered as 

complex skills (Kroll, 1990; Hyland, 2003). The process of writing involves a number of 

features such as: First, organization of the ideas. Second, idea development and information. 

Third accuracy by the means of grammatical techniques. Fourth, the selection of vocabulary. 
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Last, control of sentence structures. The whole idea is to create a specific style that is possible 

to use to the subject matter and the audience (Hedge, 2001). Hedge (2001) suggests mainly that 

the complexity of writing is increased for students who have to write in a language rather than 

their mother tongue and for academic purposes. Writing is not a single process it is actually 

multifaceted and requires requiring proficiency in several areas of skill and knowledge 

(Archibald and Jeffery, 2000) Writing in the English for Specific Purposes (ESP) context poses 

more difficulties for the second-language learner because the student in this situation has to 

master the content vocabulary as well as use it in a meaningful context. Writing in general 

English involves writing about general topics, while ESP texts focus on academic topics using 

specialized content, terminology and conventions. From the perspective of an ESP teachers, it 

involves many responsibilities in comparison to those of an ordinary general English teacher. 

Since in the process of writing it is required to be a researcher a collaborator and have a 

substantial awareness of the scientific or academic content of the students’ courses (Dudley-

Evans and St. John, 1998). 

In Arab universities at a tertiary level, students are expected to write in English in order to take 

notes, write reports and answer exam papers (Doushaq, 1986; Fageeh, 2003). Thus, there is a 

need for students to acquire basic writing skills and be aware of the relevant academic genres. 

Saunders and Scialfa (2003) argues that Arab medical students do not have the necessary basic 

skills to write clearly in examinations where the skills of writing are required. Moreover, 

medical students should take into consideration coping with writing medical reports, case 

histories, for academic medical journals during their career as doctors and sometimes for 

content courses. So it is clear that the demand is high. 

The main goals of this study are not only to investigate the fairness of assessment in written 

exams and the medical students’ perception of the concept but also trying to understand their 

understanding of how fair are exams conducted in a language other than the mother tongue. 

General needs include ―wants and ―lacks of students in their writing for their first year in 

Medicine (see chapter three). Data was gathered through two phases: A questionnaire was 

given to 307 medical students at the beginning of the summer term, 2016, requesting 

information about their perceptions of fairness in medical exams as well as the assessment 

process. And the second phase was following the approach that uses a number of semi-

structured interviews with a small sample of the same medical students who took part in the 

first phase of the research as well as staff members i.e. lectures. To approximate this goal three 

research questions were used in order to investigate the problem: 
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• RQ1: Is there a framework for medical students’ perception of fairness in surgery 

exam? 

• RQ2: What are the factors that affect the students’ perception of fairness including  

            gender and experience?  

• RQ3: To what extent the students’ perception of fairness is affected by the English 

language they use in their academic study? 

 

 1.6 Structure of the thesis  
 
The researcher presented the content of this thesis in eight chapters as figure 1 shows at the last 

part of this chapter towards the end. In the first chapter (chapter One) which is the overall 

introduction to this research. The researcher defines a rational of the study and tried to give a 

general explanation of the research nature, scope of the study and an arrangement of how the 

thesis is structured. In chapter two the researcher has introduced the context of the study to 

provide foundational information and the statement of the problem as well as presenting the 

reason the study was conducted by articulating the main research questions. In this part, the 

researcher presents a full revised explanation of several things including history of the Libyan 

context and any changes in the politics of the country that has an effect in the higher education 

and as a result an effect in the current research. Then a brief summarisation of the context was 

presented in the conclusion of the chapter is at end part of this chapter. 

Chapter three is where the researcher has searched and revised all the main and relevant sources 

of literature that is linked to the general understanding of fairness and assessment as an idea in 

higher education and also sources related to teaching English language for both general and 

specific purposes (in this research medical purposes). The literature included looking at general 

ideas presented by scholars with regards to the language use in general contexts. It also looked 

at several types of assessment and their connection to technical language teaching and 

assessment. Then looked more specifically to the concept of fairness and then searched the 

scholars’ opinions about fairness of assessment in technical faculties. That search reveled the 

gaps in the literature with relation to the Libyan context and how that part was ignored. Also 

show how the research can cover this gap. 

Chapter four is the methodology chapter that is covering the research methods intended to be 

used for this particular study. The first part is related to the research design and procedure 

besides it offers an accurate full explained account of the methodology of research that is made 
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use of. The chapter brings to attention a clarification of the research process involving all the 

important aspects, a scope of the philosophical stand of the research, the research approach, 

the strategy used throughout the research. The research design is taking two sections because 

it is constructed to follow a two phased design a quantitative pattern in stage number one and 

a qualitative pattern in stage number two. Depending on the mentioned description, the first 

stage is using a questionnaire to measure fairness of assessment looking to a particular exam 

in the faculty of medicine. Thereafter, the chapter concentrates on the strategy agreed to be 

used for the study which is a questionnaire and a number of interviews. Concerns raised about 

the design of the questionnaire were discussed as well as the piloting process. The chapter also 

explains the process used to distribute the questionnaire for the main study not just for the pilot 

phase. It is based on an exploration of the concept of fairness and how it is perceived by medical 

students. Then followed by the second phase which is a continuation for the exploration process 

but based on the first part. It is also a pack up process to what is explored in the first phase 

taking it to a more detailed exploration. A survey questionnaire was conducted as the first part 

of the quantitative phase. Then, followed by a number of semi- structured interviews with 

medical students. There is no doubt here that the phase is based on a positivism spectrum as 

well as a phenomenological one followed by a more specific intellectual logical and inductive 

method as well as the interpretive- constructive approach. Then finally a conclusion to 

summaries the previous points. The second part of it introduces some parts of the analysis 

process based on the methodology where the quantitative analysis will come first as a result of 

the phase one methodology. The first part of the analysis phase is adopting more statistics based 

analysis in order to understand how the problem is shaped up. And the second part is the 

qualitative one where a package for analysing interviews is used (i.e. NVIvo 8) to analyse the 

list of interviews in the methodology process. Then, the chapter presents in detail the study 

design, the research sample, and how the data is collected. It also covers the development of 

the instrument of data collection and details of coding. Besides it presents both the pilot and 

the actual study process and any issues immerged. The chapter shows how the research is 

divided into two phases and how the data from these phases is analysed. The chapter closes up 

with a summary of what has been enclosed in the chapter.  

In chapter five the researcher introduces the findings and the discussion from the chapter of 

analysis presented earlier. The presentation of the findings is explained in detail and followed 

with the discussion of both stages the study follows. The chapter explains the results from the 

division of the two main analysis processes, questionnaire analysis and interview analysis. A 

full complete analysis of the target information aimed to be obtained from the use of a 
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questionnaire and a number of interviews by means of several steps and procedures of analysis. 

In the quantitative part, findings from statistical analysis including factor analysis are 

explained. Besides the findings are defended and supported by the findings from the qualitative 

analysis (i.e. Interviews). Finally, the chapter wrapped up the ideas presented by a short 

conclusion to summarise the previous detailed findings and discussion. 

 In chapter six there is the conclusion chapter of the thesis where the researcher introduced any 

limitations that was affected by the methods of research or even the context. Describes the 

implications of the study and allow space to suggest any improvements for any future research 

within the field. The recommendations will include what to do with the findings in similar 

contexts and within the target context. 

1.7 Summary  
 

This chapter has given a general introductory presentation to the field of study and the research. 

This introduction has included a general background of the study and makes an extended 

explanation of the justification offered by the study. There is also an outline of the research 

aim, any objectives as well as the research questions. The chapter also covers a brief 

explanation of the research methodology has been used in this research. The chapter also 

presented this research’s interest and problems. It is mainly looking at the perception of fairness 

among medical students within the Libyan context. Looking at higher education as the general 

domain linked to English language teaching. The research is taking into account the political 

changes over time that has a great influence in the shape of education on the whole and higher 

education in specific. The changes over time affected the shape of the education in Libya and 

that is linked directly to all the historical changes over the time. The structure of education has 

changed and the globalisation was linked directly to the changes in higher education. Based on 

that higher education was revolutionised and taken over by the use of English as a method of 

teaching. And the effect was quite clear in the scientific faculties in general and the faculty of 

medicine in particular. All these changes did have a huge influence on the teaching quality in 

terms of foreign language use especially after years of elimination of the foreign language in 

the system of education. The influence of that lead to development and neglect of many issues 

round the applying the rules of the language as a method of teaching in medical faculties and 

how that would affect the students’ understanding of the concept of fairness. All the changes 

would have a direct effect on how medical students perceive fairness and what are the other 

elements that might have its influence in their understanding of the concept. 
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Finally, the chapter covers the structure of the thesis and a clarification of the layout including 

the other chapters listed in this research.  

Chapter two 

 Literature Review 

2.1Introduction  
 

The chapter presents the theoretical framework of two main ideas based on: students’ 

perception of fairness of assessment and the use of English as a medium of instruction in higher 

education. The first part is a brief review of the theoretical constructs that supports language 

testing, including a theoretical framework of language proficiency and the concepts of fairness 

of assessment. Secondly, the research has chosen to review the concept of fairness in two sub-

sections, arguing that more research in understanding student perception of fairness need to be 

carried out. It also assigns a space to look at certain important issues related to different 

research methods. To begin with, it is important to look at the significance of using English as 

a medium of instruction in higher education and to examine the students’ experience of exams. 

Not to forget the importance of language skills in EFL situations.  The rationale of this chapter 

is to present the required literature review in order to consider what investigations were 

performed by other researchers in the field. The literature review is used to avoid any repetition 

of the same work that has been already under taken by other researchers in the field. In addition 

to identifying the gaps in previous research and show how this study positions itself within the 

field and contributes towards filling the identified gaps. Besides, the literature review assisted 

in developing a conceptual framework for collecting data and then analyzing it following two 

processes complementing each other. This chapter is divided into three sections. 

 

2.2 Definitions of fairness 
 

“As a concept, fairness is seemingly clear but quite complex and thus often lends itself to 

dangerous misunderstanding” (Kunnan, 2000, p,1). when it comes to defining fairness, many 

questions are raised about acknowledging of the primacy of fairness and considering it within 

“a framework of social justice” (Kunnan, 2000, p.1). In fact, finding an accurate definition is 

somehow of an elusive nature and that makes it really difficult to list any fixed definitions. The 

possibility to identify more than one definition is very high because of the complexity nature 
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of the concept in addition to the controversial issues surrounding it as a broad idea has been 

considered for a long period of time (Camilli, 2006; Kane, 2010). However, some researchers 

such as Xi (2010) reports on some definitions of fairness as in “the Webster’s Ninth New 

Collegiate Dictionary’s (1988)” (p. 154). An explanation of how fairness can be defined, is 

started by explaining the meaning of the word fair. Fair is an adjective that means not 

supporting any side or group and treat people equally. The definition of fairness explains how 

“a central focus of fairness in the context of testing is the comparison of testing practices and 

test outcomes across different groups” (Xi, 2010, p154). There are four main possible 

definitions of fairness considered under the standards for both testing for educational and 

psychological purposes and that is side by side with some variations on the named four 

possibilities as reported by Kane (2010).  

The basic definition is always known as applying the same rules to two groups of individuals 

so they get the same test criteria and scores.  Linn (1973) defines fairness in terms of bias 

measuring instruments deficiency “assumption that the groups do not differ on the variable 

being measured and that any group differences in the test scores are due to imperfections or 

bias in the measuring instrument” (p.140). These possibilities are as the following: many follow 

procedures due to the requirements of a process in order to have everybody equal and rules 

apply to everyone and everyone is more-or-less treated in the same way. This includes the 

conduction of legal procedures for the sake of enforcement and protection of private rights 

(Kane, 2010; Garner, 2001). Furthermore, this is supported by the idea of Cole and Willingham 

(1997) and Willingham (1999) define fairness to be comparably valid for any groups can be 

identified at any point of assessment, from assessment framing to deploying assessment results. 

To avoid anything weakens fairness so no compromises happens to the validity of any analysis 

of test score or use for any purposes. Kunnan (2000) reports that fairness has a critical 

connection to several sides including research, development of tests and those work on test 

development as well as other challenges such as legal ones. So fairness as a concept can be 

defined from different angles because of its complex nature and no one definition can be used 

to define fairness.  

There are differences in views about what fairness is and in terms of exam fairness the meaning 

is sometimes not well-defined Bouville (2008). Fairness can be considered as an aspect that 

acts independent of test quality or even for practices of none specific testing and does makes it 

difficult to find any forms of reliably connections to validity Qian (2002). Fairness has been 

defined in terms of being a main test quality that forms so many different features such as 

validity (Kunnan, 2004). One of the other definitions of fairness is that fairness considers 
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validity as the main feature of a test to have good quality makes direct connection to this feature 

(Cole and Willingham, 1997; Willingham, 1999). 

Several descriptions of fairness are linked directly to the philosopher John Rawls and his 

influential argument where he defines justice and fairness as one thing (Rawls, 2001). There 

should be one rule that can be applied to all individuals. People’s personal and social situations 

should not be looked at as a kind of a barrier to their educational potential achievements (Field 

et.al. 2007). Thus, these personal and social circumstances should lead us to see what is behind 

fairness to understand what it really means. Stobart (2005) affirms that fair assessment is 

indivisible from fairness in what the curriculum offers. Kunnan (2000) suggests that to define 

fairness we need to be aware of the main concerns of fairness. These are linked to three major 

concerns:  validity, access and justice. However, Xi (2010) states that fairness is categorised as 

a quality can be connected with tests. She argues  “that test developers and test users share joint 

responsibilities in advocating fair testing practices in four areas: developing and selecting tests, 

interpreting scores, striving for fairness, and informing test takers” (Xi, 2010, p.149). She also 

recommends that any professionals working with test developing processes should perform 

carful reviews of any test resources to avoid bias and ensure that no differences can occur in 

performance among subgroups based on any unrelated factors (Xi, 2010). So fairness can be 

categorised as test quality of independent characters and that leads to the differences in the 

practical development. 

We can see the issues of fairness arise in different areas of practical development and use. 

Spaan (2000) considers fairness as a man-made concept created by individuals for a specific 

reason. He thinks it is a philosophical ideal which does not exist in the natural world.  This 

definition is developed from the idea that ‘life is not fair’. Though, people might not be equally 

provided or presented with equal opportunities in the natural world, they still have the concept 

of fairness among them in which opportunities are equal (Spaan, 2000). 

Despite the fact that both fairness and assessment are considered different concepts, they are 

still connected in one end (Klein et al. 1997). One of the rare studies in the area of science 

investigating equity issues by Klein et. al. (1997) finds out that on one hand girls tend to do 

more than boys when they took part in measures that looked at differences in performance. 

Whilst on the other hand boys tend to do better on particular types of questions. However, the 

performance among different ethnic groups is similar. This brings on to a context where no 

different ethnic groups where combined among the society but the differences of gender are 

strongly present such as in this current study in Libya where gender differences might have 

influence in the perception of fairness of assessment. Qian (2008) points out that fairness is a 
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main factor when studies looked at gender differences. Holcombe as cited in Davis ( 2010) 

who points out that any outcome of a fair process cannot be judged independently:        
“Fair outcomes are outcomes that are the results of fair processes, and the fairness of an outcome 
can never be judged independently of the process that generates the out-come. In playing games, 
one could refer to the rules of the game as fair or unfair, but it is inappropriate to judge the fairness 
of the outcome. A game's outcome is fair if the game was played according to fair rules.” (p.173) 
 

The students’ point of view might vary with regards to the meaning of fairness in general and 

fairness of assessment in particular. If we look at what students think as fair or unfair, it is 

probable to find out that the current evaluation could be given by other processes of assessment. 

These processes can cause doubt and raise issues as part of the high-stakes examinations in the 

public domain (Qian, 2006). It is complicated that the search for a definition could be magical 

and Davis (2010) states that “the search for test fairness is chimerical” (p.175). 

2.3 A framework for fairness of assessment: 
 

Fairness framework was developed as part of the notion of test fairness in all aspects of testing. 

The definitions of fairness based on the variation of points of views has influenced the 

development of fairness framework based on standards for educational test developments. 

These are guide lines for those who develop tests and exams for educational purposes. The 

need to have a code influenced scholars to provide practical guidelines that help users 

implement fair treatments (kunnan, 2001).  

Here the researcher could state that her own general understanding and views of fairness that 

all students should have equal chances to show how they can use the skills they have. As a 

result, they should be assessed in what they know. These views were formed based on the 

researcher’s own experience first as a student and then as a language tutor at the faculty of 

medicine. The researcher’s understanding is based on the idea that if a curriculum is not fair 

then the assessment unfair either. Any fair assessment could be in trouble if a particular task 

has a little or no bias at all in the person who is responsible of the assessment. Stobart (2005) 

suggests in terms of assessment validity that “The issue becomes the extent to which, in 

order not to undermine the validity of the assessment, awarding bodies and test development 

agencies must concern themselves   with the quality of a centre’s preparation for an 

examination or test.” (p. 281). There is a kind of lack of many studies that mainly focus on 

the field of fairness in language assessment as has been stated in Kunnan (1998a). It is not 

also possible to ignore that there is a considerable number of studies relates to views of tests 

in the language field and how they are related to test scores (Pitkänen-Huhta et. al., 2006). 

In general, these studies try to figure out what really affects the candidates or test-takers’ 
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reaction towards tests and influences performance (Bradshaw, 1990; Cohen, 1984). 

Shohamy (2000) states that most language testers would claim that there is sufficient 

research on fairness in testing and many studies were conducted by language testers who has 

focus on fairness. Those who have developed a number of procedures to ensure that tests are 

fair and that testers are consistently on guard for fairness. 

It could be surprising if the research finds out that in a specific exam there might be no 

recognition or mention of fairness. Bachman (2000) was really surprised from reading through 

the most recent draft of the ILTA “International Language Testing Association’s code of 

practise for foreign/second language testing” (Fulcher and Davidson 2007, p. 275) that there is 

no mention at all of fairness’ or any discussion of how the practical activities that are described 

in this document might be related to assuring fair test use. And that connects with the design 

and preparation of assessment process. “ILTA is an international group of language testing and 

assessment scholars and practitioners whose dedication and work are respected both within and 

outside the profession, and who together define what it means to be a language tester” (para 

1),Voss, E. and Douglas, D. (2012).  

Basically a test is rapidly assembled from materials that happen to be available or from ideas 

that happens to be in the mind of the teacher (wood, 1960) even though the procedure should 

be reversed. The specification for the test first should be framed then the test material should 

be selected to agree with the intended plan. The test planning process should not ignore the 

need for instructions to the examinees and the examiners unless the test constructor him/herself 

is to administer the test. It is necessary to be sure that students are familiar with the test items 

and can understand how to answer those assigned to them (Wood, 1960). The test material 

itself, test presentation and language could be one source of poor performance (Gipps and 

Murphy, 1994). Cole and Moss (1989) defined fairness as when a particular word or an item 

format in a test seem to disfavour one group of students. For instance, the use of a male pronoun 

(he) throughout the test even if that does not affect the score of females. 

Baker and O’Neil (1994) consider fairness as a complex area in assessment and not only to do 

with the design of tests and assessment materials but also analyse any information that is based 

on any assumption could be linked to any technical solutions possible to be established. Besides 

trying to find possible solutions. Fairness problems are considering the use of any techniques 

that will help reduce the number of items that have a biased nature (Murphy, 1990; Goldstein, 

1993). The nature of biased items with respect to assessment is generally perceived by 

individuals as probably an unfair assessment. It could be fair for one group but unfair for 

another. This is a simple definition, however, it contradicts the underlying situation of 
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complexity (Gipps, 1994). Gipps (1994) points out that testing as a form of assessment has 

been used as a tool of equal opportunities in education. Gipps adds that it is a matter of 

understanding bias in tests and discover any fundamental attainment levels in the group 

targeted where a question was asked that is difficult to find an answer for Wood (1987).  

To some extent taking a test might seem to be a straight forward process taking into account 

the process of preparation, taking the test, and getting the results after the test was done. 

However, the process is far more complex and very emotional (Rea-Dickins et. al., 2008). They 

assert that the complexity of the process comprises that there is a number of varied types of 

relations. These relationships appear to exist between the test and the test takers. The researcher 

would argue that test developers should have a responsibility to develop test items that are free 

from bias including gender (Pae and Park, 2006) 

We cannot deny that the goal of assessment is to obtain a sound inference about what a student 

knows, understands and can do; such inferences can then lead to good decisions that improve 

student learning and inform teachers, the public and policymakers. Although, the principles of 

reliability and validity have served well as the foundation of sound assessment, it has lately 

become evident that issues of fairness are equally important (McMillan, 2001). Beforehand 

thinking about things such as the format of a specific exam, how long it is, the grades expected 

compared to the level of course work and content goes under assessment through the use of 

tests.  The process students are usually expected to be aware of before they start. They may not 

be aware of the level of difficulty especially when they expect their instructors clarify that 

during coursework. Wood (1991) states that items should be ordered in sequence from easy to 

hard because that may reduce any anxiety and any pressure of answering easier items later in 

the test. There is also the issue of context where performance and success could be affected by 

the immediate company an item keeps (wood, 1991). Leary and Dorans (1985) reveal that there 

are indications of context that have an effect in the literature though they claim that the effect 

is so strong as to invalidate test theory. There might be also interaction between item positions 

and ordering from easy to hard (E-H) and test-takers’ characteristics that affect the performance 

in a test. As wood (1991) suggests that “Any E-H arrangement or incline of difficulty is only 

good for a group on average, not even for the average candidate who is defined differently, and 

variation in individual inclines of difficulty to be expected even if it cannot be recommended 

in group testing arrangements.” (p.13). The relationship between fairness and the assessment 

process lead to understanding what the assessment approaches are and how they are linked to 

fairness. 

 



 
 

48 
 

2.4 Approaches of assessment and fairness 
 

One of the facts about language teaching is that the process is directly linked to assessment and 

fairness. Black and Wiliam (1998b) define assessment as the process of any activity done by 

teachers in order to improve and support knowledge acquiring and includes all activities that 

teachers and students share throughout the learning process to obtain the best results from both 

teaching as well as learning. Nezvalova` (2010) suggests that “Under this definition, 

assessment encompasses teacher observation, classroom discussion, and analysis of student 

work, including homework and tests” (p. 15). That explains how the assessments turns into a 

formative one based on any data can benefit from understanding the students’ needs and as a 

result use the suitable methods of teaching. It even increased emphasis on ongoing assessment 

of students’ progress in a course. Richerds and Renandya ed. (2002) state that what is called 

formative evaluation with the initiation of techniques for assessment that is based on 

performance, portfolio development, student to student techniques and other testing rules and 

guidelines all are part of the assessment development and developing the capacity to provide 

an ongoing programs of assessment throughout a course of study. Teachers recently are able to 

make appropriate pedagogical changes due to their managing of the formative assessment. 

With the formative assessment they would easily reach their goals throughout a course of study 

(Richerds and Renandya ed., 2002). The use of a formative assessment in a course could be 

considered as part of increasing the fairness of assessment in a course. 

Delandshere views of assessment in terms of both social and political positions. Delandshere 

as cited in Johnston (2004) who argues that “the perspectives taken when stating evaluative 

judgements are often assumed to be understood and agreed upon, when in fact they are rarely 

explicit or public, and hence not open for scrutiny or discussion” (p.397). Johnston (2004) has 

stated that  Delandshere has mentioned a number of infrequent likely cases where “scholars 

[have] examined the functions that assessment serves in validating and reproducing certain 

forms of knowledge or ideas at the expense of others (e.g. Hanson, 1993; Kvale, 

1993; Broadfoot, 1996)” (p. 397).  In this matter the work of Bourdieu (2007) presents an 

evidence that assessment can be used in the school system taking into consideration the money 

spending and any social and cultural aspects besides reproducing as well as organizing the 

social order.  

Then, Delandshere as cited in Johnston (2004) suggests that there is a primary understanding 

of assessment in the world today as technology. It is linked directly to technology in terms of 

using technology for assessment purposes for example online tests. The scholar continues 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03075070410001682646
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arguments explaining that going back to the nineteen era, there are many new developments 

based on the economy as well as other developments in politics and social life that led to the 

rise in the number of competitive exams affected by the change in family values because of the 

needs of the industrial economy. Delandshere as cited in Johnston (2004) that “Assessment, 

increasingly, was viewed as a technology to manage selection and social mobility” (p.397). 

Any assessment scale is considered very complicated and there are vital degrees that those who 

are responsible for rating the test cannot by any chance disagree on a point before they actually 

agree upon it and record it (Nystrand et al., 1993; Fourali, 1997; Heller et al., 1998; Pitts et al., 

1999; Baume and Yorke, 2002; Johnston, 2004).  It is complicated because there are specific 

areas when looking at assessment that cause more of difference in different areas (Centra, 

1994; Baume and Yorke, 2002; Johnston, 2004). Because of certain people could have different 

perspectives so it would be difficult sometimes to agree on what sort of features to value in a 

particular assessment. Because there are some areas of assessment that are regarded as lacking 

of factual features and others do have background information in hand (Johnston, 2004). 

Generally, from looking at any assessment through portfolios as one of the assessment types, 

it is possible to see that those responsible for assessment should be equal to obtain any relevant 

piece of information and these are supported by those responsible through arguing about the 

agreement in some test items. The interpretivist paradigm sees that such emphasis on the 

assessment and the agreement on the assessors could involve more of their perspective when 

decisions are made about what to consider as. Because an interpretivist assessor is expected to 

ask questions after any discussions with the assessors taking individual’s portfolios for reading 

so they can get to the point of agreement upon making decisions (Johnston, 2004). 

Ingeneral, educational and language assessment literature, assessment can be epistemologically 

repositioned into three major ways (Lynch, 2001; Roever and McNamara, 2006). Testing as 

product-focused fed by ‘psychometric and measurement theories’ (Brown and Hudson, 1998). 

Assessment as a process, motivated by ‘alternative-to’ psychometric theories (Huerta-Macias, 

1995) and Critical language testing or assessment (Shohamy, 2001). “No measuring instrument 

is perfect” (Wiliam, 2001, p.17). Wiliam (2001) states that if we use a thermometer to measure 

temperature of a liquid we might get a small variation even if the temperature does not change. 

This fact can be extended in natural ways of educational assessment. Assessment in general is 

conceptualised by the majority such as schools, teachers and so on as a measurement whereas 

Wiliam reveals that the minority considered it as an inquiry. Many previous literature explained 

that the movement from the values of testing to more of the values of using methods of 

assessing individuals,  is not complete and there is more to be done. It is essential to take into 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03075070410001682646#b52
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consideration the achievement that underpins any particular assessment. Any assessment is 

able simply to combine together any positions for educational accomplishments Murphy 

(1996). Different scholars suggest that it is essential to have a clear understanding of the sample 

of the groups or the individuals targeted by the assessment item choice because this sample 

should be explained in an accurate manner (Gipps and Murphy, 1994; Murphy, 1995, Murphy, 

1996). Broadfoot (1996) says that assessment is a policy tool in education with questions round 

it “Assessment is arguably the most powerful policy tool in Education” (Broadfoot, 1996, 

p.21). Broadfoot (1996) also states that any assessment follows several steps to prove its 

fairness and that covers many aspects where the assessment should be developed to avoid 

discriminating individuals or groups. It should only divide them based on their knowledge and 

skills and not difference in culture and background. This can be achieved in the case of 

evaluating a fair approach of assessment. This applies to the differences among those who are 

native speakers and those who are not and how to assess them fairly based on their skills and 

not to disadvantage any group under any circumstances apart from the assessment target. 

Douglas (2001) suggests how important to think about equality in assessing only the learning 

production of equal value because that is the reason of an assessment. The outcome should be 

assessed equally and the same outcome gets the same mark. There are several other external 

reasons which might have an effect on the variation of marks obtained by individuals. There 

are other factors which are external rather than internal, can make a difference in assessing the 

same work for the same people. They might consider the assessment and /or the exam items 

themselves as unfair. Douglas (2001) also suggests that theories of language knowledge and 

psychometric traditionally have influenced the assessment criteria. McNamara (1996) suggests 

that “These criteria often make implicit reference to a psychological construct or constructs 

which then emerge as the object of measurement” ( p.19). Even though not enough discussion 

has been done with regards to any literature to the standard language testing linked to where 

the criteria of assessment comes from (Alderson et al., 1995; Bachman and Palmer, 1996; 

Douglas, 2001; Brown, 2004). The target situation could have its own influence on the type of 

criteria that could be used since the field and the discipline could require different assessment 

criteria that suits that specific discipline and cannot be applied to another such as differences 

between the medical profession and the language field. Douglas (2001) states that the target 

situation is basically the source from which ideas of other kinds of criteria could be considered 

very significant to those who are specialised in one field and not automatically linked to any 

other professionals in the language testing framework.  
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If students have a chance to be asked about the views and ideas they have about the length of 

time an exam should be, they would reply with a very clear answer showing that they are sure 

about the length of an exam. It is clear that students take exams because they want to pass. 

They do not want an exam that takes so long to finish. They definitely feel frustrated and that 

the exam is unfair. Their decision can be based on several matters. First of all, student need to 

take time to organise their ideas and think of an answer. If the time is short they might not be 

able to show what they have which will result in an inaccurate assessment and mistakenly make 

judgments of the students’ performance. Secondly, students might decide not to put everything 

they have learnt because of the pressure. Or even show their actual skills which will result in 

poor hand writing for example. They might also not read the question properly and as a result 

put the wrong answers. If under time pressure the work produced might not be of good quality 

frustration and anger. Based on that students might feel that they were treated unfairly by the 

exam because they feel disadvantaged. If an exam is extremely long the students will be 

alarmed which is a point to be considerated by the assessors. 

It is a natural thing that each individual has his or her way of gaining knowledge. In addition, 

each individual can perform in any exam in a different way from other individuals in the same 

group under different circumstances. Talking about students, it is possible to see their 

differences and how they react and perform in certain exams such as MCQs. Many students 

consider themselves cornered in a complicated situation when they are taking an MCQ exam 

and they might find the demand is so high. However, others may find the essay questions 

challenging. If students are put under this kind of pressure where they have to take an exam in 

a format that is challenging for their abilities will put them in a very critical situation in terms 

of their performance. As a result, they might not be able to present what they have learned and 

that is when they feel that the exam is unfair. It is actually something to be considered by the 

assessors and those professional educators. The key solution is to work out a way find out the 

students’ needs and see the best way to help them demonstrate what they have actually learned 

in any course. Al-Maamari (2011) suggests that the work should start by encouraging educators 

to use a variety of exam formats and vary their ways of approaches of evaluation.  That will 

lead to improvements in the students’ ways of learning. One of the essential things is to provide 

papers and exams for students to practice so they will find themselves aware of how to answer 

and how to cope with different types of exams. Students need to know in advance of what sort 

of questions they will get in an exam and also know what sort of learning style they should 

adopt to help them perform better. These things will encourage students’ confidence as well as 

helping them to know their weaknesses and try to strengthen them. The corporation between 
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the educators and the students is the only way to improve the assessment fairness and change 

the students’ perception of the concept. 

There is a strong sense among students regarding any information about the sort of study 

material they need for practice as well as any exam questions such as questions from question 

banks to be accessible a head of the exam. So they would have enough time to practice and 

have full awareness of the important things to practice. In addition to that it is really helpful for 

the students to have a chance to ask about what sort of questions are optional and compulsory 

and also which have priority. As the exam is very important the number of questions to answer 

is something the students need to know about in advance and not get surprised in the exam 

especially if the exam is long and requires different answer formats. In order to avoid confusion 

and raise fairness, it is very important to make this thing known to the students during the 

course time and before the exam. The procedure makes the method of assessment fair and 

reliable. Even if the course is divided into different parts, it is important to make each part clear 

separately. Perhaps the lecturer is not responsible to remind each student individually if they 

miss on anything but they could make it in forms of more reminders of the important 

information and types of questions and any other important instructions regarding any exam 

outline. Al-Maamari (2011) suggests that a lecture should make announcements and reminders 

of any written course material or previous exam questions or even just the most important 

information regarding the exam.  

Although, lecturers in a faculty should have official announcements about any important 

information about the exam, students manage to distribute information within the students 

circle in a specific course about previous exams. Yet in this case not every student is equal in 

sharing information and so some would know everything whereas others might know nothing. 

Faculties might face this situation where students feel frustrated of what is going on. As there 

is no clear outline of what information is actually available to every student. Some individuals 

in the course might feel disadvantaged if they do not have a proper access to the information 

circulated if it is not from an official source. Al-Maamari (2011) suggests that in spite of any 

evidence that the information is available, students still feel disadvantaged and that the situation 

is unfair as there is no equality in getting information. Besides they might feel very frustrated 

if what they expect in the exam is not actually the right information. That is why it is highly 

essential to make available for students a very credible source of information to avoid 

frustration. Communication between students and their tutors and instructors is one of the key 

factor to improve fairness claims. Because lack of communication raises questions around the 
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assessment. Any information in advance is an advantage for both students and lecturer as that 

raises trust and exchange of opinion 

 
2.4.1Perception of fairness in language assessment 
 

Assessment in general and language assessment in particular has been studied as a subject in 

its own record and there is research towards this direction. However, mostly, the research in 

this field has fed generally from positivist, psychometric traditions, and even in alternative to 

assessment movements, the role that tests play in society and their political and social 

dimensions have been overlooked (Shohamy, 1998). Whilst the field is wide in scope, and 

continues at an accelerating pace. The researcher would like to focus on any association 

between language testing. Leathwood (2005) made use of several studies in order to exemplify 

and explain that any groups of individuals of social and cultural background can have 

differences in their sharing of the values that motivate and promote assessment. Shohamy 

(1998) states that in critical language testing the notion of context and assessment is inseparable 

and “perceives language testing as being caught up in an array of questions concerning 

educational and social systems; the notion of ‘just a test’ is an impossibility because it is 

impossible to separate language testing from the many contexts in which it operates” ( p.333).                                             

Dyke as cited in Leathwood (2005) “who investigated ethnic minority progression and 

achievement in two English universities” (p. 317) and found other matters connected to the 

different kinds of assessment as well as the criteria used for the assessment. And not to ignore 

issues with the curriculum itself and how students and staff interact. These matters are 

presented in issues related to fairness of assessment in terms of ethnic/racial differences. The 

type of assessment used to assess the language can differ based on the mentioned reasons. This 

study questions the objectives of the assessment criteria and the transparency that is perceived 

as fair by students. The relation between the criteria of assessment and the questions is 

complicated and giving the students access to the secrets of this equation may jeopardies the 

fairness of that criteria. 

The whole development to the language assessment has led to students’ prefer to experience  

different approaches to assessment  and the influences of using different methods for any 

assessment such as the use of  multiple choice formats and essays (Birenbaum, 2007; Lizzio 

and Wilson, 2013). This choice shows how students adopt certain approached of study and 

whether their adoption is deep or just surface (Scouller 1997; Thompson and Falchinov 1998; 

Trigwell and Prosser 1991). The most interesting thing to experience is the existence of some 
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differences in how students used strategies during their course of study. These differences in 

how students with distinct strategies can cope and understand the evaluation process. Students 

differ in how they criticize the old fashion traditions of  assessment processes as they have their 

own way to evaluate the situation based on the strategies obtained (Lindblom-Ylanne and 

Lonka 2001; Lizzio and Wilson, 2013). The literature shows that there are several studies of a 

qualitative nature that managed to explore and search students’ perceptions of the assessment 

and its characteristics and they describe the positive effect on the process of learning and 

interaction they have experienced. McDowell (1995) clarifies how fairness perceived is mainly 

noticeable in connection with how students perceive the basic validity as well as any practical 

characteristics of any assessment should be performed. This early work was extended to 

identify a number of educational standards (e.g tasks with a high level of authenticity). These 

are understood to have benefits of long term effect on using learning and educational 

experiences. This knowledge could be of sufficient necessitates and can support self-

sufficiency through clarifying anticipations as well as the effects of assessment on how students 

perceive validity of assessment such as rewards effort, space and depth in learning (Sambell, 

et. al.1997; Lizzo and Wilson, 2013).  Savin-Baden (2004) examines how students deal with 

experience of assessment in learning programmes that work with problem based system and 

managed to identify two impeded themes in students’ comments. The findings made him 

conceptualize these as forms of student disempowerment which he defines as learning that is 

not rewarded and that includes how work can be compared to its value. Savin-Baden (2004) 

also identifies some unused mechanisms of assessment such as both assessment methods like 

information shortage and poor feedback quality. Besides other assessment methods that were 

not suitable to take on board an approach of learning. Research reports on how students 

perceive the concept of fairness linked to their approaches of learning. Their perception is 

clearly affected by their satisfaction of respect by academic staff and how they feel personally 

towards the accuracy of information they get to accomplish their  goals ( Lizzio, Wilson, and 

Hadaway,2007; Lizzio and Wilson, 2013). Besides, students’ satisfaction about assessment 

was a core component and that leads to defining the assessment types. 

According to the literature there are many different types of assessment. It is possible to frame 

them into two main types. Formative and summative assessment. Each one of them is used 

with specific demands and necessities. Some education systems depend only on the summative 

assessment because they think it is the easy way for assessing students’ achievements. 

Whereas, formative assessment is always demanding and teacher need to do so much work 

prior to planning and preparing a specific assessment. Formative assessment is the process to 
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follow up with students’ learning in order to provide them with feedback to enhance knowledge 

and improve learning. More specifically, formative assessment is the best way to keep up the 

process of communication between the students and their teachers to instruct and inform of the 

achievements. The target is to help students to be able to find out their points of strengths and 

weaknesses and work to maximize the benefits from the strengths in the abilities. With 

formative assessment there is always feedback to help and support the learning experience. 

Carol (2002) explains that “assessments become formative when the information is used to 

adapt teaching and learning to meet student need” (p.2) and also identifies the process of 

feedback as a significant component of the assessment process that depends of formative 

evaluation since it supports students to raise their awareness of any problems that could occur 

and hinders their achievement of gaining knowledge.  Carol (2002) suggests that feedback is 

essential to helps “learners become aware of any gaps that exist between their desired goal and 

their current knowledge, understanding, or skill and guides them through actions necessary to 

obtain the goal” (p.2). 

In contrast, summative assessment is normally known as the end of work evaluation. It mainly 

depends on the teacher’s grading system to assess student’s knowledge by comparing it against 

standards and very often teachers do not know where does these standards come from. End of 

term exams are the well-known way of summative assessment. Taras (2005) defines in general 

the assessment as practice of evaluation by recognizing it as “the process of assessment leads 

to summative assessment, that is, a judgment which encapsulates all the evidence up to a given 

point. This point is seen as a finality at the point of judgment” (p.468). Furthermore, summative 

assessment is used because of its different functions avoiding to put any pressure or influence 

on the process of assessment which increase fairness. 

2.4.2 Fairness of assessing medical knowledge 
 

It is important to make medical institutions and their programmes accountable for their learners 

in order to avoid the controversy surrounding medical errors (Metheny et. al., 2005). Rimmer 

(2006) asserts that there is no incompatibility between a task that requires performance skills 

and a scoring system that classifies language ability. Rimmer (2006) also argues that student 

grammatical abilities in the target language should not be ignored “few would disagree that the 

picture of a test-taker’s language ability is incomplete without some references to their mastery 

of grammatical structures in the target language use situation.” (p.497) 



 
 

56 
 

The significant role of language proficiency in any performance in a specific test should not be 

ignored or disregarded when evaluating how suitable a specific test for the test-takers wither it 

is translated or adapted (Stansfield, 2003). One factor that affects the performance is directly 

linked to the test-taker’s academic experience and knowledge in the target language. There 

might be contradictions that might have its influence especially if the test-taker’s knowledge 

has been acquired in a mixture of English Arabic-medium of instruction. Stansfield (2003) 

states that such instruction might develop how test-takers stock vocabulary related to what 

included in a test in only one language and not in their mother tongue. Other research has 

revealed that knowledge test-takers obtain may affect how they perform in a language test. So 

is it possible that the acquiring an academic information when learning a language change how 

suitable is a test in a specific field for bilingual test-takers when learning two different 

languages (Alderson and Urquhart, 1983, 1985; Hale 1988; Stansfield 2003). However, 

Stansfield (2003) argues that those who intend to use translated or adapted tests should take 

into consideration assessing the role of language skill and abilities in that field and the role of 

knowledge of the subject as well. 

During the last fifteen years there is a great increase in many European countries and so the 

other world to use English as a medium of instruction (Dalton-Puffer 2007). Snow et. al. (1989) 

suggest that there is a growing attention to certain types of language learning that mixes both 

language and subject knowledge in teaching either the second or foreign language inside the 

discipline teaching space. It is important to hint out that using both language and content 

teaching is essential because to most effective approach to learn a certain language is through 

the practicing the skills of communication in all sort of life wither it is in a social or an academic 

context. However, both language learning and subject knowledge learning are normally 

considered as two separate processes (Snow et. Al. 1989). Thus, there is a concern over the 

relationship between language and content because there is a great deal of tension and conflict 

between the two areas (Dalton-Puffer (2007). These concerns are reproduced in two things as 

Dalton-Puffer states that “the concerns reflect two fairs: firstly, that the foreign language may 

slow down proceedings so that less subject matter can be covered and secondly, that lower 

language proficiency may result in reduced cognitive complexity of subject matter presented 

and /or learned” ( p. 5) 

The globalisation of medicine developed an important impact on different parts of the medical 

profession (Goldberg et. al., 2003). Champlain et. al. (2003) states that “The sharing of 

educational resources and curricula is also gradually favouring the development of similar 

practices across countries” (p.514).  That lead to the use of more known assessments that 
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assessed medical knowledge which can be widely used in many places around the globe (Harris 

et. al 2001; Prideaux and Gordon, 2002; Champlain, 2003; Goldberg et. al., 2003). Over the 

last few years there have been interesting improvements in the assessment of medical students. 

These improvements are based on the imperfections of the traditional methods of examinations 

(Fowell and Bligh, 1998). They suggest that most of the new methods of assessment are not 

used in UK and there is a significant possibility for further development. However, there is not 

a rule that recommends one method can be suitable to assess every aspects of medical 

knowledge Fowell and Bligh (1998). 

Gibbs and Simpson (2004)  identify  a variation of  eleven diverse types of assessment that can 

be given to support students in their process of acquiring the knowledge and to develop any 

questionnaire for assessment experience which is also known as (AEQ). It is basically a well 

know method of measuring the level to which each of the different types can show good 

delivery of anything related to time strains compared to students’ effort. Also measuring the 

level to which students can engage in learning with reference to of feedback suitability which 

is also known as students’ feedback experience and use Lizzio and Wilson (2013). These 

conditions were obvious in some certain learning environments. In recent years, Boud and 

Associates (2010) has developed a particular assessment that is consisted of a set of seven 

propositions used to develop some reform in higher education. Both questions of academic 

standards were asked to maintain that concept. It is important to mention that there is an actual 

demand to use assessment as an important part of reliable explanation that contributes to the 

students’ success with relation to cultural setting. So students are an important figure in any 

assessment practice and part of the higher education culture. And students and teachers should 

take the responsibility of learning and assessment taking considering all the aspects of 

assessment performance which could help or delay students from being able to learn. It is 

important to see that there is a need to look at any assumptions underlay reforming of 

assessment and how to validate student’s understanding in order to find useful guidelines to 

change procedures in assessment related to higher education. Gibbs and Simpson’s suggests a 

framework to be used to provide indication for more action research projects that can establish 

improvement in assessment procedures (McDowell et al. 2008). Similarly, Carless (2007) 

reports many ideas that enhance the use of several types of assessment for based learning 

outline to support any active learning in all its levels of attainment. In central assessment, it is 

necessary to consider the learner as a center of any assessment should be developed. Any type 

of assessment should particularly match the learners’ needs otherwise it may not be considered 

a success. 

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02602938.2011.637156#CIT0022
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02602938.2011.637156#CIT0011
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02602938.2011.637156#CIT0041
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02602938.2011.637156#CIT0012
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2.4.3 Fairness in written assessment  
 

Many EFL teachers, who teach writing, consider assessing students on written work is a very 

complicated process. It needs evaluation to simplify it as much as possible (Ferris, 2012). 

However, the task of teaching writing is always a complex one because of the high demands 

of testing students in a “valid and reliable ways” writing abilities (Weigle, 2002, p.1). Weigle 

is one of those scholars who discussed this idea of having specific questions in mind to answer 

through planning any written assessment. The more the questions are significant the better in 

helping teachers and tutors to design more valid and reliable writing tasks for any sort of 

assessments such as tests and exams. Any written assessment should have a specific framework 

of what are its demands. And always take into consideration the differences in students’ 

attitudes. To develop a successful task of writing that can be assessed fairly. It is very essential 

not to disregard and ignore the variation in the students’ abilities and motivations as test-takers. 

The purpose of any assessment should be clear what to expect from the target students and 

never ignore the variation to ensure and maintain that the test is in fact both valid and reliable 

in terms of the structure, aims and purpose (Weigle, 2002). 

Many of several functions of writing assessments can be identified through specific discussion 

of the purposes of any tests that evaluates language Bachman and Palmer (1996). Because there 

is always a main purpose for language test, it is very important to have a full understanding of 

students’ language abilities as well as making decisions based on their awareness of the 

purposes of any writing assessment they take. Teachers and tutors need to be able to interpret 

students’ writing abilities from their tests to make fair decisions about their level of capabilities. 

White (1994a) suggests that there are four requirements for writing tasks that teachers and 

educators as test developers should consider when designing writing tests include clarity, 

validity, reliability, and interest. First, clarity of the writing task is necessary for the students. 

If the writing task is not clear enough for the students, it will affect their writing performance 

and so their scores in a test Crusan (2002). For that reason, a writing practice should clearly 

states that it can engage the students in writing quickly and easily 

3.4.2 Fairness and test validity  
 

“Once a test has been successfully developed, administrated and the results shown to be 

reliable, there still remains the question of what evidence needs to be generated to demonstrate 

that it is valid.” (Weir, 2005, p.207). A purpose of an exam should clearly give students who 

has worked hard on revising and learning the target material as well as working on maintaining 
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their skills to a recognisable level, a chance to achieve better results than any other students 

who are not up to the standard in their learning effort compared to their peers. It is important 

to frame how test validity works when it is linked to a specific test and allow it to evaluate 

what it is meant to evaluate taking into account any personal and social implications that a test 

is supposed to have (Pae and Park, 2006). It is essential to depend on using various methods 

to be able to validate a test and its results for fair assessment of test takers and for valid 

interpretations of a test. Generally, validity might have some concerns round it based on what 

students might say when they complain about how marks are given to any piece of work 

assessed. For instance, students might find it confusing when a full mark will be given to a 

certain question and no parts will be given. This means the answer either gets a mark or not 

and that frustrates students when part of their answer is not accepted based on such marking 

scheme. Students might feel disadvantaged and could be penalised for unintended errors 

which could be interpreted into unfairness by the students. However, it is really essential to 

make a general evaluation of the full cover of all methods of assessment in a course before 

making any judgments that is overall unfair or even just some sections of it. Validity is a main 

issue in any form of assessment and it is mainly about making sure that an assessment does 

what it is designed for in performing evaluations Crips et. al. (2008).  

Lately there is a notion that most key theories have agreed to take into account most types of 

validity because they contribute towards a certain type of validity of the structure (Messick, 

1989; Cronbach, 1988, 198; Crips et. Al, 2008). Also Crisp et.al. (2008) talk about “the 

importance of the consequences of assessment and the appropriate use of outcomes (e.g. the 

use of scores) has also become emphasised as part of validity” (p. 97). Validity is a 

representation of the positive performance of assessment and how good it is in measuring its 

target. It was suggested that there should be some rules to follow in order to be able to evaluate 

how good is an assessment instrument. To define an assessment as good will involve 

minimising any aspects that could be the cause of any false interpretation of results. In order 

to evaluate an assessment, it is advised to use one of the well-known criteria to see how it 

meets its required target. How reliable, valid, and fair are the essential three criteria required 

for any assessment evaluation Wolf et. al. (2008). There are several studies that have explored 

and searched how the influence of test methods could have an impact on the test performance 

(Jafarpur, 2003). Messick (1992) points out that several test makers and examiners 

acknowledge a responsibility to provide validity evidence of how valuable an instrument is 

but unfortunately not many comply with the rules. In addition to that many tests fail to do so 

(Alderson et. al. 1995; Alderson and Buck, 1993; Ellerton, 1997). 
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It is also can be considered that both the idea of validity and fairness are two faces of the same 

coin because of their tight connections and links. Kane (2010) states how unfair assessment is 

also invalid because it might cause confusing and ambiguous conclusions. That leads to taking 

the wrong decisions for some individuals or groups as this validity technically might give the 

wrong position of some individuals and groups and may tend to make inappropriate. Messick 

(1998b, 1995) defines that validity is in general an evaluative judgement. It evaluates the extent 

to which any empirical proof and theoretical bases that provides back-ups to the sufficiency 

and adequacy results from any method of assessment or test scores. He states that validity 

mainly provides what do test scores mean. Validity should be centred round the meaning of 

any test or assessment scores and associating it with the actions interpreted by the meaning 

Cronbach as cited in Messick (1995). The principle of validity does not only apply to the 

meaning and implications of actions resulting from an assessment or some test scores. It also 

should be resulting from any means of observing consistent behaviour. Thus, Messick (1995) 

considers the main validity values apply to every type of assessment including those involve 

students’ using their learning skills to perform in special tasks. Kane (2010) states that most of 

validity theories were likely to give more focus on how accurate and appropriate a score-based 

interpretations and decisions for some individuals are.   

Validity could be broadly defined as a tool of evaluating the interpretations and use of any 

evaluations and assessment of test scores. Messick (1995) points out that the full aspect of 

validity combines any issues of content, criteria, and value of assessment. This definition is 

reflected in some studies where the selection of assessment criteria could be a problem. In 

specific purpose language testing there is a fundamental problem as this specific test involves 

the selection of assessment criteria that reflect those used in the target language use situations 

and yet are considerable as evidence of the abilities of learners to communicate in language 

Douglas and Myers (2000). 

Introducing reliability Oppenheim (1992) suggests that it means consistency in a way and 

adequate reliability is a precondition to validity; however, reliability refers to the point where 

a test constantly assesses the required information as part of the measurement purpose. 

Herman and Baker (2005) and Wolf et al. (2008) stated that measurement theorists have a 

great consideration that validity is actually the covering concept that is used to examine 

features of assessment and its quality. Including aspects of test administration, time limit is 

one of the aspects that have its effect on test taking. The test type would inform the time limit. 

On one hand, for example in multiple choice tests there could be more than one rule of a thumb 

(wood, 1991). Wood suggested that 90 seconds per item could be a fair allowance and multiple 
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choice papers would be timed accordingly. On the other hand, free response questions would 

be a concern as there is not any rule of a thumb to be applied. In fact, it could be naturally 

difficult to set limits where there is a variety of demands for each questions but it is not 

impossible. It is necessary to take a view in what a question demands in order to decide upon 

more realistic time limits. Wood (1990, 1991) affirms that one minute per item may not be 

enough because there might be minority groups within the test-takers that may take longer for 

whatever reason. The time limit and pressure could be a reason for raising issues of fairness 

because students under pressure may find themselves disadvantaged and unable to 

demonstrate the knowledge they have. 

If the task is clear and more detailed assistance is given by teachers or assessors, test-takers 

likely would be able to achieve a grade and as a result succeed in the target test. On the contrary 

it could be a challenge of learning when objectives become very clear and instructions are 

provided for students to support their learning in other words that could put the learning 

challenge in danger of losing its objective of pushing students to the limits rather than spoon-

feeding them. McCabe and Treviño (1997) also suggest the more details and instructions 

provided the high chances to reduce any validity of the learners’ achievements and that might 

change the objective and cause confusion between the concepts of assessment to fulfil learning 

as a clearly known concept. Then the assessment for the purpose of learning and assessment as 

part of the learning process itself. This will cause a complete twist that allows assessment 

procedures to control the experience of learning and as a result the fulfilment of the criteria use 

will take the place of learning as a target. Apart from the question of constructions and the 

types of tests, it is essential to consider writing exam answers as part of the process. The 

evaluation of effective writing is such a difficult task because there is no such definition of 

‘good writing’ (Wood, 1991). However, The Iowa Test of Basic (1987) states “good writing is 

much seen as the ability to create ideas and the ability to express these ideas effectively” (p.5). 

It is fair to consider perhaps the idea that there is little shared understanding between examiners 

and test takers about the wording of questions wood (1991). 

Fairness can also be linked to other factors related to test development and administration. Not 

only validity of a test that could make it unfair but also how it treats the students. Issues round 

the exam can be a reason for students to feel disadvantages and that affects how they interpret 

their scores.  Recently there is an increase in the competition to take the most desired positions 

in the career life because there are few popular places offered at some of the most pioneering 

business such as engineering, law and medical institutions (McCabe et. al., 2001). It is 

important to understand students’ dishonesty especially when there is a strong evidence that 
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cheating is actually in the rise among students. McCabe et. al. (2001) think that these days’ 

many students especially those in the undergraduate stage may feel a considerable amount of 

pressure to achieve a satisfactory performance. Previous studies show that in most cases the 

amount of pressure students feel may lead getting involved in a number of incidents related to 

academic dishonesty such as cheating (McCabe et. al., 1999). Previous studies also show that 

this misbehaviour is highly considered by faculties (McCabe, 1993; MaCabe et. al. 2001; Nuss, 

1984; Singhal, 1982). There should be very clear rules within the faculties that show any zero 

tolerance to such a behaviour and students should not ignore these rules. Mcleod and Genereux 

(1995) found out that the fairness of an exam and vigilance of an instructor they were both 

constantly valued among the most influential circumstances. Mcleod and Genereux (1995) 

suggest that different circumstances could be dominant: 
“Pressure on the student to obtain good grades and an instructor who does not seem to care about 
cheating are apparently particularly important triggers for cheating, yet lack of pressure and an 
instructor who clearly disapproves of cheating are not particularly strong deterrents of cheating. In 
contrast, high negative consequences of cheating and circumstances that make cheating difficult 
(i.e., essay exams and widely spaced exam seating) are especially strong deterrents of cheating, but 
their counterparts (low negative consequences of cheating, multiple choice exams, crowded seating) 
are not particularly important triggers for cheating. One implication of this interesting asymmetry 
for controlling cheating is as follows. Even if we could eliminate some key triggers of cheating such 
as pressures to get good grades, this would not strongly discourage the behavior. To strongly 
discourage cheating would require effecting other circumstances that serve as powerful deterrents 
of the act, such as making cheating” (p. 699) 
 

Some studies presented some factors such as gender, having a type A behaviour and what is 

called competitive achievement struggles and issues with self-esteem and confidence can have 

a significant impact on the occurrence of cheating at a test as students with one of the named 

factors are likely to cheat (Baird, 1980; Eisenberger and Shank, 1985; Spicker et al. 1990; 

Ward, 1986; Ward and Beck, 1990). However, McCabe et al. (1999) founds out that in addition 

to the previous factors motioned there are other aspects of academic dishonesty that can cause 

students to cheat such as several types of pressure. With regards to gender differences many 

other studies have explained that there is not clear difference between individuals of different 

gender in doing the act of cheating (Baird, 1980; Haines et al. 1986; Hsiao, 2015). Despite the 

fact that McCabe and Treviño (1997) suggest that most of the traditional results showed that 

males may be cheating more than females, they still put forward that these difference between 

males and females can be considered rather minor. 

 

2.4.3 Fairness of assessing English as a medium of instruction  
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This section aims to help building an understanding of the general background of the research 

by locating it in the area of higher education and link that to the issue of fairness. There are 

strong links between using a language rather than the mother tongue in education and use it for 

assessment of knowledge and how fair is that as perceived by students. Coleman (2006) reports 

that worldwide English is the most common language that is used for instruction in many higher 

education institutes. Many countries start to recognize a second language as the language of 

teaching rather than the first language in higher education institutes nationally and 

internationally and now the leading language is English. Ammon and McConnell (2000) states 

that “English is generally becoming the perceived to be the dominant language” (p.7). 

 Many studies report that the role of the English in higher education may face many new 

challenges. Wilkinson (2005) reports that some studies have shown that the use of English 

language for teaching and testing students can affect their achievements and may result in 

poorer performance if they are compared to those who were trained in their L1 which might 

apply in the current situation. 

English is considered as an important medium of instruction in medical training in many EFL 

situations Shi et.al (2001). Wilkinson (2005) also reports on a medical course that was given 

in English where the results showed that the using English as a medium of instruction was 

negatively affecting both the students and the teachers of the course and had a negative impact 

on the learning process. It is clear that using English for teaching has not got a positive effect 

on the process of learning especially with discipline content knowledge. It is essential to use 

training for teachers and students for a period of time that is enough to make them able to use 

the language. It is also essential to focus training in the development of the abilities and skills 

of language in a specific discipline. Besides there should be training programmes for 

assessment as well (Wilkinson, 2005; Vinke, 1995). Possible cooperation between language 

teachers and other subject teachers would help in developing training techniques (Allison, 

1986). Some studies as Zughoul and Hussein (1985) raises questions about the Jordanian 

context in one of the Jordanian universities. Zughoul and Hussein (1985) mentions that 
“The question to be raised here, though prematurely, is whether a Jordanian student can 
understand instruction if offered in English. From observation and the scanty research 
evidence, one can safely assume that the typical Jordanian high school graduate who joins the 
University has a limited knowledge of English, despite the fact that he has been studying 
English for eight consecutive years in school. Research conducted at some Arab universities 
indicates that the graduates of the English Department--students who have chosen English as 
their major area-- cannot on the average cope with undergraduate university education through 
the medium of English” (p. 134) 
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The use of English in teaching and training should consider fairness as a priority especially 

when using assessment for a specific discipline. So not just teaching is important but also 

conducting tests and exams.  

2.4.4 Assessing English for specific and Academic purposes 
 

Munby as cited by Johnson and Jonson (1999) who have expressed arguments about how ESP 

has become a recognized dynamic branch of English language teaching.  There is an important 

expansion related to English language teaching which was under focus during the 60s. Studies 

of languages for ESP have a long and varied history Johnson and Jonson (1999). In the recent 

years, there was a huge focus of research and curriculum development on English language, 

because of its position in international science, technology, and trade. TESOL enters its second 

quarter century, ESP is growing high demand such as English for science, English for 

technology and English for business that are widely used all-round the globe. It also has gained 

a considerable impact in what is specialized in designing and developing of syllabus as well as 

textbooks and all course materials. Basically, the term ESP refers to any conditions where the 

learners of English have their own specific and different reasons to learn the. For example, a 

doctor needs to learn English in order to be able to read textbooks, write reports and to keep 

up-to-date with new developments in his/ her specialized field. Hence, ESP focuses on the 

learner and the reasons why this particular learner needs the language. More importantly, there 

should be an analysis and identification of certain subject in order to initiate what matches the 

needs of the learners' course of study (Ghenghesh, 2013). It is the new awareness of the needs 

of specific learners to learn a specific language that started the whole issue of ESP and the start 

of theory of communication competence. It brought a new dimension in the subject of teaching 

English language as a discipline (Widdowson, 1978) and agreed upon from Robinson (1991) 

who states 
“One important reason for the development of ESP was the realisation by those involved in teaching 
English as a foreign language that, while students might be acquiring some knowledge of English 
usage through EGP classes, they had not actually learned to use the language in the specialised 
contexts of work or study” (p. 22) 
 

So the whole notion of ESP is centred round introducing the learners of English to test books 

that is more specialised in their field of knowledge to trigger their motivation towards the target 

subject and rises their interest in learning English. There is no doubt that learners have special 

rights when it comes to deciding the content of courses (Jordan, 1997; Long, 2005). The reason 

why Dörnyei (2001) emphasizes that motivation has great role in influencing people to decide 
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to do a certain activity and choose the time and the duration to do it. Looking at the idea of 

working within a very specialized context is a point of change to work more with specialize 

language use. ESP and EAP programmes are basically introducing the language learner to a 

different setting from just working with a general language. This means the learner should be 

aware of what sort of information they are going to work with. Yet, the issue will be in how to 

implement these things based on what the specialty requires not just what the time and the 

money allows. Sometimes higher education stake-holders find it difficult to invest is such 

systems because they are not clear about the benefits of such programmes for a long-term. 

Training is necessary to make every programme successful. And that applies to assessing 

English when it is used for Academic purposes. 

EAP 

 can be presented as a specialised programme that works on delivering professional  training to 

specialized students to be able to manage the use of  language in an appropriate manner 

throughout their academic study mostly in a higher education setting which is known as one of 

the  English for specific purposes (ESP) forms.  Al-Maamiri (2011) explains what an English 

for academic purposes programme is by stating that is actually concentrates on teaching the 

skills needed by students in and academic context in which English is used as a method of 

teaching and training. This mainly happens with in an academic specialised university 

programme. The focus of such programmes is mainly round specific course demands in mode 

specific subjects such as medical English. Teaching should be done side by side with other 

subjects in order to give support to students with their language needs which can be in a form 

of a supporting course for example. These specific academic courses could help in raising 

students’ general English to prepare them for university level ( Al-Maamiri, 2011). The focused 

in an EAP progaramme in needed to develop a right frame of teach in any specialty. Some 

contexts like the Libyan one are considered an example for the need to have EAP programmes. 

This programme should start from a lower level like in the primary and secondary education to 

make students aware of what to do later on when they go to university to one of the more 

professional facilities. The study could change from English that supports academic skills into 

English supports the use of language for a specific purpose where the notion of teaching 

changes based on the profession. Through this the student will be ready for the change and not 

buzzled with the new circumstances of language with in the new discipline. 

The growing of EAP is promoting paradigmatic assumptions and ideologies of the possibility 

for the language to be used in independent manner and detaches it from any the objects it 

describes and knowledge forms it represents no matter how the language has of neutral medium 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Higher_education
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_for_specific_purposes
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or c disciplinary understanding and development. The issues presented in this section reflect 

the views of the status of English for academic purposes field in general and the EAP 

programmes in specific within institutional borders and belong to “institutional scepticism” 

(Melles et al., 2005, p.296). Malcolm (1993) states that such scepticism can be tracked to the 

various views of language learning: “[There are] two competing conceptions of language 

learning in…universities: one which sees it as a preparatory or subsidiary activity for truly 

academic studies, and one which sees it as a legitimate academic pursuit in its own right which 

can co-exist on equal terms alongside other aspects of professional preparation” (p.3). The 

status of EAP programmes or English as a second language centres as part of the academic 

education in particular and higher education institutions in general that is best described by 

Allison (1992) 
“Such units—even though they may be called “centres”—typically occupy the periphery of 
university life, especially when it comes to wider curricular questions. Once a remedial brief has 
been accepted, such a state of affairs appears normal and right to many people, since remedial 
teaching, however laudable, is not what universities are for. ESL units may then find it difficult 
either to gain access to the more influential university committees or to undertake professional 
discussions on an equal footing with some (less supportive) academic departments.” (p.16) 
 

Melles et al. (2005) points out that credit-bearing English for academic purpose programmes 

are in an awkward position perhaps because of the “positioning of English as a Second 

Language (ESL) on the periphery of the university curriculum as a conventional response to 

the need to separate the language of instruction — English — from disciplinary content” 

(Melles et al., 2005, p.283). Further, Bolton as cited in Melles et al. (2005) “for example, claims 

that institutions view ESL/EAP as ‘pre-college’ instruction” (p.284) which is perceived to 

lower academic standards of the academic disciplines, and is not given the same status as 

foreign language programmes. So for example students going to study medicine should have 

stated English for academic purpose before they join university and then when the join 

university they actually start an English for specific purposes course and in particular here it is 

English that serves medical course purposes. As part of working with academic and specific 

English the researcher thought to include the differences in terminology between technical and 

scientific terms which could be confusing to students themselves. There is a distinction 

sometimes made between technical and scientific terminology. In general, scientific 

terminology refers to vocabulary used to designate concepts and laws of science, which are 

universal as opposed to being dependent on a particular set of cultural values; whereas, 

technical terminology is the kind of vocabulary used to designate material objects, certain 

processes, operations, units of measurement and properties of technology, which are to some 

extent culture related and may vary from one society to another (Sager et al 1989). However, 
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sometimes it is not possible to locate a clear cut distinction as both scientific and technical 

vocabulary  are used to refer to both the specialised vocabulary used in science and the less 

specialised terms used to designate technological innovations. Yet, it is worth mentioning, that 

the transfer of scientific terminology “does not, on the whole, cause any major problems. 

Relatively few people are involved in the first instance” (Sager et. al. 1989, p.33). Sager et. al. 

(1989) states that what is “entails the transfer of culturally conditioned concepts and values to 

a very wide range of language users and the immediate need for adequate linguistic means.” 

(p. 33).  

2.5 Where to situate this research  
 
In this section the researcher would like to situate the study in the broad literature and offer a 

general definition of fairness and validity continued into a discussion of the research into 

perceptions of fairness, assessment and exam and test development in scientific discipline. The 

last part has been instrumental in informing the design of the study as some factors that will 

emerged are also likely to be contenders for inclusion in a scale to measure fairness. 

“Examinations more or less competitive now stand at the entrance to many professions” 

(Latham, 1877, p.1). Examinations have two leading functions; they help in selection and assist 

education so they have more than a purpose and some purposes are expressed solely in terms 

of performances to be measured (Latham, 1877). Among several purposes related to 

examination and learning there is one main purpose that intends to assess the knowledge 

obtained some students in comparison with their classmates or other fellows taking the same 

course or  with in similar learning situation (Thyne, 1974; Newton, 2007). Even in Modern 

societies examinations have been used for two main purposes as stated by Roach (1965). The 

first purpose is based on grading students reaching the end of a full academic year at one of the 

courses at university and the second purpose is to be used as the method of selecting for 

appointments such as in government (Roach, 1965) In order to look at fairness in this research 

it is plausible make the so called claim: the way exams fulfil their purpose of assessment most 

effectively in a fair way? Variation of assessment and examinations goes back to the 11th 

century based on differences in defining test fairness (Latham 1877). Based in how he defined 

the purposes of exams he stated that 

 
“We have already seen enough to shew what we might have expected beforehand, that as soon as 
by means of an Examination or any equivalent contrivance intellectual acquirements may be turned 
into honour or profit—as soon, that is, as learning through such instrumentality acquires a directly 
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exchangeable value—then its production and distribution will be governed by certain laws.” 
(Latham, 1877, p.77) 
 

Group differences in test scores attracted a lot of attention in the 20th century and left a general 

sense that of what is called a clear likeness of reality that accepted any concerns about fairness 

no matter how (Cole and Zieky, 2001). Back in the fifties there was the sense that education 

for people is an individual and private groups’ task and the state must take an active part in it 

(Roach, 1965). During the mid-1960s measurement professionals start to pay attention to 

fairness of assessment. Cronbach (1960) finds out that as a result of the work in the late nineteen 

forty and early nineteen fifty with respect to the measurement profession, tests such as the 

Davis-Eells Games are an idea presented by some psychologists in order to improve test 

fairness by using a special tool where they can eliminate content that is considered new or not 

known to children or the working class. These are sort of activities that are used for 

psychological analysis. Yet, this work was not considered as part of the mainstream of work 

that is connected to measurement. Even though this period of time showed a little interest in 

fairness research, the interest in fairness started to grow towards the end of the sixties. Many 

focus from measurement professionals on test and item fairness started to show during the end 

of the sixties and the beginning of the seventies era. We can find that in Berk (1982) as he 

explained that in the late nineteen sixty and early nineteen seventy psychometrician hurried up 

to provide bias definitions completely based on objective criteria in order to create the so called 

rigorous and accurate method for studying bias and also to be able to work on empirical 

research looking at bias in tests. The impact of both the civil rights movement and what is 

recognized as the movement of women in terms of civil rights (Cole and Zieky, 2001) in an 

increase in interest of experts in measurement research with links to fairness matters. Many 

researchers specialised in measurement research consider the concept of fairness and the issues 

related to it as complicated, undeniable and challenging. As Cole and Zieky (2001) pointes out 

the possibility of finding two main phases defining the concept of fairness related to developing 

research throughout a certain time. The first phase was working in the field of creating samples 

of fair test to be selected for use. It shed light on many of the easy processes to maintain 

fairness; although, there is a possibility to not to succeed to produce any agreement on what is 

understood as fairness and accordingly a procedure for any implementations. However, the 

second phase managed to produce samples of test item fairness which lead to much more 

productive situation in applying the samples after going through the use of many procedures. 

These procedures were purposely designed as part of increasing fairness in test items. However, 

it did not result in any method that could be proved by any form if the items were or not (Cole 
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and Zieky, 2001). It is important to link this research to the use of language in both its purposes 

(i.e. General and specific). The Libyan context is centred round using English as part of higher 

education and how that affects the concept of fairness.  

The research is mainly centred round fairness but it is also necessary to look at it from the point 

of general and specific English use. The research links to fairness with relation to the use of 

English in terms of general use as well as the academic use within the context. General English 

is a very broad term that it is related mainly to teaching language for the sake of learning it to 

communicate in the target language surrounding. The term GE always provides the learner with 

general understanding and usage of the language following the rules for teaching the four 

language skills and how to maintain a particular amount of proficiency and fluency to a specific 

level.  The term is used to represent a language course where the student attends to learn English 

either for leisure or to use in a future career and normally the certificate they obtain can be used 

only for general purpose and not for professional academic use. Normally taking a general 

langue course ends up with a general test to evaluate the achievements during the course and 

not grading. The test students experience at the last stage of any course of study is not very 

often a professional one with an international certificate it is more of a national certificate. 

Whereas, English for specific and academic purposes is often a specialised course for 

maintaining and academic achievement at a higher level. The courses in this category always 

provide training and practice for more specific uses. The learner usually know exactly what 

category he/ she should be put in. the tests following such course are sometimes recognised 

international test for obtaining specialised certificates for academic purposes such as training 

course for IELTS test are always using the test as target and the learners receive a lot of practice 

not on the general since of learning the language but always to be able to answer the test to a 

higher standards in order to obtain a specific grade required by a specific academic institute of 

a specific professional job Goga 2013 states: 
“The Difference between Academic and General English The International English Language 
Testing System (IELTS) divides the teaching of English into two categories: academic and general. 
Developed by the University of Cambridge, this separation considers English as two different 
manners of communication. Although applied to immigrants seeking to enter the United States or 
the United Kingdom, the concept applies to English-speaking citizens as well”( Para. 1)  
 

In Arabic speaking countries such as Libya general English is mainly used in all the educational 

institutions. Foreign language learning is increasingly describes and presents the target of 

learners to able to read  the foreign language literature or take advantage of  discipline by 

applying it throughout the process of learning.  For a long time, the foundations of language 

learning   were almost disappeared as you find little or none which is not proper in terms of 
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developing teaching methodology. Stern (1983) states that the first language actually a 

reference system when an individual is trying to acquire a second language. Brown (2001) 

states that foreign language learning was introduced to schools in the West but in a different 

form the ordinary learning as it was only as Latin language. The Classical Method was the 

famous method at that time used of teaching Latin language where the method entirely focused 

on presenting grammatical rules and learning by heart the target vocabulary and much of 

translating texts and exercises but only on the written for mats (Brown, 2001; Al-Jadidi, 2009; 

Richards and Rodgers, 1986). Al-Jadidi (2009) reports that the aim of teaching Latin was only 

to give an idea of academic challenge to encourage the use of logical, analytical and critical 

thinking of students rather than just using the language. That was the old classical system of 

learning which was used in the nineteenth century which is Later, was introduced as the 

grammar translation method and its focus was basically on teaching grammar to be used for 

total translation from the L2 to the L1. However, the method was widely used until it was 

replaced in many Western countries by a different kind of method that was known as direct 

method. The new method is a way of studying a language that is follower later on by the 

Communicative Approach (Al-Jadidi, 2009; Littlewood, 1983, Richards and Rodgers, 2014; 

Stern, 1983). Nevertheless, searching through in many developing countries such as Libya, 

Egypt, Oman, they are still adopting the grammar translation and until recently still a popular 

approach that is widely used in the educational system. By the twentieth century, teaching and 

learning of modern languages became very popular and so the rise of the direct translation 

method uses which became the new interest. Stern as cited in Al-Jadidi (2009) explains how 

the method is “characterised by the use of the target language as a means of instruction and 

communication in the language classroom, and by the avoidance of the first language and 

translation as a technique” (p.41). Al-Jadidi (2009) also explains how “that the direct method 

has become the orthodoxy in EFL/ESL teaching, due to the fact that in Western countries, most 

teachers do not have access to the learners’ L1” (p.41) because of the number of people 

migrated to the country who have different languages and come from a diversity of cultures 

and backgrounds. The rise in the use of the direct translation method especially among 

monolingual English speakers normally within English as a foreign language and English as a 

second language in contexts such as Western countries because of the nature of the mention 

context (Al-Jadidi, 2009; Halliwell and Jones, 1991). However, the scenario is quite different 

in those backgrounds that are not connected to any Western origin for example in the Middle 

East and in North Africa such as in Libya as well as other countries that are still trying to catch 

up with the world movement and they are still considered the third world countries. It is 
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interesting that some of the teachers could speak two languages which allows them to use their 

mother tongue in the class to help in teaching the second language. “This additional linguistic 

resource is absent in most Western native-English speaking teaching contexts and bilingual 

instruction is not usually an option for native English speaking teachers” (Al-Jadidi, 2009, p. 

41). Some other aspects like when some speakers of Arabic who are bilinguals as well may not 

be fluent enough to use that language in  

the classroom comfortably which raises the issue of fairness and reflects negatively in the 

learners. It is rich sometimes in terms of using L1 in the class room which might lead to 

completely abandoning it and that could reflect negatively on the use of learning activities (Al-

Jadidi, 2009; Wigglesworth, 2003). “For example, the first language would not be made use 

of to make the instructions comprehensible or to stimulate the communicative value of the 

activity” (Al-Jadidi, 2009, p.48).  

Big arguments between teachers as the class dominants and students about the use of such 

methods inside the classroom over what to do and what not to do in terms of belief. Which is 

a common thing when there is a number of individuals who do not speak English as their native 

language and are being taught by non-native speaker teachers. The teachers find themselves in 

a situation where they feel kind of guilty about the use of first language; although, they are not 

that proficient to teach using the second language. It is a great demand for them and sometimes 

almost impossible and that affects the assessment process which as a result raises the issue of 

fairness and how students perceive it. Most classroom teaching than adopts the use of the first 

language even in an English medium classroom like in the faculty of medicine.  

The rapid change in the assessment in the last decade makes the process of assessment of what 

has been achieved of such goals will actually influence the change in any assessment 

procedures (Birenbaum and Dochy, 1996; Dochy et. al., 1999). Thus, assessment practices 

should get an opportunity to grow gradually and individuality without being bound to coping 

of knowledge Dochy et.al (1999). Besides, the increasing needs for instruments to help in long 

term learning in societies of modern nature which will raise  the rights of learning for each 

individual  all his/her live as long as they are alive and working (Sambell and McDowell, 1997) 

Dochy et. al. (1999). In the recent years with the increase of technology and technological 

communication, the change of assessment should catch up with such changes. As the 

assessment process and methods change very fast with the spread of technology it is likely for 

the professional assessor to thing about how to catch up with this rapid change. There should 

be a new frame for what to include in an assessment practice. This means a very close look at 

the class room and a discovery of what this particular setting need. All the different setting 
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within the classroom including the back ground of the students could control what sort of 

techniques to use. The more the modranised a city, the more the assessment should be 

improved. This does not mean ignoring the old methods of assessment but they should be used 

side by side with any technological instruments available. However, in some places where the 

society is still unable to catch up with the new methods and practices of teaching and assessing 

measures, the issue of sticking to the old culture of assessment will be difficult to change by 

any means. For example, the Libyan context in both primary, secondary and higher education 

still suffer from the use of the old fashion methods of assessment and find it difficult to move 

from the culture where the exam is the only way of assessment to the other culture of assessing 

through a variety of instruments. The change in culture requires a long period of time especially 

when the country is facing different difficulties in all levels. To start the change a very long 

phase of training should be done to change this culture and that is something is almost 

impossible at this stage as the county still not recovered from the war and is going a lot of 

financial crisis. So it is possible all the time to sees the benefits of the different types of 

assessment but it is not always easy to use it. 

Although, the literature is rich with information that loads towards any piece of research, there 

are some issues round gaps in some parts of the literature. Fairness of assessment as an 

important characteristic and features of language assessment. There is no doubt that there are 

many scholars in the field who discussed the issues of fairness in exams, yet still more should 

be done to understand the frame that governs the perception of fairness. Also understand all 

the factors that have any influence in forming a foundation stone for the concept of fairness in 

specific exams.  There are many references that look at teaching English as a foreign language 

and the use of it as a medium of instruction. There is actually a need to do some work to support 

the literature related to the Libyan context as there are not many researches that has looked at 

the issue of fairness in higher education in particular. There are not many references that help 

clarify some of the aspect of fairness when English ii the medium of instruction. There is also 

a gap in the connection between the teachers and students’ views of the concept of fairness in 

general and the exam fairness in particular. There is a rich literature on assessment but there is 

a gap related to feedback from the students’ perspective. “The need to attend to the students’ 

perspective has played too small a part in research on assessment” (Broadfoot and Black, 2004, 

p.18). The gap in the literature is actually an opportunity for future research and investigation.  

This gives a large space for more research looking and perception of fairness linked to 

assessment and language teaching not only within a specific context such as the Libyan but 

many other similar contexts to it. It is an opportunity to conduct more focused research that 
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looks at all these views about perception of fairness. This current research is actually part of 

the response to work on supporting and adding new results to the literature. The study is 

challenging the availability of any frame for fairness of assessment as well as exam fairness as 

perceived by medical students.  
 

3.6 Summary 
   

To sum up, the chapter has covered both the theoretical and practical background for the study 

by considering the literature related to the topic of the study. It also assigned an important   

space to look at certain important issues. These issues are mainly related to different scholars’ 

information in the field. The researcher worked on a review of all the relevant literature to the 

research and developed good scope information for the following steps in the research. 

Reviewing the literature was very important in order to develop strong arguments about the 

research and even the results as well as giving space for future research.  The chapter is also 

has cconceptualised the terms relating to the research such as assessment, fairness and test 

administration and validity. It also has documented the key studies has been conducted in the 

field of fairness of assessment and the similarity of such studies to the main focus of this 

research. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter three 
Research methods and analysis 

3.1 Introduction 
 

This chapter focusses on the philosophical view and an overview of the methodological 

approach works in favour of the current research. The chapter also displays the main 

methodology by providing a general description of two methods of inquiry. These two modes 
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are represented in the positivist and the interpretive paradigms and used to construct and 

validate fairness in written exams. First of all, the chapter is introducing a discussion of the 

philosophical stand of the research based on the epistemology and ontology taking into account 

the social orientation. Then it provides a rational for the choice of the particular research 

paradigm, the research design and data collection methodology. The chapter also discusses the 

rationale and the construction of the tools for data collection and purpose of method use. The 

chapter will also give an account of ethical and methodological issues as well as tool credibility 

of data collection tools.  

This research aims at investigating fairness of assessment among Libyan medical students. It 

also aims to explore the framework of fairness of exams and assessment in the current context 

and how that could be applied to other similar contexts. The research is influenced by language 

testing and teaching and assessing English as a foreign language. Goudge and Gilson(2005) 

argued that in order to a chive the best practice of research it is important to combine both 

qualitative and quantitative methods. Simpson (2014) also reported that qualitative research 

has a great role in understanding respondents’ views in a context of interest and quantitative 

research is valuable in facilitating exploratory investigations of large scale nature. 

The work in phases helped the process of gathering data and makes it more organised. The first 

stage of the study using a questionnaire survey was subject to quantitative analysis whereas the 

second phase with the interview and documents was subject to qualitative analysis (Bryman 

and Cramer, 200; Cohen et al, 2000; Glaster, 1995, Milles and Huberman, 1994). The choice 

of the mixed method following the mentioned approach and data collection and analysis 

following the interpretive- constructivist assumed to make an essential and a fundamental 

contribution to the assessment and testing field of research within the Libyan context as the 

main target and other similar contexts in general. The purpose was also to help understanding 

of the perception of the concept of fairness and helping to establish a framework for fairness 

of assessment in the surgery exam. In addition, the fieldwork process was pinpointed to clarify 

the data gathering procedures as well as the design and the instrument administration. Because 

the fieldwork produced a very rich amount of data for analysis.  

 

3.2 Philosophical stand of the study  
 

A philosophical stand of any research is the key to identify the theoretical bases of any research. 

It is defined that a paradigm is the “basic belief system or worldview that guides the 

investigation” (Guba and Lincoln, 1994, p.105).  Crotty, 1998; Guba and Lincoln, 1994 state 
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that definition of a paradigm is the key to understand the nature of reality as the ontology and 

how to know things as the epistemology in addition to the research design as the methodology  

Pring (2000) states that research in general and educational research in particular have been 

constructed on several theoretical positions in order to define any social phenomena. It is 

important for a researcher to have a deep thoughtful consideration of different philosophical 

stances and positions in a competitive sense. The competition is derived from the main 

differences that can be found between positivism and interpretivism as a well-known 

theoretical stand as the frame behind understanding any social phenomena to be studied 

(Lincoln & Guba, 2000). Any social experience sometimes needs to have a deep understanding 

through understanding of the main theoretical stances. Some people would consider research 

paradigms as mental examples which can be used to take the practice lead because some other 

paradigms are more or less seen as worldviews that lasts for a long time and never changes, 

with supportive assumptions, constructs, and propositions (Greene and Caracelli, 1997; 

Morgan, 2007). It is really clear that ontologies and epistemology are matched with certain 

paradigms as they play a role in creating and recreating the suitable research argument (Pring, 

2000). On one hand, Pring also states that ontology is in fact an objective reality influenced by 

absolute natural laws while the counterpart epistemology as a linked connection between an 

observer and the observed and cannot stand apart within the positivism philosophical stand. On 

the other hand, interpretivism considers the social construction of the world as the base for 

epistemology (Weber, 2004).  Based on that Lincoln and Guba (2000) asserts how this 

understanding gives researchers the help they need to understand the philosophical situation 

through building frameworks and links with the experience obtained and becomes 

understandable. This lead us to understand that research is a systematic method that involves 

both sides of the research which are the researcher and the methods of gathering information 

that help individuals understand the different aspects of the research under exploring and 

investigation (Martens, 1998). In addition, adopting different forms of methodology that have 

been presented by different paradigms is a key to achieve the research objectives. However, 

the way to organise and conduct the research depends totally on the researcher’s knowledge in 

theory and in reality (Nunan 1992). Many researchers have reached an agreement that about 

the importance of planning to start the process of research by identifying what is the 

researcher’s general view of the research context (Mertens, 1998; Creswell, 2007; Bryman, 

2008). Avramidis and Smith (2006) state that researchers base their choice of methodology on 

several assumptions. The assumptions are influenced by the building up a picture of reality and 

nature of knowledge. The purpose after all is to comprehend the acknowledgement of the 
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implicitly or explicitly of its nature (Avramidis and Smith, 2006).  Different paradigms can be 

used in different settings depending in how the research is planned. As a result, not the 

interaction between the researcher and the topic of research that creates the results but through 

building the philosophical frameworks and links with experience. 

In social science research, the widely used paradigm is the positivist one which concentrates 

on human experience as a self-controlled behaviour examined by science methods (Cohen and 

Manion, 1994; Guba, 1990; Sparkes, 1992). Easterby-Smith et. al. (2002) has described “the 

social world exists externally, and that its properties should be measured through objective 

methods, rather than being inferred subjectively through sensation, reflection or intuition” 

(p.28). May (1997) explains how positivists do have a higher level of reassurance about 

individuals’ central understanding but actually seeking the facts that has a role in forming   any 

social experiences and do not have any concerns towards the subjective positions any 

individuals have. In fact, positivists to have beliefs about the objectivity of information or truth 

of knowledge. This knowledge is actually the center of what researchers depend on in their 

observations and the use of quantitative methods of evaluation to analyse the observed, 

gathered or experienced knowledge under any circumstances (Saunders et al, 2003; Robson, 

2002). Therefore, plausible logic and interpretations are applied to the research to be able to 

get several things such as being precise and have a level of objectivity and consistency as well 

as being able to replace experiences and internal understanding because they are the methods 

of exploring any research dilemma and establish deep investigation Aldoukalee (2013). 

Researchers emphasis positivism by the understanding how human behave and analysis their 

behaviours and follow all the studies that following the same structure in the field of the natural 

sciences Aldoukalee (2013). As established by positivists the whole social truth is actually 

maintain independency from individuals exists regardless of what these individuals have  in 

terms of sense or if they  actually lack that  (Collis and Hussey, 2003). In fact it is can be 

explained as a rule of science to provide explanations any sequence of events and then give the 

researchers a chance to be able to start  relations of  casual nature  among certain number of 

variables. Essentially, any type of research that adopts positivism is mainly logical as it depends 

on collecting and analysing any data of quantitative nature, as well as the use of highly 

structured methodologies that simplifies any subsequent imitation other researchers perform as 

well as other contexts (Saunders et al, 2003). 

Aldoukalee (2013) states that “In their focus on finding answers to questions concerning the 

‘what’, ‘why’, and ‘how’ of a situation, phenomenologists accept that these answers are 

inherently dependent upon those researching into the particular situation concerned” (p.55). 
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Practically there are these conflicting beliefs to positivism that are  held by phenomenologists/ 

interpretivism, who consider that real world is a sequence of  social constructions when 

individuals are responsible for providing meaning to it and so being subjective and internal 

(Collis and Hussey, 2003; Hussey and Hussey, 1997). Easterby-Smith et al. (2004) state that 

in such types of research more focus is always given to how meaning constructed and not to 

the measurements in addition to  the ways individuals can understand the world based on 

exchange of ideas and distributing the experiences they have gained through the use of 

language as medium of communication. Easterby-Smith (1991) states that phenomenologists 

do their best to comprehend and clarify specific phenomena based on internal causes rather 

than looking for external causes or basic laws. Because in order to get to the point where it is 

possible to understand what is meant by reality, it is important to explore any information about 

a situation deeply Remenyi et. al. as cited in Saunders et. al. (2003).  And because there are 

various types of situations, it must be reported that in most times all interpretations differ 

among those involved in a comparison. So it is important than to report that there are many 

processes with social background that are powerful in how they manage to make such these 

interpretations (Saunders et al, 2003). 

 The interpretive which focuses on the individual and understanding the world of objective 

experience Cohen and Lincoln, 1991.  As Creswell (1994) notes positivism and interpretivism 

provide different interpretations of the social world. Creswell (1994) also points out that a 

positivist is an empiricist, a realist and a believer in objective research, who focuses upon 

experimental, quantitative and statistical methods. Creswell notes that it is typical for 

quantitative data to allow any standard and objective comparisons in an instrument to be made. 

That comparison is based on the systematic manner of a complete descriptions of any situations 

or a specific phenomenon. In contrast, an interpretivists’ views of reality are shaped by personal 

interpretations (Cohen et. al., 2000). Interpretivists believe that the key to understanding their 

social world is found in interpreting the experiences that represents their social reality (Bogden 

and Biklen, 1992) and makes educational research are far more different than ‘hard science’ 

research (Bogdan and Knopp-Biklen, 2003). Research can be based on a fundamental 

difference between the study of natural objects and human beings (Crossley and Vulliamy, 

1997; Vulliamy et al, 1990). Here we can see that humans interpret reality differently according 

to social constructs (Morrison, 2002). There is a link between individuals’ experience and 

needs in education Morrison (2002) argues that “all educational research needs to be grounded 

in people’s experience” (p.18).  
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For this particular research which inquires to investigate the students’ perception of fairness 

and the frameworks for fair exams, both positivist and interpretivist paradigms seem to be the 

appropriate paths to explore and understand the study phenomena. The reason for that is framed 

by the nature of the research as the main purpose is not to make any hypotheses or just view 

reality but to understand that reality through perception of the fairness of assessment held by 

the participants. Therefore, it is more suitable for the study to adopt both paradigms which will 

help the researcher to explore the social reality and experience through developing meaning by 

the participants as they have the key role in this research. 

Data that focuses on personal experiences is called qualitative data which comes in the form of 

words that are full of various sorts of descriptions and explanations about several processes in 

specific settings (Cohen et. al., 2000). They further note, with qualitative data, it can be 

specifically see the actual events that was the reason behind resulting consequences and 

productive descriptions can be obtained. Qualitative research enables a thorough exploration 

of the perspectives of the research participants and highlights significant details invisible to the 

outsider. Patton (1990) explains what paradigm as a term means 
“a world view, a general perspective, a way of breaking down the complexity of the real world. As 

such paradigms are deeply embedded in the socialization of adherents and practitioners telling them 

what is important, what is legitimate, what is reasonable. Paradigms are normative; they tell the 

practitioner what to do without the necessity of long existential or epistemological consideration’’ 

(p.37) 

 

In one hand, the positivist is always referred to as the quantitative research while the 

interpretive is presented as qualitative research (Elhensheri, 2004). Cohen and Lincoln (1991) 

points out that quantitative research aims at discovering causal relationship between different 

groups by using controlled and objective instruments if research which results mainly on 

placing little emphasis on individual behaviors. In order to prove or deny certain hypotheses, 

numerical data are collected for statistical analysis with the purpose of reproducing or 

generalizing the findings in the context. In the other hand, qualitative research is seeking 

subjective reality through naturalistic, uncontrolled data collection procedures for expanding 

the knowledge of phenomena through the exploration of the exploration of the individual’s 

information of mind in their subjective manner (Cohen, Manion and Morrison 2000; 

Kincheloe, 1991). Avramidis and Smith (1999) suggest some names for paradigms including 

positivism and intreprtivism  
“Although trying to categorize all educational and psychological research into a few paradigms is a 

complex, and perhaps impossible, task, there are three major paradigms currently operating in the 
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social sciences: positivism/postpositivism; interpretivism/constructivism; and critical theory. 

Moreover, given that often there is little paradigmatic purity and the fact that different labels are 

used in different texts, the task of identifying paradigms becomes even more perplexing” (p.27)  

 

Looking through the previous definitions of quantitative and qualitative research it is 

understandable that they should not be viewed as mutually exclusive. Basically, the 

combination of these two methods will serve the purpose of this research in particular 

wheretriangulation with help looking at the research from different perspectives (Cohen and 

Manion 2000). Cohen and Manion (2000) argue that when a study adopts different techniques 

of data collection it is expected to gather rich quantitative data for generalising the results and 

qualitative in-depth data for providing explanations of the finding. One specific method of data 

collection could bind the generated data and that might affect how trustworthy the findings are. 

Besides, social reality is understood clearly in a social context that has an important and an 

obvious effect on the ways humans construct and interpret social reality (William and Burden, 

1997). However, within a social context achieving a better understanding of social reality is 

important. The reason why participants should be treated as active contributors to the 

interpretive process they are taking part in. Here comes the belief that each mode of enquiry is 

part of the exploratory nature of the research and the table below shows the preposition of 

qualitative and quantitative modes of inquiry as cited by Glesne and Peshkin (1992). 

Aldoukalee (2013) compared the positive mode to the interpretive-constructivist mode in terms 

of assumption. She reports that the positivist mode assumes that social realities have an 

objective reality where variables can be identified and relationships measured for the purpose 

of making predictions, generalise and provide causal explanations. The purpose is served 

through establishing hypotheses and theories and controlling the use of formal instruments and 

conducting deductive experiential processes to provide the researcher with the role through two 

main points: Detachment and impartiality and Objective portrayal.  

Whereas the interpretive-constructivist mode assumes that the reality to be socially constructed 

with complex variables that are difficult to measure having an insider point of view. The reason 

is to gain specific things including understanding, interpreting and contextualising certain 

perspectives through the use of  research as an inductive and naturalistic instrument followed 

by descriptive write up rather than abstract language. The researcher in the interpretive –

constructivist mode is personally involved with the research and has an emphatic understanding 

of it (Aldoukalee, 2013). 
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The philosophy of the research is a reflection of the manner in which knowledge is thought 

through to be progressing and so seems to have an influence on the way research can be 

established and managed as stated by Saunders et. al. (2003). Thus, it is basically clarifying the 

importance of understanding and accepting any issues associated with philosophy. As a result, 

it will be possible to make explanations and clarification about the process of designing a 

research to give some advice for success (Easterby-Smith et al, 2002). Typically, a researcher’s 

philosophical stands can be divided into two main types in the social sciences as identified by 

scholars without ignoring any of the other research philosophies for example, interpretive-

constructivist mode of inquiry. These philosophies are identified in terms of these two the 

phenomenological and the positivist (; Collis and Hussey, 2003; Hussey and Hussey, 1997; 

Easterby-Smith et al, 2002; Saunders et. al., 2007 Aldoukalee, 2013). 

According to Mertens (2005a) “researcher’s theoretical orientation has implications for every 

decision made in the research process, including the choice of method” (p.7). The choice of 

method is based on  the main aim of the research to understand social realities and human 

perception that is still unchanged or corrupted. Besides to uncover the many features 

documented through natural language and represent as closely as possible how people feel and 

what knowledge they have. The choice can help to find out any concerns, fears, beliefs, 

perceptions and understandings of reality (Ernest, 1994; Bennett et all., 1994). 

However, the aim is not to search social reality through a set of instruments, the aim is to get 

to the point where students’ perception of fairness not only clearly understood in a medical 

high-stake exam but also taken into consideration by the stakeholders (i.e. administrators, 

policy makers, language teachers and medical tutors). Currently there is no clear framework 

that a fair test operates within. An invaluable aim is to find out where the present situation of 

exam fairness stands within the recent trends of testing and assessment education. Accordingly, 

in the context of this research, respondents are understood from the constructivist perspective 

to be the theory builders who develop patterns and construct theories of action from the 

experience they have gained in life (White and Gunstone, 1992). 

The choice of interpretive-constructivist mode of inquiry side by side with the positivist inquiry 

is totally based on the probability to get the informants to express themselves where the social 

interpretation of reality unfolds definitions of their situations which are based on the things that 

make the natural social world (Ernest, 1994). Thus, taking the research into the mixed method 

domain will help overcome so many problems. Patton as cited in De Lisle (2011) reports that 

because the interest is high in the use mixed methods, the grow in the movement is noticeable 

“wherever I go there’s a crescendo buzz about mixed methods that may prove to be a tipping 
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point. Or may not. There are important counter forces a foot in the land” (Patton as cited in De 

Lisle, 2011, p. 89). Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) define the studies that use a various number 

of methods as those use a combination of both the qualitative and quantitative approaches as a 

main part of any research’s methodology of either a single phase or multiphase study. They 

also show that studies may use styles that can be mixed in many aspects either by using the 

methods in sequence or by the means of conducting the study using the methods in tandem or 

both at the same time. For instance, a researcher can begin a research following the qualitative 

path by the means of using open-ended ethnographic interviews then follow them by a 

quantitative questionnaire survey as a tool for data to be gathered for analysis through the use 

of statistical methods. Thus, the mixed-method may be helpful for obtaining an overview 

through a large sample while simultaneously drawing on in-depth data. The reason behind the 

choice of using mixed methods is to enhance and supplement data gathered also using one 

method or another is a matter of fitness for purpose (Cohen et al, 2000; Bryman, 2004). 

Furthermore, there is no doubt that the research problem could play a role in directing the 

researcher to make choice of what methods to use either quantitative or qualitative or both of 

them as mixed designed strategy is normally used in researches to supplement and complement 

the ideas of the research (Bryman, 1992). The adoption of a research design using different 

types of methods to gather and interpret data is really helpful to build a balance between how 

weak is one method that can be strengthen by how strong is another which is referred to as 

methodological triangulation. ‘The process of triangulation provides fewer errors from the 

drawing of inappropriate conclusions based on one data set and thereby enhances the data’s 

validity (Arksey and Knight, 1999). Data is then interpreted from both angles through the use 

of a mixed method (Blaikie, 2003). 

The purpose here is to gain a full picture of the research phenomenon under the research in 

addition to gaining understanding of what fairness of educational assessment and testing in 

Libya is like. In order to establish the investigation of the target situation, the research benefits 

from questionnaires and interviews for data collection. Questioners were used for many 

purposes but mainly to gather first hand data that gives a general understanding of the issue. 

Accordingly, the researcher considers the interpretive mode of inquiry so it can assistance the 

development and improvement of the context in Libya which mainly concentrate on the use of 

questionnaires at the first stage (Dughri, 1980; Ghafir, 1987; Salama, 2002). 

As the more accessible way to approach participants, people used to research through handing 

in questionnaires and asking participants to fill them in anonymously because questionnaires 

are commonly used as data collection instruments (Oppenheim, 1992). But questionnaires can 
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also be used to facilitate the access to the participants for further interviews. Always the 

research context can influence the instrument to be used especially when people find it difficult 

to express their opinion openly. Generally, the Libyan context is more in favor of positivistic 

mode of inquiry in which research findings were based on people’s saying whilst expressing 

their actual views openly is something that has almost been absent from the research agenda 

(Elhensheri, 2004). The reason behind that is mostly related to the researchers who find 

themselves using data collection instruments that are suitable for their own representation of 

reality and not as seen by their participants. Following triangulation of information gathered 

through the use of mixed methods as mentioned by (Patton, 1990) the element of generalisation 

may not be the goal of the naturalistic inquiry.  

After the choice of the research topic comes the step to design the study which requires the 

selection of the research paradigm (Creswell, 1994). Guba and Lincoln (1994) suggests that a 

paradigm is represented with a group of simplified ideasand values directly linked toa group 

of ultimate or fundamental philosophies and signifies general understanding that offers 

explanation for individuals of how the world is developed as well as “the range of possible 

relationships to that world and its parts” (p.107). Thus, basic assumptions, just like ontological, 

epistemological as well as methodological, underpin each paradigm (Blaikie, 1993; Cohen et. 

al., 2000; Creswell, 1994; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Ontology concerns the nature of the social 

reality (Blaikie, 1993; Creswell, 1994), epistemology deals with “the justification, truth, and 

the accessibility of reality in the search for knowledge” (Walker and Evers, 1997, p 22) and 

methodology concerns describing, analyzing and justifying the process of conducting the 

research (Blaikie, 1993; Cohen et al., 2000). The ontological assumption leads to the 

epistemological assumption which has implications on the methodological assumption and the 

choice of particular data collection methods (Blaikie, 1993). Cohen et. al. (2000) explains that 

unlike methodology, methods are a group of varied number of approaches researcher adopt in 

educational research to collect important information sufficient to develop the main inquiry, 

implications and interpretations to predict, investigate, verify and explain logically. There are 

about 122 research paradigms but it seems that the quantitative and the qualitative paradigm 

dominate the literature: (Blaikie, 1993; Cohen et al., 2000; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). While 

the quantitative paradigm derives from the positivist philosophy as part of the social domain is 

viewed as identical to the natural world and could be investigated in the same ways, the 

qualitative (interpretive) paradigm rejects the positivist philosophy and supports the notion that 

there is a basic difference between the social world and the natural world (Blaikie, 1993; 

Bryman, 2001; Cohen et. al., 2000, Creswell, 1994; Guba and Lincoln, 1994; Robson, 2003). 
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The two paradigms, quantitative and qualitative, are established on other types of ontological 

and epistemological assumptions. Based on the views of two paradigms on reality and 

knowledge, two methodologies have emerged: the quantitative and the qualitative 

methodology and were adopted for the purpose of this research and the main methods were 

used (Creswell, 1994; 2003; Guba and Lincoln, 1994). Taking into account the ontological, 

epistemological and methodological claims of paradigms based on the quantitative and 

qualitative research as explained by Blaikie (1993) Bryman and Burgess (1999) and Creswell 

(1994). 
 

3.3 Methodology  
 
In the overview above the researcher tried to give a clear picture of the stand of the study within 

the paradigms and lay the grounds for the position adopted by the research. However, this has 

had implications for the researcher’s role and procedures of the data collection process and the 

analysis phase. The research benefits from the use of both quantitative and qualitative 

instruments for the data collection and so uses a design of an explanatory mixed-method nature. 

Creswell, et. al (2006) identified mixed-method research as both ‘a methodology and method’ 

(p.1). For a researcher to understand a research problem there will be the process of the research 

design to achieve the purpose of the research “a procedure for collecting, analyzing, and 

‘mixing’, or integrating both quantitative and qualitative data at some stage of the research 

process within a single study for the purpose of gaining a better understanding of the research 

problem” Ivankova, Creswell and Stick (2006) (p. 3). 

Different matters of the research process are associated with several things starting from the 

philosophical stance to the approach and strategy deployed to collecting and analysing data 

Saunders et al (2007) suggested about how to conduct a piece of research. 

After making all the required decisions to choose an approach, the second stage was to make 

the necessary considerations of what to use in terms of strategy to cover the main aims of the 

research and make the choices based on the options available (Velde et al, 2004; Yin, 2003). 

In order to choose from these options, a researcher worked within a frame that used different 

assumptions. These assumptions cover the epistemological, ontological and axiological besides 

all the other considerations of the nature of the research that a researcher can choose 

Aldoukalee (2013). Yin (2003) argues that all types of research including those use 

experiments or surveying information, or presenting history, or examining information and 

even case studies, are considered candidates in a wide competition and each one of them is 
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trying to prove its position. However, there are some cases where there should be consideration 

of the choice of the research strategy and decide when it is best to be used Yin (2003). These 

conditions are varied because of differences in research questions and how can be controlled 

by the researcher to understand the behavior and the degree of concentration on the modern 

field while connecting it to events happened in the past.  

Primarily the choice of a strategy should be based on the type of research questions Yin (2003). 

It was a complicated process for the researcher to develop a suitable research question since 

the researcher should be sure of the way to form the questions to ensure the possibility of 

finding answers related to the research claim and linked to the objectives to be achieved by a 

research see chapter two. Saunders et al. (2007) also state that the use of a specific type of 

research strategy such as a survey is widely used by researchers and very common in social 

research. The purpose of the use is primarily to help answering research questions by using 

what as a question word and build the claim. Generally, a research that uses surveys aims, 

mainly to help in exploring a specific claim of a research that has a descriptive nature. Because 

that allows researchers to achieve the results that represents the data searched and counts the 

whole populations in a very efficient way in terms of finance Aldoukalee (2013). 

Robson (2002) says that there is no doubt about surveys and how they can be consisted the 

more realistic research strategies apart from methods, given the fact that they actually represent 

an inclusive approach that can be used for any social research in a successful way. The 

researcher agrees with that taking on board the idea of establishing the research and building 

tools to answer the research questions. Denscombe (2003) also states that even with the use of 

survey method as an inclusive strategy there is also a possibility to make use of other methods 

such as questionnaire, interviews, documents and observation as research methods to answer a 

research question. Actually, there is a wide open range of successful businesses that work 

mainly with conducting surveys for specific purposes to help large scale research to fulfill their 

demands and there is a specific market growing in this field. Nowadays, people from all sorts 

of professions or even non professions are frequently asked to take part in survey research for 

one reason or another. To develop a definition for the word survey it is very possible to do from 

different points of view but the main idea is the same. Basically, a survey can be defined in 

terms of the positivistic nature as a methodology that uses a sample from a specific chosen 

population by a researcher in order to investigate and make extrapolations of that sample but 

genalise it over the whole population involved in a particular research (Collis and Hussey, 

2003). Gray (2005) also asserts that it is “a detailed and quantified description of a population 

- a precise map or a precise measurement of potential it involves the systematic collecting of 
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data” (p.99). Zikmund (2002) states that it is “A research technique in which information is 

gathered from a sample of people by using a questionnaire or interview; a method of data 

collection based on communication with a representative sample of individuals” (p. 175). In 

this research the use of a survey was chosen for several reasons. First of all is the underlying 

philosophical position for the study has a great role in exploring and understanding realities 

through the research claims. Second is the nature of some of the research questions which start 

with the question word “what”. Basically, the best way to answer such questions is by adopting 

a method of survey approach. The benefits are to help researchers to be objective from the field 

of research. This process in fact helps minimising the degree of bias in analysing any data 

collected. The survey approach also assists the researcher to be in control of the research 

process (Saunders, 2007). Finally, is the time limit in any PhD study especially when the 

context where the research takes place is affected by other issues such as conflict zones and a 

civil war. It is expected that participants under such a pressure may have fear for their lives and 

the use of a survey made it easier and safer for people to participate in any research. In addition, 

surveys as instruments are considered less intrusive and easier than other methods when 

collecting general data in extenuating circumstances.  

Ivankova et al. (2006) state that in general it is clear that the use of one method or another is 

not sometimes sufficient and so the use of a qualitative or a quantitative by themselves doesn’t 

catch the details of certain situations. As a result, the use of combination of methods is 

sometimes the best way in order to achieve a stronger analysis based on the strength of each of 

the methods combined (Ivankova et al., 2006). Therefore, the use of a design that adopts mixed 

methods gains several advantages for a research including insurance of creativity in collecting 

data that is rich and gains strong findings (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie and Turner, 2007). But these 

are not the only advantages considered. Like any design, mixed methods have disadvantages 

and attract lots of criticism from interpretive qualitative researchers who think that mixed 

methods researches are mainly used in favour of quantitative research and to some extent gives 

qualitative research a secondary position instead (Howe, 2004; Creswell et al., 2006).  

However, some researchers argue that it is effective if the interpretive community give 

qualitative research the chance to have a key role in mixed method research as the design 

enhances logical explanation of social nature (Mason ,2006; Creswell et.al,2006). They also 

agreed that studies adopt mixed methods design may get more value on the qualitative phase 

than the quantitative one. Creswell et. al. point out that “The signs of this priority might include: 

the wording of the title, explicit identification of a guiding worldview, the primary aim in a 

purpose statement, the use of more space for qualitative than quantitative in the article, or a 
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more in-depth analysis of the qualitative themes than the statistical results” (2006, p. 3). There 

are many research designs that benefit from the use of the mixed method design and a great 

number of them are of a great success (Creswell, 2014). Creswell also referenced that mixed 

method studies include convergent parallel and sequential mixed-methods. An example of 

these research is reported by Tashakkori and Teddlie (1998) where different phases (qualitative 

and quantitative) followed each other ‘a qualitative phase of a study and then a separate 

quantitative phase or vice versa’ (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998, p.46). Mertens (2010) provided 

a description of one of the mixed method design which is the sequential mixed methods design 

and provided details as follows: 
“…. answers one type of question by collecting and analyzing two types of data. Inferences are 
based on the analysis of both types of data. A sequential design is one in which the conclusions that 
are made on the basis of the first strand lead to formulation of questions, data collection, and data 
analysis for the next strand. The final inferences are based on the results of both strands of the study. 
In some cases, the second strand/phase of the study is used to...provide further explanation for 
unexpected findings in the first strand “(p.300). 
 

In exploratory sequential design Creswell (2014) then includes two types. The first one is the   

exploratory design where the first phase of collecting and analysing data is a qualitative one 

then followed by a quantitative one including using the findings from the first phase to develop 

a quantitative. The second one is the explanatory design, where a quantitative phase is used for 

collecting data and then followed by a qualitative phase. This type of design has a specific 

justification of use which is explained by Ivankova et al. “the quantitative data and their 

subsequent analysis provide a general understanding of the research problem. The qualitative 

data and their analysis refine and explain those statistical results by exploring participants’ 

views in more depth” (2006, p.5). On one hand, the purpose of such design is to enable any 

research to develop more in depth exploratory study based on the use of several methods of 

research. On the other hand, this design will require a “lengthy time and feasibility of resources 

to collect and analyze both types of data” (Ivankova et al. , 2006, p.5). 

Quantitative and qualitative research are affected by criticism overtime which means that both 

approaches are not free from strengths and weaknesses. “That said, they have both survived in 

research work for many years, and it is clear that certain studies are better pursued using one 

approach, while others fare better with the other” Aldoukalee (2013, p. 64). In terms of the 

approach, there are some variances comparing. On one hand, the quantitative approaches with 

its idea of extracting  values from numbers in a form of  numerical data as well as an analysis 

that is conducted through the use of diagrams and statistical calculation representing the 

findings and of course. On the other hand, the qualitative approaches that are based on word 
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expression of meanings and working on data categorising as well as an analysis that is based 

on conceptualisation Dey (1993) 

Data from phase one were collected and analyse to establish the developing of a theoretical 

understanding (see chapter four) It is used as guiding for phase two data collection (see chapter 

five). The findings from both phases were used later for the overall interpretation of results 

(see chapter six). Both phases have their value on the research and both received emphasis 

throughout the research process starting from the design as both phases share the answers to 

the research questions. Exploring perception of fairness within medical students in a specific 

context was demanding the start with the quantitative phase to explore and understand the main 

issues. Followed by the qualitative phase get in-depth exploratory phase of the collected 

information in order to help building on the theoretical framework, answering research 

questions and achieving data collection (Ivankova et al., 2006; Cresswell and Clark, 2007; 

Tashakkori and Teddle, 2003). This research has prioritised the qualitative data collection and 

data analysis and the decision was mainly based on the purpose of the research and the research 

questions especially as research is linked to understanding the social world. Research justified 

that the choice of the method is manly related to the research purpose especially when 

investigating a matter that is based on “a social constructionist standpoint, aim to achieve an 

understanding of the participants’ social world and how they construct their views within the 

context where they work” (Grada, 2014, p. 119). 

 

3.3.1 Methodology issues  
 
As the study is targeting the Libyan context in particular, the possibilities of some 

methodological problems related to both the social setting and the background culture of the 

Libyan society in general and this research in particular were likely to appear. These 

methodological issues should be highly considered since the Libyan context could bring in rich 

features that could have influence in the methodology of the research studies in human science 

in Libya. If we look at the educational research, we can find that the positivistic paradigm may 

dominate the scene because it considers the educational experiences observable and 

quantifiable (Abofarwa, 1988 and Ghafir, 1987). The case is that any educational research 

working within the Libyan context is expected to be measurable and devisable and always 

objective. The problem is that working within conservative societies where people’s opinions 

could be mistakenly taken for granted or are not understood appropriately as has been stated in 

Clandinin as cited by Elhensheri (2004); it is not easy to conduct a research avoiding the use 
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of the dominant positivist approach due to the collectivist nature of the Libyan society where 

the participants may show reservations about voicing their opinion openly (Elhensheri, 2004). 

The reason why taking this approach in this study is unique in a way within the positivist 

research tradition. The unsettled political situation and the ongoing problems had affected the 

process as well as functioning within a tight time frame and difficult circumstances. These 

circumstances required a method that could serve the purpose without affecting as much as 

possible the quality of the data.  

Bogdan and Knopp-Biklen (2003) suggests that for the research to be successful the methods 

of the research should be reliable enough to be coherent with the reasons exemplified by the 

methodology. The choice of using the interpretive approach in a research could make a lot of 

contributions to the field and also opening new aspects that are promising and rewarding 

(Elhensheri, 2004).  

Carrying on with the research following the mentioned approach was complicated. The 

challenging process put many constrains on the data collection. Elhensheri (2004) states that 

difficulty comes from using a paradigm that addresses people who have their own perception 

and construct of reality the reason the research context was questionnaire and interview based. 

In this case the questionnaire in the first phase was like a key to open the door to the second 

phase by providing general understanding of the main factors and help the participants to have 

their say in the second phase. The process in the first phase also can be considered as the 

foundation for the interviews in the second phase but did not actually control them. The general 

information from the questionnaire helped having a grasp of the overall issue but not a precise 

picture of the situation. The phased design is used to enhance the work in the research and 

conceptualise and measure fairness (Straten et al. 2002; Hall et al. 2002; Zheng et al. 2002).  

Any research encounters constraints based on the cultural values as well as certain ethical 

issues, which are beyond the researcher’s control; to be considered when doing the data 

collection. These issues will be discussed later in this chapter. Therefore, these issues where 

toughened by social and cultural factors related to the participants. Also some of the 

methodological issues introduced by the study were manly connected with research studies on 

assessment and language testing in terms of social and cultural values (Kitzinger, 1995)  

These findings of previous research methodologically indicate that the students can articulate 

their perceptions if they have been given the chance to speak up their minds and give their 

opinions. And that is why implementing more than one approach in the Libyan context could 

was valuable and emphasises the importance of studying the target research context. The 

constructivist is clearly reflected in the mainstream of language research. Especially those 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=Kitzinger%20J%5Bauth%5D
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reseaches which are based on interpretive modes of inquiry. Hence, this study had highlighted 

the effectiveness of using the interpretive-constructivist in exploring the facts of the research. 

But to be clear that the arguments in adopting this position was not intended to debate the 

positivistic paradigm of the experimental frame of inquiry as much as taking advantage of the 

use of mixed methods and find a research stand that is not under one paradigm. Eventually, it 

is really important to state here that adopting the interpretive paradigm to investigate the 

students’ perception of fairness of exams when English is the medium of instruction, is in fact 

the suitable philosophical stand when exploring multiple realities. The realities that are found 

in students’ perception of fairness in exams and views regarding the framework that controls 

the perception of fairness of assessment when English is the mode of delivering the knowledge. 

Fairness of assessment is a general concept that is full of complexities within the situational 

dynamics and so it is more justifiable to understand it through the variation of realities that are 

constructed socially in the target context. Accordingly, philosophical assumptions of this 

research are mainly about understanding reality in order to develop an improved clear picture 

of participants’ perception of fairness within the research context. 

 

3.4 Data collection methods 
 
 
As mentioned earlier, this study benefits from the use of two structured approaches in order to 

investigate the medical students’ perception of fairness in a high-stake exam. These approaches 

were interpreted into two phases: a quantitative stage using a questionnaire as the start phase 

followed by a qualitative stage using interviews for the second phase. The questionnaire 

function as a tool to be used for elicitation, recording and collecting of information 

(Kirakowski, 2000). Because of the nature of research, it was agreed upon the appropriateness 

of the use of mixed methods and consequently the use of a quantitative method like a 

questionnaire as a tool of inquiry. Scholars suggest that “research paradigms and research 

methodology has recently revealed that quantitative methods may be used for exploratory 

purposes with an inductive theoretical drive” (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 1998, p.193). Scholars 

such as Guba and Lincoln also supported the idea of using mixed methods as the use of them 

makes a “good sense” (2005, p.200). 

 A questionnaire was designed, piloted and administrated to a sample of participants who are 

the fifth year medical students in a Libyan university. The second approach benefits from 
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utilising semi-structured interviews with samples derived from the main questionnaire. Figure 

3.1 shows the research framework of the study.  

 

FIGURE 3.1 RESEARCH METHODOLOGICAL FRAMEWORK 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Because of the nature of the study the researcher has chosen to use the questionnaire as the 

most suitable method to gather information for an exploratory purpose. Questionnaires are 

frequently used as a research tool in general education research especially when exploring 

views and opinions is intended to be searched (Oppenheim, 1992). They are also some of the 

low coast instruments for collecting data (Bell, 1987). They are also a source of providing 

valuable data with no embarrassment of participants who can answer freely to their 

convenience (Cohen and Manion, 1994; Oppenheim, 1992). A questionnaire would give some 

different types of information from a large sample that can be analysed quantitatively or 

qualitatively (Bell, 1987; Nunan, 1992; Oppenheim, 1992)    

As an old lecturer, the researcher managed to gain access to the research field and was 

introduced to some of the students by some of my older colleagues who are still teaching at the 

faculty of medicine and also a friend who is an administrator at the department of surgery. That 

helped the researcher to introduce the topic and provide them with more information about the 

purpose of the study, reminding them that their contribution is voluntary and they could contact 

the researcher via e-mail or mobile if they need any more clarification before they take part in 

the questionnaire. This process helped developing a good possibility to establish some sort of 

relationship with the participants. In fact, many students had actually contacted the researcher 

Quantitative phase 
Designed questionnaire for medical students. 
Using Factor analysis (SPSS)  
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Semi-structured interviews with students, course 
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to ask more questions about the study and the purpose of the questionnaire. In addition to that 

a post on the Facebook page of the faculty introducing the topic and recruiting students to take 

part was a successful channel of communication as many students used Facebook to message 

their questions and to show their interest to take part on the research.  

During the second phase of data collection, the researcher has recorded the interviews using a 

high definition voice recorder. The duration of the interviews with the students has varied 

between 45 minutes to an hour and a half while the interviews with the lectures has varied 

between an hour and an hour and a half. Two of the lecturers’ interviews took place in their 

workplace and the time was based on their availability after teaching sessions whereas one of 

the interviews was conducted in the participant’s house for family reasons. All the participants 

agreed to have their voices recorded; however, the lecturers wanted to do their own recordings 

and asked for a copy of mine as well. The students’ interviews have taken place in several 

locations mostly at the comfort of their homes. Only three of them were recorded at the 

administrator’s office at the faculty of medicine who was a former college of the researcher. 

 

   3.4.1 Phase one (Quantitative) 
 

Punch (2005) defines a quantitative research as an experiential piece of work that is linked 

directly to numbers and numerical calculations. Collis and Hussey (2003) explains that 

quantitative research is part of working with several variables to search a specific phenomenon 

following a specific mode of evaluation. Consequently, any research follows the process of 

calculation variables in a study about any particular field of research is categorised as a 

quantitative research which technically depends on a unique system that is mainly an 

instrument that works through statistics Hancock (1998). (Maykut and Morehouse, 1994) 

explain that those adopt the quantitative approach are mainly adopting the whole concept of 

using numbers to evaluate variables and confirm results of any individual’s behaviour as part 

of the data collection process. This notion is always facing disagreement and even rejection by 

those who adopt the interpretive paradigm (Van Maanen, 1983). In fact, many scholars suggest 

that the research could have been conducted using a more in-depth “qualitative design 

qualitative research designs such as narrative inquiry and phenomenology” (Garada, 2014, 

p.120). The other methodologies might have given the research participants an opportunity to 

give more detailed accounts of their views. However, scholars proved that a mixed method 

design is suitable when the research inquires students’ perception as there is an opportunity for 
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many patterns to emerge and then explored by the use of other methods such as interviews 

(Lamb, 2007).   

3.4.1.1 Questionnaire development and Item generation 
 

The choice to use a questionnaire for data collections as the starting point of the research 

investigation was based on the research design in order to have a preliminary understanding of 

the research phenomenon. It is a technique that is used to generate and evaluate the items for 

use. In fact, the phenomenon under the study was not the only contextual reason to influence 

the choice of the data collection instrument but also other reasons such as the use of an 

instrument based on the familiarity to the participants and this instrument was widely used in 

Arabic background research within the educational domain “familiar in Arabic educational 

research contexts” ( Grada, 2014, p.123) and so that apply to the Libyan educational research  

context. (Maxwell’s 1998, p. 236), recommended that when a researcher is choosing his/her 

method of data should take into account all the research situations and not just depend on the 

research questions and find out the things that work better to obtain the required. Within the 

Libyan context, the participant is more familiar with questionnaires and so feel more confident 

taking part on studies use a questionnaire as an instrument.   

 On the whole, in order to use a method that adopts surveying it simply means the work should 

start by using certain techniques to generate items and develop a questionnaire and move to 

data collection stage as a matter of fact Burgess (2001). Burgess identifies a serious of steps in 

the procedure of questionnaire development as displayed in Figure 3.2 

FIGURE 3.2SURVEY DESIGN PROCESS (BURGESS, 2001) 
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aims and the requirements of the topic to be searched. In this research, the first phase started 

with the choice of the instrument and the design of the questionnaire that was guided by the 

desire to understand the research’s main ideas as seen from the participants’ expectations rather 

than the researcher’s. Based on the nature of the research and the supporting literature, the 

researcher hade a specific decision about the type of questionnaire to use for the sake of 

achieving the targeted aims of research. Saunders et. al. (2007) classified a number of different 

types of questionnaires such as self-administrated forms which include online, postal or face 

to face questionnaires and the later was adopted by this research. 

Referring to the classification of Saunders et. al. there is a variation in the level of contact with 

participants through these formats. The level of interaction can be controlled by the research 

nature and design. Scholars suggest that there are several kinds of survey questionnaires vary 

from the traditional to the use of more modranised technological communication (Zikmund, 

2000; Czaja and Blair, 1996). A researcher should take into consideration the time and effort 

of the participants and always appreciate the fact that they are giving these things voluntary 

and no obligations involved. This applies to all sort of research instruments where participants 

are sharing their time and effort to contribute to a specific research. Each one of the above 

approaches has its own benefits and difficulties and so choosing one should be decided 

carefully based on the research design. Many circumstances might affect the choice of a 

specific instrument and how to conduct the data collection.  

Any type of instrument has advantages and disadvantages that should be taken into 

consideration when starting a research. In face to face instruments an attention should be given 

to several things including the time limit, effort and cost of such an approach Aldoukalee 

(2013). There is no doubt that time is an issue in a PhD. research and the process was time 

consuming especially with a sample of a large number of participants, however; the researcher 

managed to ensure that all the participants were willing to contribute their time and effort and 

have a close inspection of the instrument (Aldoukalee, 2013). Thus, facilitating and 

administrating the questionnaire by the researcher has given a big opportunity to interact with 

the participants and so answer questions about the tool of data collection. Because of the 

revolutionary era of the internet, social media such as Facebook has helped in recruiting 

participants even if it is not used directly with the instrument itself. The modern use of data 

collection instruments could be cheap and very efficient (Dommeyer and Moriarty 2000; 

Sheehan and Hoy, 1999) but the nature and the context of this research had affected the choice 

of more traditional instruments to collect data. And again, due to the sensitivity of the situation 

in Libya, this form also was eliminated for that reason. Taking into account that modern 
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instruments are highly criticised by many scholars as the participants are not considered a good 

representation of the entire population and so the results may not be credible in terms of 

generalisation (Sheehan and Hoy, 1999).  

The design of the questionnaire was influenced by the research questions and the initial step 

was to generate a large pool of items” that are contenders for inclusion in the final scale” 

(Simpsons, 2014, p. 77). In the process of generating items, a great attention should be given 

to the number of items to develop and their characters. Research in fairness certainly contains 

many themes but there should be control on the numbers as it is a process of sampling 

(Oppenheim, 1992). Moreover, the items are in fact only a fraction of the unlimited numbers 

that can be developed based on the themes. The process results in a production of a large 

number of items more than that is needed for the actual data collection. Oppenheim (1992) 

suggest that a typical pool of items include between sixty and a hundred items. It is good to 

have a large pool for piloting as part of questionnaire development taking into account the inter 

consistency and item correlation (DeVellis, 2003). The process helps the researcher to have the 

opportunity to make selections and eliminate items as required after piloting. Sometimes it is 

easier to abstract than to add items (Reise, Waller and Comrey, 2000).  

The questionnaire was divided into seven sections with five categories. The first section 

contained statements stating ideas about the design of the exam. Then the second section was 

about preparation for the exam followed by section three presenting statements about the 

conditions and administration process of the exam. The fourth section was dedicated to the 

assessment and the grading system as well as the criteria. Section five which is the last section 

was about language of the exam with relation to English as a medium of instruction. Section 

six included general and background questions. The purpose of this section was only to have a 

general idea of the sample. Following was section seven with an open-ended question for more 

comments. The main five sections included the main categories and the actual focus of the 

questionnaire and the interest of the study. 

The process of developing the instrument was complicated and went through different changes 

in order to get to the piloting shape. In this phase, the aim was to gather information from fifth 

year students regarding their understanding of the concept of fairness in a surgery written exam 

at faculty of medicine at Tripoli University or Al-Fateh University as the name has changed 

due to political reasons (see chapter one). Because of the nature of the study the researcher has 

chosen to use the questionnaire as the most suitable method to gather information since the 

researcher did have a general sense of what was the issue based on the experience of teaching 

but when investigating such a concept like fairness it is important to ensure the validity of 
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instrument in collecting the required information in the most sufficient way. Questionnaires 

are also some of the low coast instruments for collecting data (Bell, 1987). They are also a 

source of providing valuable data with no embarrassment of participants who can answer freely 

to their convenience (Cohen and Manion, 1994; Oppenheim, 1992). Yet, there are 

disadvantages that could limit the questionnaire use and that is why a use of another method 

could be essential to avoid ensuring validity of results. With questionnaires, there could be low 

response rates and consequent bias (Cohen and Manion, 1994; Oppenheim, 1992). Besides 

questionnaires sometimes do not give any opportunity for correcting misunderstanding or offer 

individual explanations. So, undoubtedly to think of how weak questionnaires are, leads to 

think of the participants’ interaction with it and may project upon it an image of some kind that 

might affect their responses (Elhensheri 2004). There were many difficult circumstances 

surrounded the data collection. More attention was given to the participants’ safety and 

security. Although, the questionnaire itself was not treating the students’ safety, the 

administration process itself was of concern. However, following a proper research 

methodology that takes into consideration any ethical issues and as a result a very wide scaled 

and a detailed pilot was conducted.  

It took a longer time to design, develop and manage the questionnaire. There were about four 

major draft stages. The drafts went through a long process of comments and feedback and 

recommendations from not only the researcher’s supervisors but also from collogues who 

graduated from the English department in Al-Fateh University (Tripoli University) and have 

experience from working at the faculty of medicine at a certain point. The first pilot made the 

researcher rethink about the initial pool of questions and do some more reading related to 

questionnaire development in terms of wording of the questions and the structure and follow 

specific guidelines as well as the number of items and the “sampling process” (Oppenheim, 

1992, p.180). Demomoralising, none biased and offensive questions were avoided and 

questions were mainly in the participants’ frames of reference (Denscombe, 1998; Cohen and 

Manion, 1994). After the pilot, there was major work required to reconsider developing the 

statements in the questionnaire and the clarity of the questionnaire. Leading questions were 

eliminated and also repeated questions using other words that confused the participants were 

avoided.  

Besides item generating, thinking of the response format is really essential as part of the item 

generating process. DeVellis (2007) stated that the process of developing a scale requires early 

planning on which format of response should be included. This is a processes that works 

“simultaneously” with items generation ( DeVellis, 2007, p.70).  For items relating to fairness 
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of high-stake exams, it was mostly suitable to use a Likert scale as in Likert scales items can 

be considered statements that have a level of explanation with a list of response options 

following the statement that is featured by the degree of agreement or disagreement (DeVellis, 

2003).  De Vaus (2002) states that a five Likert scale is much more common to be used and 

presents five options between “strongly agree, agree, neither agree not disagree, disagree, 

strongly disagree” (p.102). It is more preferred to use Likert scales than other types because of 

how easier to use over other types (Openheim, 1992). So the initial questionnaire was 

constructed with a 5-point Likert scale the sample size and the use of factor analysis. “The 

Likert scaling procedure involves assigning a number to each response choice” (Simpson, 

2014, p.78). Likert scales are also known for their internal reliability although that attracts a lot 

of criticism.  

 

3.4.1.2 Data collection: 
 
The data collection was done in two phases in order to achieve the research aims. Each phase 

has gone through a large piloting process to ensure the effectiveness of the design following 

comments about the reliability of the data gathered. Pilot and actual studies can be affected by 

some external issues such as local politics, economy or personal problems that may delay or 

even suspend the research process for some time Teijlingen and Hundley (2001). And for sure 

piloting is an important process when working with questionnaire development (Cohen et al., 

2007). The crises affected badly the educational system including higher education. The first 

pilot was affected by many factors due to the country’s political change and the effect of civil 

war in terms of safety of the researcher and the participants and as a result the university must 

close for some time because of security and safety issues. The changes affected the academic 

year especially teaching hours and exam dates. It should be recognised that pilot studies may 

also have to consider delays and problems that limit the achievement. So, carrying out a pilot 

study and finish it successfully does not mean the success of the actual survey approach 

Teijlingen and Hundley (2001). Previous research has inspired the researcher to set grounds to 

stand on and think about a second pilot taking into consideration any ethical issues. Although 

the questionnaire was piloted under so complicated circumstances, it provided the researcher 

with a substantial feedback about several issues. First, the use of language in the statements 

were not clear and some words were ambiguous and that required simplifying and clarifying. 

Second, a change to a number of items to avoid bias and also to eliminate redundant statements 

that could have affected participants’ views. Third, the length of the questionnaire was 
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reconsidered as it seemed long. Finally, the category of participants included had to be 

reconsidered for the actual study following issues with the sampling.  

Although, there are some signs of stability in the situation from time to time, the researcher 

had to go through several procedures in order to obtain access and permission from the faculty. 

As well as from the security services to be able to enter the university campus. It was not easy 

to gain access and the researcher needed to look for the support of insiders to help with that. 

The insider worked as a mediator and a guarantor in order to facilitate and negotiate any access 

to the university facilities. The researcher managed to get help from a former colleague who 

also worked on gaining permissions from the faculty of medicine and managed to get the 

permission direct from the dean of the faculty and that was a bounce when dealing with security 

services.    

The plan to do pilot was delayed several times. Although, the pressure of security was a treat 

all the time and in several occasions the plan was cancelled for security reasons. After several 

unsuccessful plans, the pilot was carried out with 183 students some of them were in their fifth 

year while others where in their sixth year and above. Some of the students did not experience 

the exam yet and they only know about the exam from different resources during revision such 

as question banks and other former students’ past experience. With the help of a lecturer in the 

faculty the researcher finally managed to get them in a preparation class before the exam period 

started. All the data collected from the pilot was analysed in order to develop a more accurate 

instrument that can be used in the actual data collection stage.   

Although, the pilot was large and managing the instruments was not an easy process, it gave 

the research a boost and helped in understanding the mistakes and errors in the design, find the 

weak points in the data and implementing improvements. The pilot also informed the 

development of phase two.  

Before the session starts the research presented herself and explained quickly her presence 

there and asked them to stay behind if they wish to participate in the questionnaire. Many of 

them were aware of what was going on because of the Facebook message that was shared 

before. It was appreciated that the lecturer offered to give half an hour of his class to 

administrate the questionnaire without taking too much time from the students. Time was an 

issue because of revising for the exams and every minute was important in addition to the 

security measures and safety.  

The actual study took place over a long period of time, however; the data collection was 

actually done back in 2016. The revised questionnaire as finalised for use after considering all 

the comments and results from the analysis and looking through the defects in the pilot study. 
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The process considered all the ethical issues and safety and security of participants was a 

priority. The situation was less intense than before, however; all types of permissions were 

granted before commencing the data collection. The pilot study included a large number of 

participants ant that was due to issues and complexity of the design. Consideration of 

development to the actual data collection was influenced by the issues in the pilot study. The 

pilot also affected the second phase. Changes and literature consideration led to the inclusion 

of lecturers in the interviews besides the students. Also improvement in the design led to the 

exclusion of those students who are in their actual fifth year but have no experience of the 

surgery exam. Only those who failed the exam were included in the sample.      

Nielson (1990) states that with the aim of understanding and explaining the behaviours of 

individuals’ in a social context it is necessary to have a full picture of any meaning enclosed 

within formed by the understanding of the participants. Interviews are no doubt one of the 

helpful approach of collecting qualitative data since the possibility to go deep in the data and 

obtain a very valuable set of information  that explains and explores the perspectives of people 

who have a stake in a specific programme which cannot be collected through other methods of 

data collection such as surveys as they are not suitable  when a researcher is seeking to 

investigate a particular matter and looking to gain certain evidence from  particular individuals  

(Hammersley, 1990; Kavle, 1996; Holstein and Gubrium, 1995). It is also of importance 

because interviews are part of verbal reports and these play a central role in collecting 

qualitative data (Creswell,1994). As Patton states that “qualitative interviews begin with the 

assumption that the perspective of others is meaningful, knowable, and able to be made 

explicit” (p. 341). There is always a frame for the choice of kinds of interviews to be used 

based in what the research requires for the investigation purpose and they can be classified into 

two types based on one to one or as group where more than one participant is involved in the 

same session (Brown, 2001). The research benefits the first type where the research works in 

an individual basis with the participants since this kind of interviews give a wider chance to 

gather data privately which will be required for the research claims. At the same time, these 

interviews are focused to allow the participants’ ideas and views to emerge but still under the 

control of the interviewer (Dörnyei, 2007; Robson, 2002). Fully structured interviews where 

the researcher has predetermined questions with fixed ordering, semi- structured which has 

predetermined questions as well but the researcher is in control what order of questions to use 

and can modify them based in the perception of the participant and the flow of the information 

throughout the session. The last type is unstructured interviews where the researcher has a 

general area of interest, but he or she let the conversation develop within this area (Dörnyei, 
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2007; Robson, 2002). Hence the use of this type of instrument is based on the suitability of it 

for the research claim because the participants have a chance to make a full explanation of what 

experience the have been through and express freely their own perspective of their own circle 

of life (Patton 2002, Kvale 1996). All the interviews will be used are of a semi-structured nature 

as the researcher have mentioned earlier. The benefits from such type of interviews totally 

related to possibilities of getting use of emerging ideas and   control by the research during the 

interview. Bell (2005) suggests the great balance that can be maintained from semi-structured 

pattern giving the researcher a space to manage and control the flow of responses. Thus, the 

researchers should be aware of the control as not everything can be taken for granted in an 

interview and the researcher again should be selective Corbin and Struss (2008). The idea is 

clear that the researcher should be selective in an interview as well as working with any 

documents as not everything could be helpful in the same way with interview information. 

Patton (2002) argues that a researcher should have the space to control the data through the 

analysis process and impose meaning reflects both the study and the researchers’ concepts and 

ideas imported from the external world. 

The choice of the sample will be more a result of the analysis of the first phase instrument. 

There is no doubt that the simple sizes would have an influence in the depth of the analysis in 

terms of how large or small to contribute to the research claims (Sandelowski, 1995). The 

formative adequacy of size is “Determining adequate sample size in qualitative research is 

ultimately a matter of judgment and experience in evaluating the quality of the information 

collected against the uses to which it will be put, the particular research method and purposeful 

sampling strategy employed, and the research product intended” (Jacobs and Padavic, 2015, 

p.73). Indeed, the need to have a clearly defined a theoretical frame and the philosophy behind 

any qualitative method used for a specific research is usually shows how a research can 

establish consistency in any qualitative studies.  

Even though the qualitative research is by nature over generations it uses more than one method 

in focus, it makes it able to use multiple methods,  and or what is known as triangulation, all  

reflects the possibility of benefit from  in-depth understanding of a particular case or 

phenomena and could be used as a further choice of  validation. The possibility of use more 

than one experimental practices, perspectives, and methodological material is considered in 

terms of its nature as a strategy that adds several things round rigour, figuring out complexity, 

and developing richness and depth when having an inquiry (Flick, 2002). Students from the 

selected university will then be identified to participate in the second phase of the study based 

on their contribution to the first phase through the questionnaire response. 
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Coding the questionnaire was the second step after the data collection was completed. The 

decision how to code the data so that it can be managed easily. The process will help in the 

choice of numerical values that can be inputted into the SPSS package. The work with the SPSS 

would go through several steps. The choice of the best statistical test for analysis was chosen 

based on the literature and the needs of the data. The research nature influenced any sort of 

analysis. This process came straight away after the data collection was completed. The 

researcher set the next task based on making proper decisions about the coding process of each 

question. This step was taken to make working with the data much easier. The questions can 

be easily seen and decide the choice of values to be inputted into SPSS. This was necessary in 

terms of the choice of any numerical value as that needs to be representative of the answers to 

one of the questions included in the instrument (i. e. questionnaire) to be used for SPSS analysis 

of the data Aldoukalee (2013).  

The researcher also used a code book to use it as technique to inform the coder of how the 

questionnaire data entry will be coded (Aldoukalee, 2013).  The codebook is a list of codes 

used as the guide for the person who is doing the coding process to know exactly how to value 

each question and then how to use the codes for data entry process In the pilot questionnaire 

each statement has 5 options ranged from (1) Strongly agree (SA), to (5) strongly Disagree 

(SD). The participants were expected to agree or disagree with the statements according to their 

own perceptions of fairness in exams at the faculty of medicine (Tripoli University) with 

specifications of surgery exam. In order to control the mean value, the responses were coded 

on a scale of 1 to 5. So any response of (SA) indicated strong agreement with the statements 

and any response of (SD) indicated strong disagreement with the statement. And so, the actual 

questionnaire was coded with a 5 Likert scale instead. The scale was coded from (1) strongly 

agree (SA) to (5) strongly disagree (SD). Table 7 lists the basic codes used codebook of the 

fairness measure used in this study. It lists the questions in the questionnaire and makes a clear 

identification of the data to be easy to match it with the question it was extracted from. It also 

defined the names for each variable, and the options of coding.  includes basic data codes of 

the questionnaire such as variable name and ranking options and any variable definition.See 

the table below:  

 

 

Table 3. 1 Coding scheme 
Question Number Coding 
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1 - 34 Qu 1-Qu28 

1 - 28 Strongly Agree = 1        Agree=2                Neither disagree nor agree= 3 

Disagree= 4            Strongly disagree=5 

33 Male = 0       Female= 1 

29 – 30 – 31  Yes = 1        No=2 

32-34 One time =1       Two times= 2     Three times=3                Four times= 4          

Five times= 5 

 

The questionnaire had a cover page that is used as the consent form. The student consent form 

served two purposes: to seek the students' written consent in taking part in the research and the 

proper use of the data to be generated, and to collect demographic data which were cross-

checked with the demographic data provided by the university's central administration system. 

307 students signed the consent form and that was the complete sample of participants. (See 

Appendix A)  

 3.4.2 Phase two (Qualitative) 
 

Interviews are usually the method used to gather as much as possible of any information as part 

of the qualitative approach (Aldoukalee, 2013; Easterby-Smith, 2004; Patton, 2002; Saunders 

et. al, 2000; Verma and Mallick, 1999; Oppenheim, 1992). Interviews are basically used to 

back up data collection through surveys and questionnaires or to inform the design of a 

questionnaire for a subsequent survey Aldoukalee (2013). In this research only, a small sample 

of participants were taken on board to be interviewed compared to the number of participants 

involved in the questionnaire.  The Interview phase can be   considered as an interaction process 

between the researcher and the participants with in specific rules. Bell (1999) defines 

interviews as “a conversation between interviewer and participant with the intention that a 

researcher can elicit certain information from the participant” (p.99). Likewise, Cohen and 

Manion (2000) gives a specific definition for interviews as “a conversation directed by an 

interviewer to a respondent for the specific objective of collecting information relevant to the 

study” (p. 277).  

  3.4.2.1 Development of the interviews  
 

The researcher managed to have a one trial interview before the actual interviews took place 

with one of the students who was on a family visit to the Uk. The interview was an opportunity 

to test the intended questions emerged from. There were also some suggestions to implement 
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some changes to the organisation and the order of the questions besides revising the use of 

some technical terms. The idea of a trial had a positive effect on clarifying the picture of the 

target context and how to communicate with the participants using the mother tongue rather 

than English.    

So mainly the researcher is playing a great role in the interview process as he or she is in control 

all the time of the conversation based on the research aims. Most of the interviews were smoothly 

held and the quality if the audio recording was very high for all the interviews.    

The interview analyses were disrupted by similar factors that affected the process of the 

questionnaire analysis. The researcher was not able to perform an actual face to face interview 

with the participants due to ethical issues related to safety of the researcher and the participants.  

The choice to use technology instead is to save time and to avoid any danger that may stop the 

researcher from gathering the data and the participants from taking part in the research. 

Contacting the specific participants was agreed upon since the quantitative phase. The 

participants who were happy to take part left their email address and telephone number for 

further communication. The interviews were conducted face to face with both students and the 

lecturers.  The transcripts from the interviews were analysed by the means of content analysis. 

It is known that content analysis involves a process of identification of themes “with the 

researcher focusing on the way the theme is treated or presented and the frequency of its 

occurrence” (Spencer, Richie and O’Connor, 2003, p. 2000).  All the transcripts were subject 

to a repeated process of reading so the researcher can identify primary themes for the process 

of the analysis using a particular software package for qualitative research which is NVivo8.  

It should be noted that once the initial coding process had been conducted, a second researcher 

who is a friend and a college at Bristol University independently reviewed clean copies of the 

transcripts.  Because the researcher faced limitation in time compared to the size of data, simply 

key themes were identified. Similar themes start to emerge from the main coding process and 

the independent review of the transcripts. The aim with to work with more subjectivity dealing 

with the codes. The comments from the open-ended question also used to help with developing 

the themes. 

The codes the researcher created in this research are clarified by a combination of two things. 

Firstly, the quantitative data extracting information from the statistical analysis and using the 

deductive approach. Secondly, the theoretical background based on planning the fieldwork 

journey and the data collection process.  

The researcher needs to mention here that coding was not necessarily structural. In fact, it often 

coincided with writing annotations (Al-Maamari 2012). These are brief comments on how the 
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researcher was making sense of that particular part of the data in that particular instance, and 

with that information gathering until a certain point in the analysis. To clarify here, the first 

phase of coding was frequently characterised by examining and analysing patterns of the data 

into descriptive categories as well as insights from the comments and notes, I could see the 

connections between different codes, and began dissecting similar data into analytic categories 

this is called “axial” by (Strauss and Corbin, 1990). The researcher used coding through the 

NVIvo8 package for the process of interview question analysis. NVivo8 is an electronic 

software that is used to organize the data into the relevant categories or themes (nodes in 

NVivo). The use of such software makes it easy for sorting and organizing the data and also 

rapid searching and referencing. 

 LeCompte andPreissle (1993) defines this process as ‘theorizing’. It is known now a days as 

the common-sense mental processing strategies which in analysing research data takes the form 

of a formalised and systematic “inquisitive behavior” LeCompte and Preissle (1993). This 

entails the adoption of a “studied naiveté” (LeCompte and Preissle, 1993, p.240) in using their 

senses to attend to all noteworthy cues in the setting they study. Likewise, Miles and Huberman 

(1994) have listed about thirteen strategies used to work with developing meaning such as 

making contrasts/comparisons, finding intervening variables and thirteen other strategies for 

confirming meanings (triangulating, weighting the evidence, etc.). Coding or, making nodes in 

NVivo, applied these strategies see chapter six. The researcher’s choice of using NVIvo8 is 

also linked to several other factors. Mostly is the easiness of the process of analysis of 

interviews in case of conducting a large number of interviews. Besides, it helps in arranging 

the data to save time especially in doing any rapid searching and makes it easy for any future 

referencing Basit (2003).  

To be fair, the benefits of using such software is not only in organising the data smoothly and 

interacting with the data when needed but also helps in structuring the analysis with a variety 

of techniques such as the use of nodes.  With using nodes there are two possible techniques 

that could be used: free nodes and tree nodes each one of them has a specific function. In 

NVIVO 8 the tree nodes system is designed in a way that connects the overarching categories 

to smaller descriptive ones there are called child nodes. Such tree and child nodes emerging 

from the data were organised in this software as illustrated in figure 3.1 For lists of all the codes 

see appendix. As mentioned earlier, some of these codes were driven and emerged from the 

data while some others were theoretically driven. Those codes in particular, were related to the 

requirements of research question one and two were data driven, whereas the ones relating to 

the requirements of research question three were theoretically driven.  



 
 

104 
 

 

FIGURE 3.3 NVIVO CODING NODES: 
 

 
 

 

3.5 Ethical process  
The section  deals with ethics and trustworthiness issues taken account of in this research Punch 

(2006) suggests several ethical issues. They are: informed consent, voluntary participation of 

the research subjects, confidentiality and anonymity, reciprocity, harm and risk. The following 

section provides an account of how these research ethics were dealt with in this study. As a 

researcher, in this section there is a wide intention to “come clean” (LeCompte and Preissle, 

1993) on my own biases, if it were only possible to totally do so, not by claiming objectivity, 

but by making put in mind subjectivity as insider. Being an insider to the setting makes the 

perspective that the researcher brings to the data a two-edge sword. I tried to avoid carrying 

interviews in a fashion where “the interviewee is in the searchlight that is being held by the 

interviewer” (Cohen et al., 2007, p.150), which imbalance power differential to an extent. The 

overall approach was not investigative, but one characterised by verisimilitude and 

understanding (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000), but also critique and deep probing. The description 

the researcher attempted below is principally unidirectional, in that it shows her own subjective 

perceptions of how she perceived the participants to have seen me at that particular moment in 

time. The researcher cannot claim that their perceptions and mine met at a point. 

The instruction followed are inclusive of those issues pertaining to involving humans in social 

research, has been stated in the research code of practice, Graduate School of Education, 

University of Bristol. It was necessary to follow all the guide lines stated. The researcher has 

observed these ethical guidelines and participated in through discussion about any issues that 

might raise unexpectedly from the research. See appendix. These several discussions were 
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conducted with individuals guiding the research process throughout the period on the 

researcher’s study as well as the support from colleagues and members of staff at the faculty 

of medicine where the research was conducted. Below you can find a summary and clarification 

of these discussions: Research access was highly considered as gaining access and getting 

permission was required. This process included soliciting written consent form all the 

participants who took part in the two phases.  

 

3.5.1 Consents and voluntary contribution of participants 
 

All the participants in this study considered responsible adults because they are all over 18. 

Based on that they were all given written consent forms before the launch of the study and 

participating in any of the data collection instruments. The process was not done in the actual 

data collection only but also when during the pilot phase. See appendix. The consent form 

stated clearly all the required information about the process and outlined all their rights in this 

voluntary contribution. It also stated clearly the permission for the participants to take part in 

the study and also to withdraw from it at any stage. It also clarified their permission for the 

results to be published in future.  

The ethical process was necessarily in order to ensure and emphasise the participation 

voluntary contribution to the research. Besides, make sure that the participants are completely 

aware of no force or pressure was placed on them to take part.  Participants were also given a 

great opportunity to discuss and express their concerns during the course of data collection to 

avoid any misunderstanding or any conflict in intentions and interests between them and the 

researcher (Al-Hanei, 2012). It was made clear to them that they can express a preference of 

using their native language (i.e. Arabic) during their interviews.  The whole process was to let 

them feel more comfortable, which is fruitful in terms of the quality of the data obtained (Kvale, 

1996). 

3.5.2 Confidentiality 
 

 As part pf the process, Participants were clearly reassured in both oral and written ways in 

terms of the confidentiality action. They were given guarantees that all data collected from 

them would be kept for the use of the research purposes only. And for the anonymity, it was 

made clear to them that their identities were kept confidential through anonymous use of names 

along with secure storage of data. It was made clear also that the data will be stored either in 

hard copies or by electronic software and only accessed by the researcher when working with 
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any data on computer. Also, they were reassured that any contact details are only used for the 

sake of the research and no one rather than the researcher will have access to it at any point 

during the whole study period of the research and after the study ends.  Relevant pieces of data, 

to each participant, were discussed with them over the phone as via email as the medium of 

communication and agreements and disagreements were sorted out during the data collection 

process. Both the University of Tripoli and the faculty of Medicine were notified with the 

intended study and handed in the required official letters to obtain approvals. 

 

3.5.3 Safety and security 
 
Participants’ queries and concerns were dealt with especially about their safety due to the 

country’s unrest. Too much effort was done to be sure that no participant was at risk or harm 

resulting from any data used. The researcher struggled to secure the minimum, suitable needed 

number of human subjects without placing much pressure either on participants or on the 

institution especially with the help of an insider. In this study, the students who took part in the 

interview they were completely volunteering to do it on their own well and no choice was made 

by the research. Because of that an effort has been made to not put any pressure on any of the 

students who either took the questionnaire or participated in the interview. The researcher was 

taking into account the lecturers as well and not to put any pressure on them as because of the 

security problems inside and outside of the university campus. For those participated in the 

interviews, the research granted them the choice of deciding when to be interviewed and how 

(i.e. the choice of location and time that is continent to them), so they feel more confident, 

secure and safe about their choice to participate.  

In other words, the results from the interviews were inspected carefully for validity and this 

kind of inspection used a range of clear techniques (Al-Hinai, 2012). Lincolin and Guba (1985) 

recognise four main features related to qualitative data analysis to be inspected closely for in 

order to produce a reasonable piece of qualitative research. These four features are represented 

under these categories:  

(credibility - Transferability - dependability - confirmability) 

Each of the above categories reveals how quality of research is calculated and how a research 

is considered trustworthy. First, is credibility as the process of making sure of how valid the 

findings are? Denzin and Lincolin (2000) explains that it is a way of ensuring whether the 

explanations of the findings fit the description or of its possibility to secure a credible and 

descriptive account of the research. To be precise, Marshall and Rossman (2006) suggest that 
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for a qualitative piece of research to be credible, the findings need to be congruent with what 

exactly occurred in reality. Marshall and Rossman (2006) also stress the importance of 

demonstrating the credibility of such a piece of work giving a description of the back ground, 

any theoretical frameworks, limits and any limitations of the research. Secondly, comes 

transferability that concerns to what level the research findings could be passed on to be used 

in other contexts. It is ensured when the researcher provides a good explanation of the research 

context so that others may get the benefits being able to use it in similar contexts of their own 

research (Al-Hinai 2012). Thirdly, what is called dependability in which the researcher can 

explain and summaries how the findings can answer questions are in a change of conditions 

(Al-Hinai, 2012). It is in fact the methodological processes conducted in a piece of research 

should be reported in detail so that other future researchers can carry out a similar piece of 

work, to see whether similar results are to be found. Finally, confirmability which is the process 

of verifying and confirming data and findings, which could be handled by different strategies, 

such as data triangulation and seeking participants’ feedback.  

  

 

3.6 Summary  
 

To sum up this chapter presented the main research methods and procedures. It reported in   the 

process of analysing the data and all the activities that took place during the analysis. The bases 

for the process is using the suitable methodology and analysis. The chapter presents the data 

analysis of both parts of data and it is organised into two sections. The first part is quantitative 

data analysis using statistical techniques and the second part is the qualitative data analysis 

using qualitative techniques of analysis. Predominantly a questionnaire and interviews of a 

semi-structured nature are the main methods of collecting data. The chapter reported on the 

coding process in both the qualitative and the quantitative data and listed and described the 

technical packages. NVIvo8 for interviews analysis and SPSS for questionnaire analysis. 

Besides presented issues around reliability and gaining trust as an important part of maintaining 

a reliable and valid instrument. This chapter also showed some of the difficulties and issues 

raised during the process and how the researcher tried to tackle some of these difficulties. 

The chapter also has displayed a full explication of the research methodology and the data 

collection process and a clarification of the design and the administration. The chapter provided 

a full description of any issues during collecting the data and any problems that were not 

expected. It also provided a description of how the research tried to solve out dome of these 
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problems. In specific it has explained the research strategy used, the process of sampling and 

participants, and the research methods in addition to the challenges ahead of the research. The 

chapter has also provided information about the process of piloting the research that was 

conducted earlier than the actual study process and all the arrangements for conducting the 

pilot as well as the problems faced by the researcher. The chapter addressed all the ethical 

problems and presented all the ethical considerations dealt with in this research.it showed the 

importance of considering ethical issues to raise trustworthiness of the research and report in 

any procedures regarding the wellbeing and safety of the participants. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four 
 Analysis and Interpretation of Findings 

4.1 Introduction 
 

The chapter is introducing a full description account of the data analysis process. The data that 

was conducted following a two sequential phase. The first phase was quantitative and included 

a questionnaire administrated to medical students in higher education Libyan context. The 

second phase was qualitative and adopted the use of semi-structured interviews and document 

analysis. The chapter shows the results interpret finding from the questionnaire analysis 
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including answers to the open-ended question as well as the interviews. The first phase was the 

step to gain general information about the research context and gain understanding of the 

research problem whereas the second phase was complementary to the first one and assisted 

the investigation process. The second phase has also supported understanding the findings from 

the first phase and explained further information about students’ understanding of fairness and 

the context in which a framework of fairness of exams can be shaped based on special student’s 

perception. In addition, the chapter presents the qualitative data that provides a description of 

sets of information obtained from both deductive and inductive coding including any of the 

themes emerged from the data.  

4.2 Phase one: Analysis of the questionnaire 
  

This study is mainly based on two phases as mentioned earlier in pervious chapters (see chapter 

four). The first phase is quantitative using the questionnaire data. The data is analysed 

quantitatively using statistical computer tools (SPSS) the famous statistical Package for Social 

Science. Descriptive and inferential statistical procedures were applied to the data collected 

from the questionnaire. The raw data from the questionnaire was loaded to SPSS manually for 

the reason to get percentages and frequencies. The analysis on this stage not only benefits from 

the use of descriptive statistics but also benefits from the use of t-tests and factor analysis. The 

questionnaire analysis was carried out addressing certain aims and how to achieve them in 

order to provide answers to the research questions. Firstly, to identify the perceptions of 

fairness among medical students within a particular surgery exam. In order to identify the first 

aim, descriptive statistics of each questionnaire statement were verified and total frequency and 

percentage were computed and analysed. Results from the analysis has given matching answers 

to the first research question. Secondly, to identify if gender differences, years of exam 

experience and age have an effect on student perception of fairness. The differences or 

similarities explain if some of these factors may or may not have an effect on their 

understanding of the concept of fairness and play a role in defining the exam fairness 

framework for the surgery exam. Results from this section will help providing answers to the 

second research question. Thirdly, to verify if there is any variation in their perception and to 

understand the factors affected their perceptions of fairness. Also in order to identify this aim, 

a factor analysis was used to present and distinguish the main factors that control and influence 

the students’ perceptions and the factors that lead to such thinking with regards to the 

questionnaire relevant categories. Results will provide answers to the third question. Finally, 
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to investigate if there is any direct connection between the students’ perception and the English 

language proficiency. Factor analysis is also used to investigate if there is any direct connection 

between English language and their perceptions of the exam fairness and if that has a role in 

shaping the fairness framework of exams. Results from both statistical and none statistical 

analysis will provide answers to the fourth research question. 

The process required screening the data by checking for any errors, working on the values for 

the Likert scale and checking for normality as well as reliability of the scale and not to forget 

checking for dimensionality (Field, 2005; Pallant, 2007, Stockfelt, 2012). Form the process of 

checking for errors it was confirmed that no errors were detected and all the cases were valid. 

The data set is compatible with factor analysis and undergoing any parametric testing (n=307). 

The frequency distribution shows that all variables appeared to be distributed normally based 

on a histogram that displayed the curve as normal (See appendix E).  

4.2.1 Gender, age and exam experience 

  
The data collect regarding the students’ experience of the surgery exam reported and confirmed 

that all the participants have experienced the exam at least one time. This explains the ratio of 

students who are senior and unfortunate to not pass the exam several times compared to those 

who only experienced it for the first time. The reason to have such result is related to the 

purpose of the questionnaire. This questionnaire was administrated to a number of 307 medical 

students as the sample representing the population in the faculty of medicine at Tripoli 

University as in Figure 5.1. The data also reported on the differenced based on gender. Figure 

5.1 shows the percentage of female students compared to the number of males. The number of 

females is slightly higher males. This may indicate that gender differences may influence 

students’ perception of fairness of medical exams. However, it is not necessary to make 

assumptions at this stage as this might be a false indication.  

The Figure also shows the year in which the participants are studying and that indicates age 

difference among them. Although, the questionnaire was distributed to students in their fifth 

year who are obliged to set the surgery exam, some students who are experiencing the exam 

are not in fact in their fifth year. All the participants  included wer not novice and they have 

already passed their fifth year as motioned in chapter two. 

  

Figure 4.1: Exam experience, gender and years of study  
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4.2.2 Students’ perception of fairness  
 

The data analysed in this section was from the first group of questions in the questionnaire.  

Here the researcher includes analysis from question one to 28 (# item 1- #item 28) using 

descriptive statistics on SPSS and looking at frequencies. The frequency analysis showed that 

some particular questions had a high percentage in some statements compared to other 

statements (see appendix C ). It is important to understand the main key points about the exam 

itself starting from the design of the exam questions. This questionnaire aimed to understand 

students' understanding of the exam and views about how it is developed especially that the 

students normally do not have a say in the process of development. This process is the 

responsibility of an exam committee which adopts the preparation and the administration for 

the exam and put the guidelines in line with the policies of the faculty of medicine. This 

committee is normally assigned by the dean of the faculty and the members are chosen from 

the same staff teaching the subject in the faculty. Normally the senior staff members have the 

priority because of their years of experience. despite the fact that the question design process 

and development is mainly the responsibility of the lecturers. They are responsible to prepare 

a list of questions and hand it in to the committee and then the committee makes a decision 

about the choice of the questions to be included in the exam. The table below represents the 

students’ response to statements related to the design of the exam questions. The statements 

vary between the level of easiness and simplicity of the questions built on the bases of English 

language and to the structure as well as the format of these questions.    

In this part of the analysis an independent t-test was used as a very helpful tool to explore the 

data and look for differences. Field (2009) defines the test as a tool that can be uses in situations 

where there are two particular cases to explore and a number of different participants in 

addition there is a very high demand to see how the scores could be significant or non-

significant. Field (2009) explains in detail that “there are two different equations that can be 

used to calculate the t-statistic depending on whether the samples contain an equal number of 

people” (p.334) 

In fact, the input from a t-test presented the differences. The analysis was performed through 

the use of Levene’s test for Equality of variances to report the significant of the P value (Field, 

2009). The data was analysed by checking if the p value is greater than .05 or less than that 
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either (p> or p<) and the number represents the t in the table to measure if the difference is 

significant or not. The meaning of the groups is also analysed. 

Table 4.1 
Group Statistics 

 

Qu33.What is your gender? N Mean Std. Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

Qu34.year of study male 126 1.3889 .48944 .04360 

female 181 1.4420 .49800 .03702 

Qu31.Have you ever taken 

the surgery exam before? 

male 126 1.3333 .47329 .04216 

female 181 1.3370 .47400 .03523 

 

Table 4.2 Lavene’s test for equality of variance 

 

Levene's Test 

for Equality of 

Variances 

F Sig. t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

Mean 

Differen

ce 

Std. Error 

Difference 

Qu34.year of 

study 

Equal variances assumed 3.515 .062 -.925 305 .355 -.05310 .05737 

Equal variances not assumed   -.928 271.991 .354 -.05310 .05720 

Qu31.Have you 

ever taken the 

surgery exam 

before? 

Equal variances assumed .018 .893 -.067 305 .947 -.00368 .05496 

Equal variances not assumed 
  

-.067 269.319 .947 -.00368 .05495 

 

The statistical analysis used also deployed factor analysis as a tool to analyse the data. Factor 

analysis is a well-known technique that is mainly used to clarify any numbers which are small 

and at the same time it underlies measurements from a set of large number of variables Brown 

(2006). Everit and Hothorn (2011) explain how a factor analysis is actually a technique that is 

used to reduce large sets of data through identifying correlations between factors. From the 

detentions and explanations, it is possible to understand; therefore, the assumptions that lead 

to the use of factor analysis are basically linked to several factors to clarify any relationships 

located amongst the variables experimented. There are certain requirements with the intention 

of conducting factor analysis because in some cases it is not suitable to be used and there should 

be a straight forward decision to determine how suitable the technique chosen for use. It is 

essential to evaluate the computability and suitability of the target data. So it is important to be 

aware that there are some methods that can be used to evaluate how accurate and appropriate 
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the data to fit for the technique Pallant (2001). Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) argue that in order 

to perform factor analysis, there should be a set of at least 300 cases followed by the choice of 

the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) test. It is possible to use the test if its value is between 0.5 and 

0.99 as it is an indication that the data is suitable to be used. Yet, Morgan and Griego as cited 

in Al-Madi (2005) has made some recommendation about the choice to use KMO the test and 

that is related to the display of it to be greater than 0.7; however, it can be considered accurate 

even if it is less than 0.5 Field (2005). It is reported also that a minimum of .5 and the value 

between of .5 and.7 is considered acceptable in some research, and the values between .7 and 

.8 are decent results Field (2005). Any values happen to occur between .8 and .9 are considered 

great and anything above .9 are superb taking into consideration the variable types Hutchinson 

and Sofroniou (1999). So it is possible to define a variable as a number that can be observed 

and it is possible for it to vary between members of the population included in a research as 

one could be different from the other Puri (2002). The information from statistic literature 

identifies and reports on four categories of scales are used for measuring data can be allied to 

other different variables such as   nominal scale, ordinal scale and interval and ratio scale. In 

this case in order to interpret any results for a test measuring data than researchers should not 

ignore the effects of each interpretation of results when they are displayed (Puri, 2002; Siegel 

and Castellan, 1998). The test here revealed a measure of .827 as in the table below which is 

really decent compared to the sample size. See Table 4.1. 

  

 Table 4.3 : 

KMO and Bartlett's Test   

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling 

Adequacy. 
 

.833 

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity Approx. 

Chi-

Square 

11287.

296 

 df 378 

 Sig. .000 

   

To make the process clear in this analysis an exploratory factor analysis which is also known 

as the (Principal component analysis) is conducted to check for the availability of any 

dimensions of the nature of understanding and perceiving the concept of fairness in exam 

among medical students is observable. This process is called checking for dimensionality as a 

statistical term and is used as a tool to see if the internal validity of the questionnaire is present 
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and to explore the possibility of locating more underlying factors that is supporting the 

understanding of fair assessment as perceived by the students. 

In the first part of the analysis the researcher included screening, testing assumptions and 

sampling adequacy of the dataset (field, 2005). In order to create a correlation matrix, the use 

of Pearson Bivariate Correlation test for this purpose was necessarily and it was done in all the 

items in the questionnaire. See appendix B.  

  

  Scree plot  
  

Figure 4.1 shows the scree plot that is a production of the first process of factor analysis. It 

displays the test controlled of how many factors could be extracted following the dominance 

of a particular structure of variance that are common. From the display, the eigenvalues seem 

to be clear as they are calculated against how many factors loaded to manage and see how they 

extract following the curve. The curve is actually helping to identify the cut-off point that shows 

the factors and so it is possible to decide how many factors are actually loaded. It can be seen 

from figure 9 that the curve displayed is actually going up the graph and that explains how the 

eigenvalue is loaded high for factor number one and then goes down for the rest of the factors.  

So from the eigenvalue it is clear what the top factor is as the dominant variance in the data.   

As after words the rest of the factors are lowered and they keep decreasing compared to the 

number of the variances. Additionally, the change in the curve is very clear especially when it 

changes slope straight after the after seventh factor. However, the slope changes also after 

counting thirteen factors before it reaches the stability plateau than it is possible to explain that 

all the variance have a following factor that is counted smaller and smaller.  

So based on the observation it was very important to question how many factors to retain in 

this situation. It was very essential to clarify the reason behind using factor analysis. Primarily 

sit was to try and put the number of variable into the minimum. The objective was to get the 

minimum number of variables that were loading small to manage to interpret the variability in 

the data through the factors. Thus, there was another identified metric of great importance that 

should be explained. It was actually the one related to the original variables explained and 

displayed all the variability expected through factor solution one by one (Aldoukalee, 2013) 

Perhaps it is not easy to explain the first seven factors because they may not interpret all the of 

the variability of variables in the main set then assumptions of which  factors are  the researcher 

can substitute without complications as so compared with all  the variables. Besides checking 

the possibility to element other variables without any lose encounters in the main changeability 
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of the factors. It is essential to remember all the factors have been identified from the matrix 

factors should include a minimum of three variables loading with high factor See appendix F. 

  

                        

 Figure 4.2 scree plot  

 
  

 

  

  

  

  

A full interpretation of meaning making for each item that belongs to each factor extracted. 

The process here involved looking for shared themes and underlying meaning of all items in 

each one the factors. The process involved detecting patterns and looking for meaningful 

themes in order to match them to specific names has been chosen based on the detection of 

themes. 
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Table 4.4 Total Variance Explained 

 

           

Component 

Initial 
Eigenv

alues 

  

Extractio

n Sums 

of 
Squared 

Loadings 

  
Rotation 

Sums of 
Squared 

Loadings 

  

 
Total 

% of 

Variance 

Cumula

tive % Total 

% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% Total 

% of 

Variance 

Cumulative 

% 

1 7.180 25.644 25.644 7.180 25.644 25.644 6.837 24.416 24.416 

2 5.674 20.266 45.910 5.674 20.266 45.910 5.666 20.234 44.650 

3 3.600 12.856 58.766 3.600 12.856 58.766 3.740 13.356 58.006 

4 2.533 9.048 67.813 2.533 9.048 67.813 2.746 9.807 67.813 

Extraction 

Method: 

Principal 

Component 

Analysis. 

         

 

The first factor was named based on the exam pressure with relation to English medical 

language skills and support. This factor includes several items as exam pressure.  

Factor one: Exam pressure: 

Qu12.I am anxious about failing the exam. 

 Qu13.The timing when the exam starts are convenient.  

Qu14.The location of the exam is suitable. 

Qu15.The conditions of the exam room are comfortable.  

Qu16.The invigilators are strict.   

Qu24.I should master English language skills to demonstrate my subject knowledge.  

Qu25.I have sufficient English to read the exam questions.  

Qu26.I have sufficient English to write answers to the exam questions 

Qu27.I need general English language support from the faculty.  

Qu28.I need support from the faculty in improving my English for medical purposes.  
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The second factor was based on items related to assessment criteria and marking process. 

Factor two: Assessment criteria:  

Qu5.The exam questions vary from simple to more difficult.   

Qu15.The conditions of the exam room are comfortable. 

Qu17.I am aware of the assessment criteria.  

Qu19.There is an exam committee that checks all the results before they are issued.   

Qu20.I am able to look at my exam papers after marking.  

Qu21.I can discuss my answers with staff members when I get my results.  

Qu22.I can raise my concerns to the staff members about the exam.  

Qu23.There is an effective system in place for appealing.  

  

  

The third factor was established as exam preparation and help through. 

Factor three: Exam preparation: 

Qu4.I know how many marks are awarded to each exam question. 

Qu6.The exam questions are closely aligned with the curriculum. 

Qu7.I am familiar with previous years' exam questions. 

Qu8.I have sufficient time to prepare for the exam. 

Qu10.I can get help from lecturers out of lecture time regarding the exam. 

Qu11.I can get help from classmates in revising for the exam. 

Qu12.I am anxious about failing the exam. 

  

The fourth factor was explaining the nature of the exam questions. 

Factor four: Exam questions nature:  

Qu2.There are instructions in the exam paper to show me how to answer. 

Qu9.In my preparation for the exam I studied from question banks. 

Qu12.I am anxious about failing the exam. 

Qu13.The timing when the exam starts is convenient. 

Qu14.The location of the exam is suitable. 

Qu18.The assessment criteria give me opportunities to demonstrate my subject knowledge. 

 

It seems that some of the factors appear to be similar such as factor three and four but the main 

difference between them is in fact that the role of question banks is not present in factor three 

Muijtjens et al. (2008) explains question banks based on that students may benefit from 
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questions generated by staff who are part of the school and course they are doing. Also there 

is a mention that question banks help informing not only students but also lecturers of the 

individuals’ performance Littlejohn (2004). 

  

Table 4.5 

  

Rotated Component Matrixa     

  Component    

 1 2 3 4 

Qu1.The language of the exam questions is easy to understand.         
Qu2.There are instructions in the exam paper to show me how to answer.       .525 

Qu3.There is sufficient time allowed to answer the exam questions.         
Qu4.I know how many marks are awarded to each exam question.     .476   
Qu5.The exam questions vary from simple to more difficult.   .459     
Qu6.The exam questions are closely aligned with the curriculum.     .919   
Qu7.I am familiar with previous years' exam questions.     .927   
Qu8.I have sufficient time to prepare for the exam.     .951   
Qu9.In my preparation for the exam I studied from question banks.       .571 

Qu10.I can get help from lecturers out of lecture time regarding the exam.     .472   
Qu11.I can get help from classmates in revising for the exam.     .600   
Qu12.I am anxious about failing the exam. .582     -.614 

Qu13.The timing when the exam starts is convenient. .552     -.651 

Qu14.The location of the exam is suitable. .577     -.610 

Qu15.The conditions of the exam room are comfortable. .499 .490     
Qu16.The invigilators are strict. .955       
Qu17.I am aware of the assessment criteria.   .534     
Qu18.The assessment criteria give me opportunities to demonstrate my 

subject knowledge. 
      .529 

Qu19.There is an exam committee that checks all the results before they are 

issued. 
  .836     

Qu20.I am able to look at my exam papers after marking.   .948     
Qu21.I can discuss my answers with staff members when I get my results.   .950     
Qu22.I can raise my concerns to the staff members about the exam.   .896     
Qu23.There is an effective system in place for appealing.   .895     
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Qu24.I should master English language skills to demonstrate my subject 

knowledge. 

.952       

Qu25.I have sufficient English to read the exam questions. .948       
Qu26.I have sufficient English to write answers to the exam questions. .909       
Qu27.I need general English language support from the faculty. .955       
Qu28.I need support from the faculty in improving my English for medical 

purposes. 

.880       

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  

 Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 
    

a. Rotation converged in 6 iterations.     

  

 The factor analysis revealed some intersecting facts. The analysis revealed a four-factor 

structure for 28 items was evident, based on a principal components exploratory factor analysis 

with an oblimin rotation. The four factors fitted Frydenberg and Lewis’ (1993) proposed four-

factor structure. Oblique rotation was used on the four factors and a scree test indicated four 

factors with eigenvalues beyond one and loading 0.40 or beyond. The performance provided 

no information on internal consistency.This indicates moderate internal consistency. However, 

the issues of the design are obvious as each of the factors could probably be improved through 

revision of items. Those with lower primary loadings. In issues in the data can be improved 

when taking the research further for future study. The disadvantages of the data can be used to 

strengthen other items or develop a better version for more expand study and the research 

questions. This is part of this research's limitation. Even though the results look limited there 

is still space to interpret and contribute to the fields of assessment. 

4.3 Phase two: Interview analysis 
  

This section tries to present a detailed discussion of how the qualitative data (i.e. interviews), 

as a valuable source of data, was analysed. And also discussed trustworthiness issues which 

are catered towards the end of the chapter. Analysis of the interviews included the following: 
transcription, translation, coding and validity. 

The interviews in this research are considered an important source of information. Interviews 

are very important in qualitative research as they are considered an invaluable source of data. 

Regarding the interview analysis process Hesse-Biber and Leavy (2006) recommend that 

listening and transcribing techniques are important to initiating qualitative data analysis. 

However, before starting the transcribing process the researcher was keen to listen to the 
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recordings first in order to get familiar with all the details and gain awareness and identification 

of the content knowledge. Initial understanding of what is important in making a clear idea of 

the possible themes and categories that might match and fit together as argued by Drawing and 

Robert (1997). Researchers work out to develop a transcription system that best fits the data 

they have recorded. All the interviews with the students were subject to transcription and 

translation from Arabic to English. When you transcribe any visual and audio data into written 

texts that is considered transcribing because you are actually translating that visual and audio 

characters into written formats (Punch, 2006). The research used emphases punctuation to 

enhance the understanding of the readers and helping them to build up picture of the 

conversation and that will help them understand the statement. The mentioned transcripts went 

through detailed analysis in order to extract information that can be triangulated with 

information from the quantitative analysis and doing that through steps starting with 

transcribing was necessary to inform what the requirements of the research questions are and 

establish the process of interpretation Dornyei (2007). Different steps are used to analyse the 

mentioned interviews and these steps are required to help the flow of information. The 

transcripts were read several times with the intention of producing a list of key ideas and themes 

following the approach of “read-re-read” as has been suggested by Dey (1993). The translation 

process is part of the analysis and the researcher decided to translate only the parts of the 

interviews that are used in this document. The process is explained as part of the qualitative 

approach procedure.  

The interviews were divided into two groups due to the importance of differences between the 

two samples required. The first group was a sample of twenty three students. Most of them did 

have a strong relationship with the exam. All of them went through the agony of failing the 

surgery exam at least once in their academic life. The second group is a sample  representing 

the other stake holders and in particular the lecturers/examiner at the faculty of medicine. The 

variation aimed to obtain as much as valuable information to answer the research questions.  Li 

and Munby (1996) think that a coding process seems to provide, synthesise and emergent set 

of chosen themes in any qualitative instrument such as interviews, observations and other 

sources. Li and Munby (1996) also think that qualitative researchers consider coding as a 

procedure of establishing the different groups depends on what purpose is needed from the 

investigation. Since, there is not any coding scheme in the literature that is compatible with the 

ideas of the research and for the reason that there was not any in the same field of research, the 

researcher depended completely on her own effort to create and develop the necessary codes 

that fit in the study. As an introductory step in the procedure the researcher read the transcripts 
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carefully several times with the aim of thinking of any possible codes which are of importance 

to the aim of the research and compatible with the research questions. The data was then sorted 

in to topics and chunks of speech from each interview were grouped together with other chunks 

from other interviews under certain themes.   

From reading several times the researcher was able to highlight the relevant sentences and 

words of relevance to the purpose. Initially, a vague list of ideas was formed and dozens of 

conceptual labels emerged. The themes in the interview questions also worked well as a guide 

to the choice of the preliminary codes. Informative labels were given to the interesting ideas 

which were developed later into the actual codes as presented in nodes of NVivo extract see 

Appendix  C. 

Reading through the transcripts several times and match the codes than repeat the same process 

several times was helpful in covering every essential piece of information in the interviews and 

be sure that the right code was in its suitable position. When the codewere ready in their final 

form the researcher grouped them with regards to the research questions. Some of the data was 

helping in forming the background information about the participants while other information 

was helpful in going through the stages that developed the problem and in shaping the results. 

It is very important to take into consideration checking the research quality as part of 

trustworthiness process. It was suggested that the research methods used in any research should 

be reliable and valid Silverman (2005). Any research should be reliable and the conclusions 

should be of a level of validity. Besides research studies should be checked for their quality 

“Unless you can show your audience the procedure you used to ensure that your methods were 

reliable and your conclusions were valid, there is little point in aiming to conclude a research 

dissertation” (Silverman, 2005, p.224.) 

4.4 Students' and lecturers' interview comments: 
 

The specific arguments in this section is based on the findings that were addressed on the 

students' interviews. Students have a varied number of views when it comes to their definition 

of fairness as a concept. It is their right because fairness is possibly outlined from a wide range 

of angles. There is not a specific angle to look at and define. The possibility that the students 

in the faculty of medicine in Libya have no clear understanding of what is a fair or an unfair 

exam is really high. And from reading round the literature, there is not a right or a wrong answer 

when defining what is fair and what is not fair. However, there is a clear difference among 

them on whether the exam is actually fair. Each individual is deferent in the way they 
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understand things and it depends from what perspective they look at it. All these arguments are 

presented in order below supported with evidence from relevant data. Since there is little to be 

said on the fairness of specific exams such as the surgery one, the responses may have nothing 

to do with fairness. So the big question why contrive everything in terms of fairness and why 

make fairness as the only concern. Fairness is a moral requirement and that is supposed to 

frame technical issues. Hence, students may complain that exams are unfair but are unlikely to 

complain that an exam does not efficiently test the knowledge and skills it is supposed to assess.  

There is a little or no evidence provided that its moral nature can really give fairness a special 

status. Bouville (2008) pointes out in one of his articles that discussion of the fairness of 

examinations is moving towards non-moral questions taking in to consideration what skills are 

important. Because an “advantage must necessarily be given to someone, the question is to 

whom, i.e. which competence is more valuable. And this, obviously, cannot be determined by 

repeating exams must be fair” (Bouville, 2008, p. 3). 

Some of the comments included in this section were taken from the open-ended question in the 

questionnaire which contributes to the idea for a fair or unfair exam as understood by students. 

The understanding is derived from the different sections in the questionnaire and varies 

between the format of the exam, the language issues and the preparation for the exam. From 

their position as faculty of medicine students, they think that their opinions and views about 

the number of assessments required should be valued more by the faculty. The share the same 

interest to be valued more as students. They think it is important to be heard and not ignored. 

Several students have included in their comments that they think the exam as unfair mainly 

because it is only a one assessment they do. If they fail it, they do not have any other grades to 

compensate it with. More than one assessment is what could help the students' achievement.  
It is unfair because we only have one exam, if we fail we fail. (Student sixteen, Comment eight)  

If we have more than one exam to evaluate our achievement.  (Student six,  Comment three)      

We should have at least two assessments not just one. (Student ten, Comment three)  

 I am not happy with having only one exam. (Student five, Comment eighty one) 

 

Several students referred in their comments to the same point. They think that more 

opportunities mean fairness. The idea of more than one assessment means more chances of 

better grads than only having one exam. This idea was supported strongly by the interviews 

especially when the participants were asked about the assessment process. They expressed their 

frustration towards having only one exam. They expressed their anger sometimes because of 

the one assessment system. More assessments for them mean more opportunities to show 
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knowledge and improve results. However, they don’t thing that this is the only point that affects 

the fairness of the exam. One of the students mentioned in the interview that the faculty should 

re think the idea of doing only one written exam at the end of the year to a more flexible system 

that offers more than on assessment to increase fairness as the students expect to be. The point 

was agreed upon by all the students participated in the interviews. 

 
More than one assessment means more fair results (Student twenty, Extract seven) 

 

The comments not only focused on the number of assessments but varied between talking about 

preparation process and time as a contributor to their understanding of fairness. Some of the 

comments showed frustration from a few different points. Student four covered several matters 

linked to the unfairness of the exam and later on mentioned them in the interview as well. Time 

of the exam is not right and exam circumstances as long as the exam questions. The student 

commented on the language development of the exam questions and mentioned errors that 

could cause confusion.  
 The time when the exam starts is not right we come about mid-day to the university. The sun is burning 

even it can evaporates all the information from your mind. . ( Student  four, Comment sixty-seven) 

  

Other comments were related to timing but were linked to the time limit when answering the 

exam. The comments showed protesting against how short the time is compared to the length 

of the questions. The students assume that the purpose of limiting time is done to stop students 

from cheating which is not likely to happen at this level.  
I think the questions are not hard but to be honest the time is not fair at all. (student forty-two, comment three) 

The time is short compared to the length of the exam. (Student thirty, comment eight) 

I assume they make the time short so they stop some students from cheating. (Student seventy-six, comment two) 

..in the exam we do not have enough time to think. (Student five, Comment a hundred and sixteen)  

 

Students feel that putting time limit just to stop students from cheating is an issue that the 

faculty should consider. Assuming that the best way to limit cheating is by making the exam 

shorted but complicated can be looked at as unfair. It is unfair to sort out a problem by 

developing a more complicated one.  

Besides there is an issue with lack of connection between the exam questions and the 

curriculum which is part of the delay that happens during the exam and takes from the time 

allowed to answer each question. 
at least the questions should be varied and direct from the curriculum. (Student fifty-two, comment one) 
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In the comments students also explained issues related to conditions of the exam and issues 

with the exam question themselves. some of them think that there is not enough time for 

revision and a big issue of trust between students and staff. One of the students protests in her 

comment against taking the blame for everything while the responsibility is shared. Her ideas 

where supported by another comments from other students regarding conditions and format 

and change in the policies. They seem to agree that their needs as students at the faculty are not 

taken seriously by their tutors and  other faculty staff. 
The questions have a number of issues. (Student three hundred and one, Comment four) 

 The start of the exam is wrong and even worse the place and the conditions are very poor. (Student two hundred, 

comment three)  

We do not have enough time to revise and we do not trust staff.(Student nine, Comment two) 

 there is no communication and no enough time to check your results or appeal. (Student six, Comment twenty-

six) 

Change in the place and time of the exam. Change in the format of the questions. Change in the way of teaching 

and give support to those who are poor in medical English. (Student three, Comment thirty-two) 

  

No attention is paid to the needs of the students in general regarding this subject. (Student one, Comment three) 

  

Interestingly other students listed several other things related to their opinion of unfair exam. 

They expressed how they feel about the way they are treated and how they are always feel 

anxious matter what they do. The always have the feeling that they are going to fail because of 

the pressure of some lecturers who threaten them with failure to graduate. This grow a feeling 

inside the students that there is a sort of revenge between them and the faculty. They only need 

respect and support as their basic rights. They see no support from the faculty neither with the 

English and terminology development not with the exam process. The urge for the whole 

system to change all the other subjects is quite high among students. 

They agree with others about several points in particular such as time, condition and trust. 

But also they add that the assessment itself is an issue as there is no variety in the criteria and 

that adds to the students’ pressure. The limited variation in the criteria limits the students' 

abilities as well. Many of them think that major changes to the system and the policies should 

be done consulting the students’ needs. 
 ..time and conditions should be revised taking into consideration that we are human and doctors. (Student seventy-

three, Comment five)  

 we need to have different kinds of assessment not just the exam. (Student nineteen, Comment one) 

way they set exam except the Surgery is still the old fashion one. (Student two, Comment ninety-four) 
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A question about the language use is really something students need to understand. Focus in 

writing in a foreign language is part of the struggle and adds to the understanding of fairness. 

Support in terms of language is under questioning especially with relation to the specific 

language such as English for specific purposes. 
The exam is unfair because there is no clear explanation why we need to write long answers. (Student two hundred 

and one, Comment five)  

we are not good writers; (Student sixty-six, Comment four) 

There should be a real plan to improve the terminology language and the technical vocabulary (Student thirteen, 

Comment a hundred and five) 

  

Some students might feel disadvantaged by the system as no one considers the variation in the 

students’ abilities and as a result sue the correct form of assessment to assess their learning. 

The student below hints that lack of variation in the questions makes her feel disadvantaged. 

Another student backs up her idea and adds that strengths and weaknesses of some student’s 

abilities are not considered and so equality is an issue and so understanding of fair exam. 

  
Students are different and have different abilities and the exam questions do not take into account this point. The 
exam is not varied from easy to hard and not everyone can gain the pass grade. (Student twelve, Comment fifty 
five) 
  
 Assessment should vary in order to be considered fair. (Student eleven, Comment sixty eight) 

  

Some students carry on the same point and think that only intelligent and bright students can 

perform well in the exam. Others with difficulties in all levels of their life including their 

language abilities will struggle. Unfortunately she thinks that those with less abilities will be 

nervous and that reflects on their results. 
The exam only designed for very smart students, and those with very strong English. You can pass if you 

are an ordinary students not smart and gets nervous very easily because the pressure is so high and 

sometimes that reflects on the results. (Student fifteen, Comment thirty four) 

  

A student who contributed to the interviews as well explains how problems with language skills 

affect students’ time to prepare for the exam. The lack of skills slows the progress. And the 

lack of communication with the faculty adds to the pressure. She also agrees with previous 

comments regarding trust and fairness of the procedure within the faculty. Lack of 

understanding of policies is part of the students’ struggle to cope with the demands. 

  
We need to know how to prepare for the exam. There should be clear material to use and specific topics to cover 
especially when we have to do all of that in English. (Student fifteen, Extract five)  
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They should take our opinions about the exam on board and not ignore us. We are mature and when we complain 
about the exam, we do that because there is a reason (Studrnt one, Extract four).  
They just try to ignore us and avoid our comments and keep the same exam with no improvement for years and 
years. (student nineteen, Extract ten) 
There should be enough time to revise and enough time to answer in a very comfortable condition. We do not 
want luxury exam halls but at least something suitable not the parking of the faculty. There should considerations 
to all the circumstances we are going through. (student five, Extract two)   
The policy is not really clear especially with the complaint procedure and appealing. There is no enough 
information about these things. (Student fourteen, Comment seventy-six) 

  

English for medical purposes is one of the issues students need. Some specific teaching plans 

to support the medical language is something necessary in the opinion of the students’. 

Development of specialised centers within the faculty could help improve the students’ 

language abilities in terms of language for specific purposes. Besides support of students’ 

writing as an important skill in the discipline. More practice will help with improvement of the 

situation as well as the views of fairness. 

  
There should be English for medical purposes session to improve our ability to write medical reports. I 

think it is really different from just known how to write a story. To write medical reports and case 

description needs different skill of use the language. But there should be change to the exam question itself 

hand how the marks are awarded to each kind of question. (Student ten, Comment fifteen) 

  

There should be some work done by the faculty to give us help with our terminology and medical English. 

We do not need general English. There is no point. But medical English with more focus in writing to fulfil 

exam needs. Writing short reports is really can help us answer the essay types of exam. There are lots of 

medical terms that we can memories but we need to know how to put them in the right text. (Student eight, 

Comment seventy-five) 

  

One of the students raised a point about the importance of preparation for the exam. He thinks 

that more time for revision and clear material with make things easier and save time. Students 

can concentrate more of supporting themselves in other ways, especially with their medical 

language and structure. More time will help in organizing and preparing in an adequate manner. 
We need more time to prepare and more time to revise the right material. There should be a clear outline 

of some kind states clearly what we need to cover. This save us time and make us organize our time. I 

insist that we need more time than what we get. (Student seven, Comment a hundred and twenty) 

  

More concentration in communication, language, exam format, and assessment is the key to 

the students’ satisfaction and as a result better achievements. From the students’ understanding 

of fairness too much should be done improve the situation. 
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 Give more time for preparation. Help with medical terms listen to what the students need. Communicate more 

with the students. Change the exam formats to multiple choice only. (Student nine, Comment twenty-two) 

  

Some of the students' comments were confirmed by the lecturers through the interviews despite 

the differences and disagreement that was expected. The interviews of both the students and 

the lecturers were rich with information that influenced the interpretation of finding of this 

research. Conducting interviews with lecturers using semi- structured as helpful as mentioned 

earlier. That has given the research the opportunity prepared a number of questions a head of 

the interview schedule and these questions are themed as follows 

  

4.4.1 Fair or not fair and why? 
  

Do you think the exam is fair? Why? That was an open question to both groups of participants 

(the students and the lecturers). The researcher decided to start the interview with such a 

question in order to get benefit of time limit. This question gives a huge space to the participant 

to include what he or she in mind about the exam and encourage them by giving them the 

freedom to choose what sort of information they want to provide. This was actually the main 

question in the interview. The other list of questions was used to shape up the conversation into 

the intended direction. The use of each question varied from one participant to another based 

on their responses.  Just to make it clear that the questions below are not in a particular order. 

In response to this question students have a strong agreement that the exam is unfair but the 

reasons to their judgments was different from one student to another even though there was 

agreement upon some points. The answers were as the following starting with student one who 

explained the frustration students have because of the time limit and the lack or reliability of 

time and timetable of the exam. Many students answered this question with yes because of 

many reasons. Some of them are linked directly to the lack of information and communication 

with the faculty. Students are generally under pressure, but some issues make thigs worse such 

as getting such a short notice of the date and time of the exam and not even know the outline 

of what to study. 
 

...this is actually unfair. We get short notice of two weeks and not even an outline How do they think we can 

manage? Umm it is hard. And after we do all sort of things they could easily reschedule. (Student one, Extract 

one) 
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The second participant was very specific and he only thought of one particular reason that in 

his opinion makes the exam unfair and that is linked directly to the language where too much 

is expected and clarifies the need for English for specific purposes rather than general English 

to enable him understand the complicated process of answering the questions. One of the 

lecturers also agreed with this point and thought that maybe it is unfair as the expectations are 

high  in terms of the language.  
The exam is very demanding and includes several complicated questions. ( lecture three , extract two) 

Unlike the lecturers, students think that sometimes they are aware of the answer but they find 

difficulty putting it down and produce the correct version that satisfies the criteria. The problem 

is starts here for the students. They think that they need special skills to answer these questions 

and require mastering English for specific purposes and more specialises structure use. One of 

the students mentioned something about medical language use that makes him think the exam 

is unfair. 
It should be something only for medicine. (Student three, extract four) 

But they teach us in a mixed situation where English is present orally and not in a written form. (Student two, 

Extract one) 

 

However, the lecturers suggest that the use of English and teach in a mixed situation is helpful 

when delivering any peace of knowledge taking into account the variation in the students' levels 

in terms of language. 
Using English and Arabic at the same time is done in purpose to help students with low level of English to 

understand. (Lecturer five, extract one) 

  

All the participants have agreed that the exam is unfair when they responded to the above 

question. The students based their choice in different things. Each one of them has looked at it 

from his/her own perspective. They were talking about things like the condition of the exam 

and some hinted the format of the questions and how they are structured.one student sounded 

very angry when he pointed out the question format. The think that it is a hundred, percent 

unfair because of the variety of issues themed in the questionnaire starting from the format and 

the preparation then the exam itself with regards to language and then the assessment criteria.  
how it could be fair if there are several problems, yes several with the language and the wording of the question. 

(Student twenty, extract four) 

 They all criticised h the question, and how there are many problems with the grammar and 

spelling. They mention all sort of things about errors in the language. If there are errors in the 

exam paper than how is it possible to judge students in the use based on their language. 
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Although the response from one of the lecturers did not deny that and suggested that is not the 

case in every exam but it is possible to happen and that is way he thinks that using both English 

and Arabic is helpful in this situation.   

 
It is a shame to see such errors and students could be picky sometimes but I will not deny the reality.... that is why 

we use both languages in the class. (Lecturer five, Extract two)  

However, students still insist that because of these type of problems in the exam papers they 

do not give the students a chance to look into their papers after marking or discuss their marks 

with them because they want always avoid clashes with students. 
They want to be on top and say we are lazy and hide that they are unprofessional. (Student eleven, Extract two) 

  

4.4.2 Exam structure and content  
  

As one of the main points students consider that in affects their understanding of fairness is 

linked directly to the language. Several students hinted the same point when they were asked 

the question. How do you describe the exam in terms of structure and content? All the twenty-

three interviewees agreed that there are so many issues around the structure and how the 

questions developed. They reported grammatical errors as well as spelling errors. Some of them 

agreed that if the questions in the exam itself has issues so how fair is the assessment process. 

One of the students pointed out that clearly and focused on that point: 
Ah er , it is not right that you are assessed based on your language rather than your knowledge while the exam 

itself has issues….ah yeah I mean if you read a statement that is asking about a specific syndrome and what is the 

suitable steps of diagnosis and treatment, it is literally written in a very poor English with loads of grammar errors. 

No exaggeration there are errors. Ah. Er when I read it sometimes it is confusing.  (Student three, Extract one) 

 

The student above explained why this point affects his understanding of fairness. Fairness in 

any exam should start from the exam paper and the best example for that is the questions 

themselves. When a lecturer agrees with such a point even if it was don indirectly, it raises 

questions about the fundamental bases of fair treatment and the assessment authority come 

under threat. In addition to the assessment criteria and evaluation. 

The point some students try to prove is that they are under pressure especially when the 

experience of the exam is not that as it is supposed to be. They wanted to make it clear that the 

lack of communication with the instructors and lecturers is a real issue especially under the 

external sort of pressure that the whole system is going through. The faculty needs to listen to 

the students’ concerns and try to come to the point where a solution can be reached. They feel 
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that they are not treated as they should be and that makes the students lose their trust and feel 

the unfairness of the whole process.  It is true that some of the student always complain about 

many things which can be considered academic moaning. Yet, the pressure is the cause of such 

situation. When students find themselves under stress that is caused by the course requirements 

and the lack of understanding, it is expected to see such reactions. Medicine is not an easy 

profession but this particular subject in particular that adds to the pressure. And all these 

experiences of failure and the stories of their peers every time are traumatising to some extent. 

Those who have failed the exam before do feel really under the pressure and get hunted by the 

idea. Especially when the pass most of the other subjects and they see that the situation in the 

country is not improving and so the educational system. All the participants feel that the do the 

effort required but the frustration is high and the social affect makes life harder these days. All 

the interviewed lecturers agree with students on this particular point. They also think that many 

students do the effort but the external factor such as the social stance do affect both students 

and the faculty members as well. 

   
I do not want to pass without effort but I just need my rights as a medical student. (Student twenty-two, Extract 

one) 

We always know that students do their part and most of them are professional, it is just the system and the country's 

unrest. (Lecturer five, Extract five) 

The transition in the country caused disruption to implement improvements and that reflects clearly on the 

students. (Lecturer three, extract four)  

However, student ten thought it was really frustrating to see something like this while you are 

expected to produce a reasonable text.  Looking at the extract from students who has taken the 

exam for only one time before. It sounds very frustrating to her. It is really frustrating for 

students in this profession to face challenges like this. In their opinion no one cares about them 

at the faculty. She mentioned that when she failed the subject she was very shocked as she 

concentrated more on understanding the medical knowledge rather than sparing some time for 

her medical language development. Many others feel sorry about themselves when they see 

these grammar errors sometimes. They think that they hit hard if they see spelling errors as 

well.  They feel frustrated because of how far they got in their education and they still struggle 

with the language. Some students expressed their shame sometimes. 
 I am a doctor; I should be more professional. I struggle with so many things in my study. Student twenty, extract 

three)  

Sometimes they feel that the struggle with everything and they do not get the proper support. 

They mention that language and the social challenges affect their results. Many of them try to 
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improve their language skills but with the intensity of the study and all the demands they find 

it hard to achieve.  
I made the effort in the past to help myself but with the study and life demands.... I cannot cope sometimes. 

(Student ten, Extract one) 

Students’ concerns are something affecting their views when they interpret what they feel about 

fairness. The more the students are concerned the more problems they will think about and so 

they form this idea of unfair exam. Not only the internal issue that might affect their views but 

also any other external issues. Change in external circumstances is something to be considered 

by the faculty when updating the policies. Some of the participants made it clear that sometimes 

they feel very concerned. They think a lot about the particular surgery exam and their worry 

extends to other subjects as well. In addition to the difficulties they face these days because of 

the political issues and the security problems. They still think surgery is the worst. The more 

experience they had before the more they worry about the future because they do not want that 

to happen again. They all said that they study hard and collect all the material but still feel that 

language is a core key to success in this exam. 
I study with a friend and we try to share all the information we can. We will just pray to Allah to help us. (Student 

eleven, Extract one)  

 

The extract from one of the students also contributes to the following question: Are the 

questions easy to understand? Participants have noticed that there are really issues around the 

exam they are judged on and from their side the think that faculty staff are ignoring despite the 

many students attempts to point out such an issue. But this is just one side of the story and this 

is just from the student’s perspective. The researcher has heard from the lecturers as well in 

order to compare the perceptions in this matter. Student thirteen who has experimented the 

exam several times and at the time of the interview he was retaking the exam for the fourth 

time. He even told the researcher that he had finished all his other subjects and he is spending 

his practical years. From this student’s perspective the exam is unfair because of two main 

things. The first one according to his experience is the complications in the format of the 

questions. And the second one is the lack of communications with the university staff. He 

pointed out that: 
It is really tricky and a long process that magically the demands of the exam you are required to perform in a very 

short time, [laugh] really challenging. (Student thirteen, Extract one) 

When the lecturers were asked to comment on this issue of clarity in the exam question, they 

responded by different opinion. Some of them thought that the procedure followed now has 

some advantages and disadvantages. But they agreed on the matter that the faculty although it 
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is trying to implement reforms and works hard towards changing its policies, more professional 

changes should be done. And because of the financial crisis and budget caps, they end up 

operating following traditional and old policies. They made it clear that the need to create more 

manageable plans is crucial and needed.    
Modern reforms are what the faculty needs which is impossible under the financial crisis. (Lecturer three, Extract 

four)  

4.4.3 Time limit  
 

As mentioned earlier in the comments section, many students consider the time limit as one of 

the issues they face. They look as the exam paper and see that it is full of questions but then 

they realise the time limit and some of them are already nervous. It is a big challenge for them 

to be able to multitask at the same time under the pressure of time. What the researcher means 

here is the need to read, think, choose, answer and then revise.  Student nine who is really a 

very senior student has finished all his subjects and even his practical year and he is still 

struggling to pass the surgery exam. He said to the researcher that he did his surgery practice 

and he got his pass on it and he is still waiting to finish this because of the challenging exam, 

it is frustrating to a student struggling like this.  He told the researcher that he thinks the most 

annoying point in the surgery exam happens when there is not enough time during the exam. 

The time is considered short compared to the length of the questions and the time required to 

read, think and then answer. There is a high chance that students may miss out answering some 

questions and they end up the most important ones. Even if there is marks on the paper, it is 

still hard to decide which question to answer as the pressure is high due to the time limit. That 

pressure cause students to not think and read. As a result, they start answering straight away; 

in many occasions without thinking. Being under the stress of time limit leads to answering the 

wrong questions. All these factors lead to a panic, nervous and raise students' anxiety. It is 

obvious that time limit is one of the main issues that contribute to unfairness of the exam. 

Lecturers think time is always an issue but the said there is always a careful consideration to 

match questions with time limit. All of them suggested that the other types of pressure make 

students worry about time limit. 
I think fairness means giving all the chances to the student to answer properly and successfully in a fair amount 

of time. (Student nine, Extract one)  

 

One of the other students agreed that the time limit is a big issue, but they insisted that other 

factors add to their understanding of a fair exam. In answer to the question related to do you 
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have enough time to answer all the questions? Various answers related to the same point were 

produced by students. The think the exam is too long if it is compared to the time allowed to 

answer. Student nineteen explained his frustration of the assessment and how he lost trust in it 

because it does not give him enough time to show his knowledge taking into consideration his 

language difficulties. There is this understanding that any unfair exam is the one that you do 

not get enough time to answer. There is a wide spread sense among students that an exam is 

fair if they have enough time to answer all the question component in the exam paper. Students' 

are different in their skills and time management and so how would they trust an assessment 

that does not recognise these differences.  
An assessment that does not give me my right in answering. It is not fair at all. (Student fourteen, extract three)  

Students' believe vary in many points but there is a wide agreement when things get to the issue 

of time and directly link it to fairness. 
 I don’t think an exam is fair, I cannot take my time thinking before I answer, this is surgery and many information 

is similar, it takes time to figure out which is which. If you understand what I am saying. (Student nineteen, Extract 

one) 

  

The time limit puts students under pressure and raise their anxiety. Time is very important for 

them to be able to show the knowledge they obtained from taking the course. The limit in time 

means the limit in their capacity to perform. Student seventeen explained how going over the 

questions and reading them carefully is a time consuming process. Reading quickly cause 

students to mix things up and put the wrong answers. Reading, thinking and then writing down 

the answer is a process that require a certain amount of time. That time varies compared to the 

individuals’ abilities. The differences in abilities should be considered when developing exam 

question. Students think that making use of time according to the number of questions to be 

answered is an individual skill. Some students struggle to divide the time allowed in the best 

way possible and end up stuck and anxious.  

 if you have some questions or even any parts of the questions which need more marks than 

others then answer those first to be sure at least of some marks. (Student twelve, extract six) 

Allow some time for planning is also a skill not every student is cable of doing. Some only 

read such instructions in manuals during preparation yet when it comes to reality some 

individuals find it hard to apply. It is difficult with the pressure of time limit and under exam 

conditions. Some students make the choice to answer without any thinking.  
Answer as much as I can, but I really struggle with doing that as well. Is that fair? No definitely not. (Student one, 

extract three)  
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 But I do not want to ignore other things that loads to the problem of time pressure. Thinking and interpreting all 

that knowledge in such a short time is not fair at all. (Student seventeen, Extract one)  

 

Student sixteen explained that time limit causes panic and panic causes fear of the exam. 

Sometimes the students know the answer put once they panic they might not be able to perform 

as they want and so that makes the exam unfair to them. The more they believe the exam is 

unfair the more they lose faith on their targets. 
I panic when I look at the exam paper because my biggest fear is to go through that horror of looking at the length 

of the questions and how to answer them. At that moment I know exactly that it is not possible for me to pass. 

That puts me off the most important thing I want to do in my life to become a doctor “surgeon” as my specialty. 

( Student sixteen, Extract one) 

  

One of the students who thinks the exam is not fair looks at it from the side that the students’ 

knowledge should be tested in a more modern way rather than following an old fashion style 

with the student in the centre of torture. He thinks that acquiring knowledge comes through 

practice and interest rather than only memorising to be able to succeed and pass an exam as a 

final stage of studying. It is possible to be more creative in testing knowledge through fair 

instruments and still create a real medical practitioner. Practicality of any method of assessment 

can be presented by taking the test-takers’ needs on board and depend more on understanding 

rather than memorising. Some students even question the purpose of the exam itself. The think 

that the core problem with examination is that students just do them to prove themselves or 

compare their results to others. Exams should not be done for this reason. An individual can 

give him/herself as an example. Have long term plans to become a successful doctor, a surgeon 

whose level of accuracy is very high. Maybe it is more helpful if they test students to see their 

real abilities as doctors and not examine them just to test their ability to memorise a medical 

textbook first page to last. Many students benefit from their ability to memorise but does that 

make them a very good doctors and does that make them ready to be part of the real life 

situations when doing the actual job.it is essential to think about graduating as a real 

practitioner doctor with skills such as talking to patients. Perhaps that is better than just testing 

the skills to answer exam questions.  
Maybe like questions about the anatomy of the body or specific disease symptoms or even body trauma). I think 

medicine is a practical profession. (Student two, Extract three) 

I think it is possible to turn any subject in medicine into a test of practice with just using skills of writing and 

memorising. (Student four, Extract nine) 
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Students agree that by following this particular format of written exams, they only judge 

students in their memorising abilities and English language skills which unfortunately many of 

them lack. 
 In the reality memorising and test taking are more important than being a real doctor student of each profession. 

I think. (Student twenty, Extract  one) 
  

Do you have enough time to prepare for the exam? That was one of the questions asked during 

the interview. However, some of the interviewees did actually mention this in the start of their 

interview when they were asked if the exam is fair or not and why. Student twenty-one did 

explain the importance of this point rather than so many other things. Looking back at the 

quantitative data this explains and supports some of the quantitative analysis findings. And this 

load to the students' perceptions of fairness. Preparation is one of the things every student talk 

about including comments reported earlier from the open-ended question in the questionnaire. 

The preparation process is stressful for students as well as the exam itself. In one hand students 

think that time issue again can be a drawback. Because not having enough time to prepare adds 

to all the other problems students have already. Any student needs at least a reasonable time to 

prepare especially when the load of study is high. When there is a sufficient, time students do 

not have to panic. 
I can search more for information to help me, I can ask for the help of a classmate. I can collect all the material 

that could help me revise ah yeah and also work on my language as well. (Student twenty-one, Extract one) 

On the other hand, lecturers think that preparation normally is a technique rather than time 

limit. They mention giving students tips in how to follow certain techniques so they can manage 

their time correctly even under pressure. Though, lecturers also think that social pressure can 

have a role in affecting students' progress. Any external pressure could put a burden on the 

students and they think the preparation time is short whereas the distraction could be the reason.  
I always tell my students to think ahead of time and do not leave everything to the last minute. (Lecturer one, 

Extract six). 

I tell my students to think about other commitments as well...always remember you are a member of the society 

and any think can happen... make plans from the start of the year. ( Lecturer four, extract six) 

 

   4.4.4 English language  
  

Is the English you studied before helped you in your written exam? This question was answered 

throughout the interviews without even the need to ask it. The participants thought that the 

support they get is very limited and just studying a subject will not help them develop the skills 
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required especially with the gap they have experienced between the secondary education and 

the university level. Student eleven in particular was really keen to say many specific thinks 

about the matter. He thinks that there should be a specialised language centre at the faculty that 

deals with only medical students. He has a vision of a plan to support students throughout their 

years of study. He thinks that it is essential to develop a language centre for medical purposes. 

Students do not have any English language centre to help them. They only study general 

English as a subject in the foundation year and just to pass it as a unit for credit. He suggests 

that the faculty of medicine should consider offering more professional language support for 

further rears of academic studies. Students suffer since secondary school although the 

curriculum is specialised to some extent and the textbooks were good yet they were not able to 

study it properly because of teachers' lack of experience and t time scale. Then when they 

joined the faculty of medicine the problem developed, and the real struggle began. Things get 

more complicated and the intensity of that stage became harder. The system of education is 

different to what the students were familiar with before they were enrolled in the university 

especially exams in all the other subjects including English. Student also shared the same ideas 

about the language centres but then questioned the concept of understanding wither students 

know what is fair or unfair. One of the students pointed out that language centres are a must 

for medical English. He things it is a necessity for better achievement.  
 I have no idea how language centres work but the only thing I know is that we need support with several things 

like how to write medical reports. (Student twenty-three, Extract seven) 

We need help with reading medical journals and textbooks and how to manage medical terms. (Student twenty-

six, Extract five) 

Students think the demands are high and lecturers agree with the fact that as medical students, 

they must be prepared for high demands and manage to cope. Even though there of the lecturers 

think that not all the high demands are because of the faculty's requirements, they are sure that 

social demands and external pressure play a great role in the matter. 
Perhaps they think we are asking for too much from them and things do not happen overnight. But they need to 

learn to cope. (Lecturer two, Extract two) 

One of the lecturers explained how any changes to the exam system, exam criteria and or 

addition of units must get approval from the ministry of higher education with through 

consultations with the faculty of medicine. It is not a single process with a single decision. 

Many issues such as budget have a role to play in adding any support or addition to the teaching 

system within the faculty.  
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Then I can focus more on the knowledge. I do not have to worry so much about the language. But maybe I do not 

know if that is fair or unfair. I think I do not exactly know what is fair and what is unfair. (Student twenty-three, 

Extract two) 

 

Student fifteen was precise in her opinion about the difference in abilities and skills of the 

students. She is in favor of using different assessment but that should be done based in different 

factors because not a single assessment can fit for all. Variety in the assessment itself like with 

the exam type and format should be considered carefully to produce a fair measure. 
 Yeah, Centres to help us with English for medicine is definitely something improves the fairness of the exam, 

but, yeah, do we really know what does fairness of the exam mean?, is there any frame work that we can check to 

see if that is fair or not? Err, ah, let me thin. It is hard to tell because everyone is different and every one look at 

the exam fairness from a different window based in his/ her understanding. Perhaps I say something but my college 

may say something else about the same exam. Yes, the same thing but in a different way. Yeah, Assessment is 

important and there are so many types but how to make it fair, err that is a big question, err I am not sure, I have 

no idea. (Student fifteen, Extract one)  
 

Is it the knowledge of the topic or the language that might have affected your answer? did you 

make your writing clear enough to show your understanding? Students think that reading is 

very important to help with the knowledge understanding. It is essential to read especially from 

handouts, lecture notes and sometimes textbooks. Most of the interviewee expressed their 

struggle sometimes with reading. Reading is a skill than needs techniques as well.  
I need to read the same thing several times just to understand a case or an effect of a drug it is really shame on me 

you know and that happens in the exam too which wastes my time. (Student nine, Extract seven) 

 I think if my English was good from the beginning than my results would be better in all my skills. (Student 

twenty-three, Extract one) 

 

 From what the participants said maybe it is not clear that the language is part of the fairness 

frame. Yet, thinking about some of the points about these language centres and language 

programmes for academic and specific purpose is something that should be considered. Maybes 

some more investigations should be some and that is part of the limitation of this study. Daoud 

(2000) had tracked the history of language for specific purposes in general and ESP in specific 

in North Africa and reported that it actually suffers from an issue with its status. Daoud’s 

argument was based on the idea of lack of policy and weaknesses of the professional training 

of the field and delayed the professional improvement of English for specific purposes. Daoud 

(2000) also states that “current ESP/LSP practice is largely ad-hoc, lacking in course design, 

teacher training, sufficient instruction time, and proper evaluation” (p.77). Based on that there 
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are  some important factors to understand and adopt  which are the central control, institutional 

inertia (i.e. top policy-makers’ beliefs about feasibility of ESP provision with regard to finance, 

materials, qualification to teach ESP), and fighting English language from spreading as  

educational and economic system that is controlled by another foreign language (Daoud, 2002). 

With regard to centralised domination, Daoud (2002) states that “the agencies in charge of 

curriculum planning have a top-down approach. They do not listen to the practitioners in the 

field, allocate too little time for ESP instruction, and set common examination criteria that are 

at odds with the nature of ESP practice.” (p.81). The tension relationship between current and 

needed professionalism is really necessary for programme improvement. Daoud (2000) also 

mentioned that the subordinate role of ESP programmes is not totally free of arguments “The 

practitioners’ negotiating positions would be strengthened by the professionalism they would 

show in doing their work; however, this professionalism may not be easy to achieve because 

one is rarely afforded the resources for self-improvement (e.g., attending management courses 

and professional conferences)” (p.83).  

In terms of EAP programmes Melles et al. (2005) has tracked the history and development of 

credit-based EAP programmes in several places. The most well-known ones are the United 

Kingdom, the United States and Australia. There are some questions because of the uncertainty 

of the status of these programmes in both the UK and the USA. The picture does not change 

much in Australia where despite the fact there is an increase in the number of faculty-based, 

discipline-specific programmes there is still delay in adopting language and academic skills 

“the most common approach to LAS development is still a generic study skills model typically 

consisting of extra-curricular short courses and workshops on various academic skills” (Baik 

and Greig, 2009, p.402). So this idea of ESP and EAP programs and centres worth considering 

but after a very detailed investigation of several things, financially and culturally. Further 

studies should be done and things like needs analysis are recommended.  Zughoul and  Hussein 

(1985) suggests that the students sometimes overs estimated their abilities in terms of language 

and that makes the demand very high when they come to practice the reality.   
“Students may have overestimated their abilities in different language skills, while a more 

realistic estimate of those abilities may be reflected in the responses of the faculty. With 

regard to the perception of needs, students and faculty were in agreement; both indicated 

that the most needed skill for success at the university level is listening comprehension; 

but whereas students ranked speaking, reading, and writing next, faculty members 

arranged them in the order of reading, writing and then speaking. In the ranking of the 

subskills, students and faculty were almost in full agreement. When directly asked about 

their overall training and preparation in English, the students' responses indicated a 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272238085900162
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272238085900162
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favorable agreement. The faculty members were more critical of this overall training and 

preparation.”  (Zughoul and  Hussein,1985, p. 145) 

  

In terms of the language issues some students insisted that they need some more academic help 

combined with their langue development. Looking at some of their extract and following the 

content analyses showed that they thinks that writing for academic and specific purposes is of 

higher interest and really they link that directly to their failure to fulfil the needs of the 

assessment. They showed high interest in writing medical reports as one of the things to make 

their ideas of unfair exam. Looking through similar studies. Al-Maamri (2011) reports in 

something similar when he linked that to assessment of laboratory reports writing and showed 

how that is important to assessment of language. Although he focused on Engendering rather 

than English but his reporting on the facts is directly linked to the facts that applies to medicine 

in Libya with similarity in the context 

  
“Assessing laboratory reports writing was a goal in both the engineering and the agriculture 

EAP programmes at the ELC. However, there were differences between the way these were 

constructed into the curriculum, and how they were assessed, and their weightings: the 

laboratory report assessment was only one of the components in the agriculture EAP 

programme and it occupied a section separate from the focus of the entire textbook, which 

was on reading, vocabulary and summarisation. In terms of assessment, the laboratory report 

component did not exceed 15% of the total grade allocated for the programme. In 

engineering however, the laboratory report writing formed the major component in the 

textbook, with assessment comprising at least 50% of the programme. Whilst in the sections 

which follow I shall attempt to document the practices of the teachers and the programme 

leaders in both programmes with respect to their view of this component at a rather general 

level” (Al-Maamri, 2011, p23) 

One of the students said similar things by linking what he thinks important to the idea of writing 

medical texts and being assessed in more course work will help in managing the demands of 

the exam, Student nine thinks that these changes should happen gradually and over time but in 

a proper manner. It is clear that the more practice students get the better they would have the 

chance to improve. And change in the assessment criteria during course work is a way to 

improve scores. And as a result their views of fairness may change. 

If we can manage to convince the faculty to assess us more by course work that will help us 

improve the way we can write in the exam. If they make us write more repots about the medical 

knowledge from a clear curriculum with the help of the experts. This is a lengthy process that 

should happen over time. It is not possible for it to happen in a forth night, but the more students 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272238085900162
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272238085900162
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have the opportunity to practice writing reports the better they do when they need to write 

answers in the exam. It is a simple equation. Students cannot suggest that now, basically 

because of lack of communications with the students. But really, they should think about it. It 

is something helpful. Overtime students will get to it and gradually they will improve.  

writing these reports is part of the study practice that we need as future doctors any way, 

whenever we do it will help us when we prepare for the exam. (Student nine, Extract two)  

Another student responded to the question about the language use but he directly linked that to 

assessment as we can see from the extract below. Change in the assessment based on the 

demands of the course and the students’ need and abilities is a key to improving fairness. 

Different types of assessment criteria would allow students to show more of what they have 

learned besides managing the use of the English. Feedback is one of the things students need. 

That will encourage their learning and make them aware of their strengths and weaknesses. 

One of the students mentioned her try to take more than one assessment during the year and 

some of it is more of writing nature. She was pleased with the experience and thought it would 

be great for enhancing knowledge as well as skills.  
perhaps we need to learn how to write assays or maybe medical reports, it is the same idea when doing it in the 

exam. (Student eight, Extract ten) 

We practice writing and feedback and we know what is right and what is wrong in terms of knowledge and 

language, that is how it should be, not only exams without even feedback. (Student two, Extract two) 

Although all the lecturer participants are doctors, they thought that writing reports can be 

identified as the most challenging of all components in their doctor practising profession. The 

lecturers identified this challenge as a higher degree exercise. The opinions of the lecturers 

were divided in many points but generally they shared the same views among themselves and 

in many occasions with students as well wish is considered an interesting finding from the 

research. Likewise, differences were expected. the lecturers seem to adopt different techniques 

in their teaching and dealing with the students but similar techniques when dealing with the 

faculty policies and rules.   

What do you think the problem is in answering the written exam? Such a question is linked to 

the skills and proficiency of English. The research asked it separately as part of the emphasising 

how essential is writing for medical students. The students mentioned problems in their writing 

and expressed their frustration about the skills they have in general and all of that linked to the 

idea that the exam was a written one. Zhu (2004) has found out in a study that writing is 

important in both the business and engineering faculty where they highlighted the role of 

writing as an important communication instrument that can be used by business people and 
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engineers in the real world not just for the studies but also career success in the business world 

as emphasized by the business professors. This highlights the importance of writing in any field 

of study. Student fourteen expressed herself by describing her work as a disaster and she 

mentioned how important for the doctor to be able to write not just speak. However, some 

students don’t believe that writing is the centre of the exam as he thought other things are far 

more problematic that that in terms of fairness. Student eighteen mentioned preparation time 

and conditions as rather more important than just worrying much about the writing. He also 

thinks the knowledge is what matters. But knowledge of medical terms is essential as well. 

Different opinions about the skills of writing. The difference in views can be linked to several 

factors including their gender and abilities. Differences in abilities can make students change 

attitude towards certain skills and so their understanding of fairness. 
Writing! [laugh], writing is really problematic but really important as well. My writing is a disaster, [laugh], I 
have the ideas in mind put I cannot put them down, I have medical terminology in mind I can write it down to 
link the whole thing up is impossible. I can speak better that write because when I speak I can use Arabic as well 
so if I get stuck I switch to English but in writing it is very difficult to do. If they just change these questions that 
require more writing, like essay ones that would be good,. [laugh],   (Student fourteen, Extract one) 

  
I am not too much worried about the skills I have of writing, knowledge is much more important. If you study 
things by the book, you will get them right. I do not think they judge us because of our poor writing, I think they 
look more at how accurate the information we provide is. For me what bothers me a lot is the exam conditions 
and the time limit to prepare. . (Student eighteen, Extract one) 
  
If they make us write more repots about the medical knowledge from a clear curriculum, with the help of the 
experts of course. (Student nine, Extract two) 

  

Lack of communication between students and the faculty makes it difficult to know how they 

are judged by the exam. There is a clear confusion about what is major and what is minor in 

terms of knowledge and language. As the students are unable to express how they feel appears 

on their exam paper. They would have the knowledge but lack the skills to interpret that 

knowledge as the markers expecting as an answer. 
I am really, concerned about the way they judge me based on what I consider minor things, when they do not 
provide proper support to us. We have the knowledge but maybe we do not have the proper language skills. 
(Student eight, Extract one) 
  

When students were asked this question: Do you need support with general English or with 

English for specific purposes or both? One of the students makes it clear that taking the exam 

several times is putting her off the profession especially that she feels the pressure because of 

her language issues. Similarly, another female student said she really lost faith in herself 

because of her language issues. Both students question their abilities as doctors in terms of their 

language skills. They normally complain about their written skills rather than their spoken ones.  
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For me my English language level affects badly my confidence in my ability to succeed in Medicine I feel huge 
pressure , I can talk but I find difficulty writing I really don’t know how to explain it. (Student ten, Extract three) 
  
 I was about to pull out from this choice because of my poor English language. We are not well prepared to deal 
with medical terms and write essays. I got this far and I feel like I am not happy with my achievements. (Student 
fourteen, Extract two) 
  
I can consider myself good at speaking because I lived in England for three years when I was at the age of seven. 
But to be hones I am not sure of my skills. I can speak no problem but when I write, well not well. Maybe more 
of specialised English, I can memorise the terms as well. My memory is good. (Student twenty-one, Extract two) 
  

In terms of the question: Did you join any supporting courses either in English or in surgery? 

Were they helpful? Why? Students seem to disagree about the concept. Some of the participants 

think that these kinds of course are financially difficult to catch up with and they could waste 

your time as there is only a limited time period that is really short to prepare for the exam. 

Besides, in terms of language they think it not something that you can get just for the exam. 

And that leads to the idea promoted early about full programmes looking at the students’ needs 

in terms of language development. However, some of them thought there should be course to 

support both the knowledge and the language but time is the issue for the students. 
I do take supporting courses, well in surgery and other subjects, but not English, that is another story. But for me 
I can afford it. They charge allot of money per hour. Not all the students can do it unfortunately. But language! 
no no that is extra cash to pay and not much benefits. But the surgery ones, I find helpful, they tell you how to 
study and they show you samples of answers. (Student twelve, Extract two) 

  

Supporting courses is an idea that students suggest as part of the help they could get from the 

faculty. If they have communication with the staff members and the university authority they 

would be able to explain what their weaknesses are and how they would be able to offer them 

support. Courses for both general English and specific and medical English should be in the 

plans of the universities as part of higher Education reforms. Developing support courses will 

reduce the pressure for students and change their understanding of fairness. The supporting 

course that is only for the sake of medical knowledge may not work. What the students need is 

more with the basics and academic language use rather than the knowledge itself. If the students 

are confident about their language, they would not have complicated problems with the surgery 

knowledge. Other improvements in the administration and assessment will post their learning 

strategies and would lead them to success. Some students took some courses in the past.  some 

of them can afford to learn English and some can afford to take surgery ones as well. Not every 

student can have this opportunity. 
 for English language that was a long time ago. They are not helpful that is why I did not take a surgery supporting 

course. (Student seven, Extract seven) 
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These courses require a lot of money and every student can pay that amount of money. Not all 

the students find these courses successful. It is more of individual needs and preferences. 

you do the same things you do if you study with a friend.  
I do not find it successful it is just a business. I always say to myself if I pass than I should do it at no extra cost. 

(Student thirteen, extract five) 

Many of my colleges go to these courses, I mean surgery but again they did not pass, so you see it is the same 

then. (Student five, Extract one) 

  

Students’ needs vary and their circumstances change and so their abilities. These things affect 

the perception of fairness. The more support with the skills is far more helpful that just focus 

on the knowledge. Giving the students a chance to express themselves and talk about the 

problems to the faculty staff will make a clear picture of what the focus of improvement will 

be. Some students have never thought of taking any supporting course except English. 
my first year I took English course then gave up. You waste too much time just to get to these course their time is 

always inconvenient and they normally do them in a short notice before the exam. Student five, extract eleven) 

They think that not much is happening in these courses especially the medical ones. The cost 

of them is a barrier too. Those with financial strains cannot afford to fund themselves to take 

such courses. 
 my friends say used to take one of these courses and he said they are useless. (Student twenty-two, Extract four) 
 I have never joined one before.  my father is a doctor, he did not take any supporting courses either when he was 

studying and he passed all his exams from the first time, he never re-sits exams, but his English is good, he did 

not take any language course either. It is a struggle but he helps me in my studies as well, I do take his advice all 

the time. I did not pass the last time but I think maybe Allah will help me this time. (Student twenty-one, Extract 

two) 

  

There is a big difference between attending a course to know what to study and to know how 

to study. It is more about both of them with more focus on the skills of learning through 

practice. And not just courses that matter but also trust that actually what is being done to 

support students is for the sake of their benefits. Once trust is built up problems will reduce 

and space for improvement will be available without pressure even in the current struggle of 

the higher education. 
Surgery supporting course is not helping, well,[ laugh) I do not know , I did not take one, but umm at least that is 
what other students say, [laugh], maybe I need one of the courses but maybe I need it if I do  not pass this time, 
umm, aah who knows , we will see. umm, I do not feel anxious about failing, maybe that is how Allah wanted 
things to be,  but these courses, no, I think they just take advantage of students. umm for the language course that 
is different, for me there is no time to take these. I do not want to know how to speak and how to learn grammar, 
[laugh] Maybe medical terminology course, umm it is too late, yeah maybe. (Student eight, Extract one) 

  



 
 

145 
 

More support with English for medical use is what these students need as reported by student 

twenty three. She actually prefers free courses offered by the faculty as they are open to all 

students and possible for everyone to take part on them. These courses would be a good idea if 

they are not compulsory and assessed because that will give different level of students have the 

option to attend them if they need to, based on their abilities and needs. 

  
Yeah if they offer us free specialized support in medical knowledge that would be great especially if they are 
optional and not assessed. There are some private courses like that that gives support with skills but they are not 
free and. not many now, well after the war if you know what I mean. (Student twenty-three, Extract three) 

  

What do you think the marker looked at in your answer? Many of the participants think that an 

assessment is fair if the marking criteria assesses exactly the knowledge rather than the 

language. Yet, not everyone dos know how his / her work is being assessed especially with 

lack of communication with their tutors and staff members in the faculty. This is the case even 

before the civil war. There is always a barrier between students and their tutors due cultural 

and social affects. Students in this study tried to make it clear that they wanted to know what 

their lectures want them to do in the exam paper despite the fact that many of them think their 

lectures had actually made the assessment clear. While some students really find it a struggle 

to be able to understand the way they are assessed. O’Donovan et. al. (2008) suggest that most 

of the students may have issues in express themselves or discuss any of the choices they  have 

in order to use and   apply any of the standards in any work they are judged on. They also may 

have difficulty complaining about the use of terminology for academic purposes and even 

problems with unclear and completed assessment. Tasks that are complicated may lead to 

confusion among students. Students need to know more about the assessment used to evaluate 

their understanding of the subject content. It is the students’ right to complain about any unfair 

assessment that is ambiguous or unclear. Some of the participants are not sure if they get the 

information they need about the exam assessment. Some of them thing the information they 

have available about assessment because it is a bit vague. 
 Err, really there’s not much instruction to follow or to understand so. I think sometimes students  err, they try to 

understand but really  we do not know.(Student seven, Extract one) 

Perhaps, students are different and not everyone is sure of exactly what should be done and in 

many occasions, they are not sure about the assessment process. To approach a lecturer is 

always an issue especially if they do not know you in person. 
I believe you should have a conversation with someone but normally you cannot do it unless the tutor knows you 

personally, you cannot ask the lecturer anyway, you can ask the lecture about other things but not the assessment 
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criteria. Well in many occasions I need longer time to be able to focus and have a deep thinking of the question 

and what it requires. That is the most difficult thing I go through in the exam. (Student four, Extract one) 

However, one of the lecturers mentioned his availably most of the time at the faculty. He also 

mentioned some other restrictions of time related to teaching loads and schedules. Perhaps that 

is the reason why some lectures are approachable while others not. 

  

Bearing the whole idea in mind the researcher wanted to know what the students could explain 

as an assessment they would like to experience. And if there is any a specific type of assessment 

that will allow them to show how much knowledge they have and what they know in terms of 

content. Also demonstrate their understanding and what they can do in terms of both knowledge 

and skills.  Most of the students had not anticipated that it is actually possible for them to make 

choices in terms of methods they actually prefer to be assessed with. This is far more than their 

expectations and because they are not used to the fact that their voice is heard with in the faculty 

and their needs are considered. This part actually is mentioned later in the possibility of the 

benefits of needs analysis to help students with more comfortable performance because they 

will thing that they are part of the process and that might change their idea of unfair exam.  

Sambell et. al. (1997) explains how student may not have enough choice of assessment criteria.  

It seems that to gain more trust from students because they lack that with the traditional 

methods chosen for them because they do not have much experience of alternative methods of 

assessment. The reason also could be that they got used to the methods chosen for them in the 

past and they are not aware of the change. However, one of the students did mention some 

individual differences and thought of the system to change so students could take part in the 

assessment process and maybe have a choice of the way be assessed and choose based on a list 

of assessments forms available for discussion.  

 

 

4.4.5 Assessment criteria 
  

Are you aware of the assessment criteria? And what do you know about the marking process? 

When the interviewers asked these two questions, it was obvious that none of the students took 

part on the interviews has have any idea that there is in the subject outlines of the faculty of 

medicine a section that includes full details of standards of assessment and assessment criteria 

that is used to judge performance. It is clear that not many of the students take a look at any of 
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the assessment policies and procedures’ manual or any of the faculty’s code of practice. It is 

important to make it clear that any assessment should have a clear outline of hoe fair it is to 

prove validity (Sambell et al 1997) and make it clear for because all they need is transparency 

in briefs as well as reliable criteria for assessment that is not ambiguous (Drew 2001). So it is 

important to have a clear system that puts student in the picture and show them and changes in 

the assessment and the reason to use it.  It seems there is an issue in this case considering the 

students talking about such problems when they were asked to describe fair assessment. The 

reason why they do not claim clearly that criteria of assessment is actually enclosed in the 

subject outlines (Flint, 1998). O’Donovan et al. (2008) suggests that “whilst a focus on explicit 

articulation as a means of communicating standards can be considered the current dominant 

logic of UK HE with widespread appeal, it is arguably only of limited use in today’s more 

fragmented programmes which serve an increasingly diverse student population.” (p.207). Two 

of the participants do think that because there is not enough information listed in subject 

outlines they are unaware of it and that is for them an issue of fairness. Students also may think 

it is not very useful to check the outline because things are not clear in it any way. They think 

that they should only be assessed on the main content of the curriculum and be aware of the 

grades.  
They should mark them clearly in the exam paper, they have to be clear on what we need to do....I mean 

answers...unless you had the chance to practice something similar in your preparation(Student four, Extract eight) 

It is essential for the students to be aware of what is required and what is expected. If the 

questions are completely different from what they have practiced, then they will find difficulty 

answering them. If no clear assessment was presented that make it more complicated as well.  
...what I mean, not to know about it is actually not fair at all. (Student one, Extract two) 

  

There should be a clear outline of the marking criteria so the students will know exactly what 

they need to do. Sometimes it is difficult for the students to get hold of their lecturer and ask 

questions about unclear points including the marking scheme. Usually, not all the students 

might feel confident enough to go to their lecturer and ask questions. On one hand, All the 

participants talked having confidence in their grades if they know how the lecturers mark their 

papers and feel more confident if their grades match the stated marking criteria. On the other 

hand, all the lecturers insisted that all students are welcome to come ask about their grades and 

also responsible to go and meet their lecturer and ask about the guidelines of the assessment 

and get clarifications. However, the question of fairness is still present if for some reasons an 

outline of criteria is not giving full details explaining what to do to answer a question. In the 
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faculty, students normally communicate well with each other and so if any student manages to 

meet one of the lecturers then the rest of the students will know automatically by spreading the 

word.  
I personally, I do not go to see the lecturer about anything. Well I guess that is my way to deal with things and 

because sometimes there is no point to do it, I could ask a friend maybe. (Student fifteen, Extract one) 

  

To avoid confusion, it is fair for the students to know how they are judged and in what bases 

they are assessed. If there is no guideline to the process it could be a problem for the students 

and so their understanding of fairness could be affected by such things. 
  

I estimate how the judgment of how an actual content of an exam paper has followed the guidelines as to how it 

should be done. (Student five, Extract four) 

I still insist that subject outlines should provide a brief overview of the actual assessment. That is actually more 

helpful to us. (Students eight. Extract eight) 

So I think those do not follow these rules are just somehow tough. I do not consider as unfair, just not very useful. 

If I have any trouble I just go and see the lecturer. (Student three, Extract two) 

Lecturers responded by clarifying the actual procedure. The reported of informing the students 

about the criteria before the exam. One of the lecturers also mention that he always offers to 

clarify marking schemes and criteria to the students especially in the revision time of the year. 

However, all the lecturers agreed that more should be done in terms of clarity and transparency. 
In revision lectures I always explain about the marking scheme used in marking the surgery exam. (Lecturer four, 

Extract two)  

The variety in the forms of assessment and especially having an in course assessment is 

necessary to establish understanding of the process. Practice during the course might improve 

their scores in the final exam because they will know how the assessment works and how much 

grades they need. 
If they use other forms of assessment maybe better. I think there is a better process than the current one. I think 

they can use assessment by coursework and it will work better than only one exam idea. I think it is a really a 

hundred percent fair way of assessment. Because they will give you a chance to collect information and   then 

write down all the ideas if you understand what I mean, yeah, in a piece of writing. And the exam could be a 

multiple choice kind of thing. This make us concentrate on knowledge more. We should have the chance to do 

more than one assessment during the academic year. We hope this will be the case now after the revelation. But I 

am not sure. Still the old fashion people are there. (Student five, Extract one) 

  

Flint (1998) suggest that sometimes students have no idea what to expect form an assessment 

and in fact need to have a written form of guidelines including a detailed explanation of the 

what standards of judgments are used for an assessment and what criteria is used to assess 
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students’ performance. It is possible that future content outline documents of particular subject 

may not include such details and that could be confusing. And probably both students and their 

lecturers and even staff from the faculty need to have full understanding of policies and rules 

implemented by the university since that raises understanding of fairness for some students and 

how things work within their faculty.  

The analysis of the total 307 responses from the students’ perception of fairness survey 

questionnaire revealed that on one hand, there are several factors that could affect the 

perception of fairness among medical student. On the other hand, there is not a specific frame 

that can be followed when looking at students’ perception.  Students seem to build up a lot of 

concerns   about their abilities to be up to the maximum of their academic performance and 

produce work that matches the high standards expect at university level not just because of 

quality but even in terms of quantity which is related to the course work (Christie et al. 2008). 

Typical comments included are: first they do not have enough time to prepare, they do not 

know how to prepare, they do not know how to organize their time and how to cover ever thing 

included in a challenging short time. In case of medical students much of their university work 

is based on exam assessment. 

It was flagged by many students that restriction in time for preparation is something very 

important. Students know that in order to get better results in an exam they need to have enough 

time to prepare and organise themselves. It depends on how early they get the chance to start 

revising is something important for their better grades. Bowl (2005) explains that students may 

have other commitments in tier life such as work and that should be taken into consideration 

in the time allowed for preparation before an assessment. One of the students experienced too 

much pressure to be able to connect between funding himself and prepare for the exam and so 

mentions that the time is very short if you have other commitments in life 

 I do not think the time they give us to prepare is enough compared to the type of the assessment we take. 

We do have other things to do, I work to help myself. So if I only one exam is going to assess me and I do 

not have enough time to prepare for it. That means failure. There should be other ways to spread the grades 

through different types of assessment, I so not know, Maybe. (Student five, Extract two) 

Many researches are looking at assessment documents viewed by students has explained the 

variation in the use of different types of assessment based on the students’ understanding 

Struyven et al (2002) has found out that the normal type of assessment such as the MCQs or 

even the essay type compared to other types of assessment that can be considered a substitute 

option such as self-assessment shows different results when checked students’ opinions regards 

fairness. They concluded that the substitute methods of assessment are considered fairer in 
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terms of the opportunities they give to students to demonstrate their knowledge. It is clear that 

students could understand a certain idea in a different way based on their different experiences 

of an assessment. The more the assessment task fulfils the students’ need the more they think 

it is fair. Unfair assessment is framed by how unimportant a task to the students is, because 

they feel like they are unable to gain control of the task and demonstrate their knowledge and 

so they will consider the assessment as not fair (Sambell et al 1997).   
Not everybody can do well when they have a speaking test. Sometimes they do not find it easy to do long writing 

answers for essay types of questions. (Student eight, Extract nine) 

Every student has its own way of dealing with things. Even with the differences students have 

a sort of agreement in having more than one form of assessment. They will help in increasing 

the credits obtained. 
It is good to have credits besides the exam itself, students would work under the same standards and they can 

choose which assessment they want to take, I mean optional choices. (Student seven, Extract one) 

  

The more the students allowed more than on type of criteria the better that chances for them to 

express themselves and answer. The variety throughout the course work is a higher chance for 

more preparation and more chances of better grades. Besides have the chance to discuss any 

results and be allowed to complain if they feel they were treated in an unfair way.  
If they ask me about the assessment I would say it is ok to do an exam but maybe more than one, you know, more 
than one assessment during the academic year. I would agree it stays the same assessment just I would probably 
do more practice on that assessment in particular. More chances to experience it and get used to it. And make all 
the material available and easy to access and possible to discuss and complain about any unsatisfactory results. 
(Student eight, Extract one) 

  

On one hand, some of the student accept the idea of being assessed in a variety of ways. They 

find it helping in improving their skill and think it is fair to assess students in that way. On the 

other hand, other students might find it challenging and uncomfortable experience when they 

are assessed by more than one method. They do prefer the use of one method chosen by the 

lecture because that makes the process fair for all the students as they are equal. It is clear that 

sometimes students do not want to go through a challenge because they do not now hoe their 

grades will end up. The system should benefit from other forms of assessment and open 

channels of discussion with students as an important part of the equation. Formative assessment 

is really ignored in the system which can have an impact in the students’ results and broadens 

perhaps their perception. Only two students mentioned the terms formative assessment by 

talking about feedback.it is actually presented earlier when talking about discussing their 

answers with staff members. The use of feedback could have a great impact on changing 

students’ understanding of fairness and can be considered as an enhancement of learning 
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through the use of formative assessment. After all what can be presented here is that students 

in this study were not happy with lack of communication and that their lecturers do not provide 

any opportunities for them to get feedback on their results after the exam. They think the system 

is only based on summative rather than formative assessment. They also make it clear in their 

comments that the benefits of summative assessment cannot be ignored but should be used side 

by side with the formative one throughout the academic year. Through both assessment it is 

possible to give a great opportunity for students to have several chances to improve their results 

rather than taking only on summative assessment and once they fail there is no other chance to 

improve. 
I think it is necessary that they give us our papers and some feedback.  If they do that we will be able exactly to 
know what was wrong with our answers and so we can improve. Rather than repeating the same type of mistakes 
again and again. (Student six, Extract five)  
We manage sometimes to look at sample answers but that is not like looking at your own paper and your own 
mistakes. We need more than one exam during the academic year and with more feedback. (Student two, Extract 
two) 

  

Variety of assessment, clear criteria and feedback are part of the needs of the students besides 

the ability to communicate freely with the tutors and lecturers as well as the faculty 

administration. They need to have a chance to speak up their concerns and give their opinions 

about what they need. Some of the students mentioned that they cannot deny that exams are 

important as part of assessment, but they also think that they should not be the only way of 

assessment. There are other types such as doing assignments and in year course work I do not 

mean homework like children but assessed work, like proper one. Doing that and getting 

feedback and then do one or two exams and get feedback. They do not even allow us to get our 

papers and check our mistakes. And in the appeal process you have no chance to prove they 

are wrong. There are also complains about the appeal process. Students think it is useless in 

many cases because it takes a very long time.  

 ...if you manage to get through the appeal, the tutor proves you don’t deserve even the mark you got, and they 

pick on you just because they think you are challenging them by doing the appeal. It is useless if there is not a 

proper way of communication. (Student ten, Extract two) 

The lecturers have another opinion and the put the blame on the administration process. They 

agree it is a long process but all of them think that it is fair to some extent. The student needs 

to be patient. They also explained that even though they are under huge pressure the still mange 

from time to time to discuss answers with students and give feedback. The showed awareness 

about the benefits of feedback in a difficult subject like surgery yet they blamed the external 

circumstances for errors in marking and lack of communication. The also mentioned many 
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attempts to ask for policy revision with regards to appeal and assessment. Even this application 

take time and require higher authority permission to be considered for review. 
Feedback is helpful, and I mean feedback here the one I get from the tutor about the answers in the exam, If I see 

my exam paper and look at the question I can know my answer was wrong and what to do next time. (Student 

twenty-one, Extract ten) 

Feedback encourages me to talk more about issues, right okay. If there is for example more than one assignment 

instead and more than one exam. We will have to study with collages more frequently and not only at the end of 

the year and for only one exam with a very short time to prepare. (Student thirteen, Extract two) 

  

Again, the issue of trust is raised as students think that not every students can get the chance to 

look at the exam paper and revise the answers by a lecturer. This is considered unfair that some 

students manage, especially females, and others do not. There should be a clear criterion of the 

process in order to implement fairness understanding among students. Listening to students’ 

concerns is something explained every time they talk about fairness. Interestingly, students 

think that girls manage more to get their papers revised. Some students claim that the staff in 

the faculty respect female students than males. 
 I do not know, I know some girls go to the tutor and complain without being told off, I do that, maybe they will 

kick me out, no this is very minor, we normally get the grads without seeing our papers. (student nineteen, Extract 

eleven) 

 Last time I went to appeal, but I realised that I am wasting my time while my female friend had her appeal checked 

in a short time. They should listen to us we have opinions. (Student four, Extract one)   

Lecturers do agree partially with the claim. They think that female students are polite and 

respectful and always patient when they are applying for an appeal or even asking question. 

Likewise, male student can be short timbered and less respectful towards their lecturers or any 

member of staff. Yet the mention that in general equality is promoted with in the faculty. 
I do not see any difference between male and female students, it is always the issue of time presser not the unequal 

opportunity offered. (Lecture three, Extract five) 

  

From the point of view of students, having different assessment will encourage more of work 

in corporation with classmates rather than working individually. This suggests more of team 

work and that will help them open more to accept the other rather than thinking selfishly about 

the way to achieve the pass grade 

 ...exams are fine but there should be more than that, more exams are actually helpful and assignment like writing 

essays or reports or patient cases is something we need to have and then we cannot complain about fairness. 

(student eight, Extract one) 

I prefer working with classmates in these assignments, I find it helpful because I practice and benefit of others' 

ideas. (Student seven, Extract two) 
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Nonetheless, what these students did not think about is that sometimes the assessment practice 

could be suitable and fair while in other times they might come face to face with unsuitable or 

poor assessment.  Positive or negative experience could be affected by the lecturers’ feedback. 

They would think the assessment is fair because they have been provided by a negative rather 

that positive one. Sometimes the feedback is not adequate and in this case,  it could be more 

confusing for the students rather than helping. In some cases, it could be too late to get benefit 

of it especially if the time to use it is already past (Ramsden 2003, Varlander, 2008)  

Students were naive in away about their expectations from their lectures because of the time 

pressure, the reason they think they will appreciate good feedback and get benefits form it, yet 

what they did not think of is how this can be implemented in the current situation with all the 

disadvantage the students have. The issues this research was not able to establish with regards 

to the exam process and opinions of other stake-holders are considered for further research. 

The research should extend to ask questions to the tutors to see if the students’ ignored 

suggestions are considered or not by the other stake-holders and explore the reasons for that. 

This is considered for exploration in future research by the researcher or any interested scholars 

or researchers. 

It is important to go over both the research questions and he main aims of this research to be 

able to go over the presentation of the findings discussion. The research questions are centered 

round the concept of fairness and how students view this concept based on their academic study 

circumstances in general and on the surgery exam in particular. The findings form this research 

where discussed in sequence with the research questions. These questions are listed below: 
  

RQ1: What is the frame for medical students’ perception of fairness in surgery exam? 

          RQ2: What are the factors that affect the students’ perception of fairness including   

gender and experience?  

 RQ3:  To what extent the students’ perception of fairness are affected by the English 

language they use in their academic study? 

Taking the three main research question, each part of the data collection and analysis is targeted 

to answer one of the research question. Interpretation of the findings than matched to answers 

the research questions in sequence. The first research question is: What is the frame for medical 

students’ perception of fairness in surgery exam and how do medical students perceive the 

concept of fairness in surgery exam and is there an actual frame for the fairness. For the sake 

of, identify the perception of fairness among medical students in the target exam and to manage 

to identify the main aims of the research, the questionnaire was the rich source of data. The 
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descriptive statistics of each questionnaire statement based into five categories where used to 

provide answers in addition to information from the interviews.  

Summary  
 

This is really important to say, every year the questions change in terms of content but if you 

look at all the other things such as errors are all still the same. The language of the questions is 

still the same no improvement. To be hones this makes the students confused and face difficulty 

to understand all the complexity. As simple as that. So many questions that need longer times 

to answer and only short time is the actual time to answer. It is not enough for the students to 

read the questions, understand them and then squeeze out their heads to recall all the 

information that they have studied in a short time and then write these answers. Unfortunately, 

this research was not able to fulfil many things of interest due to restriction in the research 

process, but that is something will be suggested and considered in future research see chapter 

six. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

155 
 

Chapter Five 

Discussion  
 

 

5.1 introduction 
 

First of all, this chapter discusses the main themes that emerged from the analysis and summary of the research 

findings. In addition to the theoretical implications of the present study research, in which a discussion of 

fairness of an exam as perceived by medical students. After that a discussion of contribution to knowledge in 

the field of language assessment and knowledge in the research of fairness of exams.  

 

5.2 The main themes  
  
  

Figure 5.1 Summary of findings 

  

  

 

  

This section of the discussion explains three findings. The emergent themes contribute directly 

to the understanding of fairness. This understanding is as perceived by medical students who 

experienced a very complex exam experience. These themes also relate to the way medical 

1. There is not a clear frame work for the concept of  
fairness in medical exams based on the fifth year 
medical studentes' understanding.

2. Students do not have a clear understanding of  what a 
fair assessment is?

3. Student's lack of English languge proficency could 
be part of the factors that affect thier understanding of 
fairness and implKementation of more spcific language 
development and help is something to improve 
understanding of fairness.
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students seem to rank their understanding of fairness as influenced by language skills and 

abilities of mastering English as a foreign language and for specific purpose. They also relate 

to the way these students cope with pressure of the surgery exam under the pressure of all the 

external circumstances surrounding the exam. And how their perception is based more on their 

understandings of fairness in connection to language skill rather than on their understandings 

of assessment. Based on their perception it is very difficult to come up with a specific frame 

that governs understanding of fairness as a concept with relation to the exam process. Because 

of the variety of factors that surrounds the students in their study period, it might be very 

complicated to know exactly what really makes their assumption of a fair assessment is. The 

themes in the discussion clarify how student's views on the role the context plays in their 

current knowledge of fairness of assessment. Each of the emergent themes demonstrate the 

interpretation of results by providing a description of students' understandings of exam 

assessment criteria. In fact, interpreting how the research participants perceive fairness is 

clearly informed "by social constructionism" (Grada, 2014, p.244). this kind of affect helped 

understanding the experience through the participants’ different perspectives and 

interpretations of fairness of assessment. It is necessary here to mention that there is no actual 

one true interpretation and so it is important to be more reflexive and stand on a social base in 

order to understand students' perception of a fair exam.  

The main purpose of this study was to gain further understanding of medical students' current 

knowledge of fairness of assessment and the extent to which such knowledge informs their 

practice when preparing and taking the surgery exam based on the general understanding of 

human knowledge and social context affect. Bearing that in mine, students are just one side of 

the story and they are influenced by that social and educational context. Other stake-holders do 

have similar as well as different perceptions and views. Their understanding plays a great role 

in the design and improvement of a framework for assessment because they also take an 

important part in the assessment process. The differences in opinions makes it clear that what 

some think is fair, the others think it is not. Negative comments about fairness of assessment 

do not necessary interpreted that student really know what does the word fair assessment mean. 

So negative views students have about a particular assessment is not necessarily the key to 

understand how they perceive assessment in its global sense Duffield and Spencer (2002). 

When the number of issues round the assessment process are quite high, students would 

normally have difficulty in deciding what actually a fair assessment is. Despite the fact that 

they think they know what they want and how they want it, the reality is actually all their ideas 
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are mixed up and they do not have a clear view of that is the purpose of the assessment they 

are seeking to be fair.  

Because of what medical students go through, many changes during their studies from internal 

to external effect. They get to the point where they find it difficult to know what the difference 

between a fair and unfair assessment is? Referring to the different definitions of assessment as 

the process of comparing testing practices as well as results from these practices among 

different individuals Xi (2010). Besides fairness is not a simple idea to define as it is surrounded 

by several complexities Camilli, 2006; Kane 2010). The complexity of defining fairness is a 

reason for students to feel difficulties identifying fairness in a purpose of assessment besides 

the other factors surrounding their understanding. Normally thinking of bias in an exam is one 

of the points that make students not clear of how to identify what is fair especially if they have 

differences in their abilities and skills particularly the language skills. So this lack of 

understanding of what is the frame work and how students be aware of it is based on the nature 

of fairness as a concept. It is a concept that is actually developed by humans to be perceived 

by humans which make the whole idea completed and not a straight forward process especially 

when assessment and students are involved Spaan (2000). Technically as everything in life 

could be fair or unfair, defining a fair assessment based on human understanding is a complex 

matter. 

Students of this category are just a small part of the story as there are other sides for every 

story. And the medical students’ story of assessment is one of the completed ones just like other 

similar situations in other similar contexts. English as a medium of teaching in many contexts 

such as the Libyan one is really an important matter in the life of foreign language learners 

especially in higher education. With English language becoming highly a very dominant 

language especially in higher education. So the educators, policy makers and all stake-holders 

should give space for more concentration on fairness of assessing knowledge based on it as a 

medium of instruction Ammon and McConnell (2002). Students under this pressure of 

expressing their knowledge in a language that is not their native one highlights the use of 

English for specific purpose and for academic use. This explains the needs of medical students 

in this study for help with language in order to improve and clarify what fairness could mean 

in an assessment. There is no doubt again that consulting the other stake-holders is an important 

matter in evaluating fairness of assessment. Outcomes from the research show clearly that the 

use of English to teach content may affect the results of the students in terms of knowledge as 

that would be affected by the proficiency of language required Wilkinson (2005). The students 

face difficulties concentrating either in the knowledge they obtain or the language skills they 
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need to show that knowledge. This confusion may affect their understanding of fairness of the 

assessment and that is when they start to think about support with more of their specific and 

academic skills of the language. If they manage these skills they would concentrate more on 

the content of the course and so their understanding of fairness would change. Results from a 

study in a similar context shows that students in Jordan who face the same challenge of being 

taught in English in the content of a subject, find it difficult to understand instructions. Even 

though the students in that research have been learning English for a long period of time since 

primary school Zughoul and Hussein (1985). This explains that it is not just a matter of teaching 

general English that would improve the subject content learning but the use of English for 

specific and academic use would help in enhancing learning and so fairness of assessment 

within the discipline. Although results from other research investigate the matter from the 

positions of pressure of learning under the rules of a language rather than the mother tongue. 

Other researcher did not look at the matter from the angle of fairness and that is why the results 

from this research shows how this matter affects and interferes with the understanding of 

fairness of assessment. These findings can only identify one part of the story that should be 

complemented if further research is taken to ask the opinions and views of other stake-holders 

such as lecturers and tutors. This research sheds the light on establishing a connection between 

fairness of assessment and working within the use of professional English language usage. It 

is right that the study only explored the students’ perception of fairness but from the results 

there are many possibilities for improvements taking that to other levels in any further research. 

In fact there is not much of work done in terms of the use of professional language and fairness 

in higher education.  However there are many attempts in other fields of English for academic 

purposes. So this research is actually an attempt to contribute to the literature connecting that 

to the fairness of assessment. There are many studies that looked at the quality of language 

teaching but there is more needed especially with regards to fairness perception not just by 

students but also by other stake-holders within a discipline. Although there is a strong 

theoretical base for English language teaching there is still to be done in terms of connecting 

that to fairness in general and fairness of assessment in particular. Discussing the use of support 

in professional language cannot be granted if there is not enough information form the other 

sides of the story. Further research will complement the ideas from this study and help in 

finding proper solutions or at least find a space for improvement over time. 

 5.3 Implications of the study  
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As the research has reached to the end, it is important to go over the research questions and the 

aims of the study and see how the findings has answered the research questions and fulfilled 

the aims of the research. The findings from the study present a range of implication for medical 

school fairness of written exams in Libya and can be applied to similar contexts as well. In this 

final chapter the research has reached to the end. The mentioned findings are presented in the 

discussion following. By fulfilling the aims of the research, the research questions received the 

answers the research aimed to search. The aim was to see how Libyan medical student perceive 

the concept of fairness of a surgery exam that was done in English. The research aimed to 

explore the situation following the rules of an exploratory study. And the results are totally 

unexpected. Based on that the research worked on a literature review. The literature review 

was basically the starting point for looking at all the literature related to different aspects that 

has been explored to find a stand for the research. The literature review was also the core for 

developing the research theoretical position within the field of assessment as well as developing 

an understanding of how to conduct such a research. By a deep review of all the relevant 

literature it was possible to choose the suitable methods for collecting the data. Working from 

the literature review as the starting point gave the researcher a chance to develop a theoretical 

frame which lead to the choice of the suitable instrument for data collection. In this sense where 

the theoretical position was established by the researcher to develop two instruments of 

research. The researcher has located the research within different paradigms of study and as a 

result a mixed method study has been adopted. Through the total and comprehensive review of 

all the references a measure of fairness was developed to explore the general sense of the 

concept. This means that they have required both a survey questionnaire and a number of 

interviews. Basically, the questionnaire was used to ask the required questions in order to 

understand as much as possible about the nature of the enquiry, this process was followed by 

the development of interviews to pack up and explore more about the target research claims. 

Chapter three is actually the literature review and it covers the literature used for the main 

investigation even though chapter two also covered some literature related to the development 

of the theoretical stand and as a result produce the method. 

Since the study was mainly exploring the students’ perception of fairness. The expectations 

were too high to manage and stables a general frame of what is fairness of assessment and how 

can student identify the main points regarding a fair exam. Objectives of the research through 

the use of a questionnaire that was targeting medical students. These students are complaining 

for many years about an unfair exam. A large proportion of students struggle in their study if 

they want to pass this particular exam. It is a specialised test that aims to the students’ surgery 
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knowledge using English in the development of the questions and as a result the answers are 

in English as well. In addition, that led to search information related to assessment in general 

and language assessment in specific. There are so many interesting aspects round this research 

The main aim is to explore the views of these students through the questionnaire that was 

targeting fifth year medical students at Al-Fateh University in Libya. The study was started 

before the country goes through the political changes under the name of the Arab spring. A 

pilot study was conducted first in order to develop the questionnaire but unfortunately the study 

was disturbed by the country’s situation and the first pilot was not very successful due to 

security issues and as part of the ethical process the participants’ safety was very important as 

well as the researcher’s, this actually was presented in chapter three. That is why the researcher 

would confess that there might be some issues around the validity of the questionnaire, this 

does not mean the measure is not valid but that could add to the limitations of this study. Even 

though the pilot was not successful but the actual study was carried on later. Yet the main study 

was affected badly by the situation. The researcher was very unsure about obtaining the right 

amount of data that is requited for the research. Under that pressure the number of participants 

was not as high as expected. Only a limited time was required to manage and collect the data 

from the target sample.  

Thus, from the first part presented the researcher was trying to collect the required data to 

answer one of the research question and that is one of the objectives of the study. So going over 

the objectives of this research, the first one was to understand the factors that make the students 

evaluate the exam as unfair in terms of several things. These can be categorized into five 

sections that targeted understanding of the exam. The design of the exam and how the statement 

within this category was mainly established to get as much information as possible about the 

format of the questions. Then the preparation for the exam where some questions about how 

students prepare and what sort of issues that bothers them. After that there is the part asking 

questions about the English language and its role in this exam, actually this is one of the points 

that the researcher really wanted to know about and see if actually it has an effect on forming 

the researcher’s claim of perception or not. There is also this part that asks questions about 

exam conditions and see if these things might have negative impact on the students so they 

build up their claim of unfair exam. Besides within that category there is this part that asks 

questions about the administration process. Later there is that category which investigates 

assessment. In this part questions about all kind of things related to marking, understanding of 

the systems of assessment, awareness of the rules was asked. Basically a general understanding 

of how these students actually develop their views about the exam. This objective was fulfilled 
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by the questionnaire distribution. The researcher would say again that the sample was small 

but to some extent it has provided a general understanding of the issue.  

Then there is this aim to know more information about the situation by listening to the students 

themselves. And at that point the second phase of the data collection has been established and 

the interviews were conducted. The interviews were targeting the same students and the study 

participants who actually volunteered to take part after participating in the first phase as they 

took part in the questionnaire. The interviews are a rich source of data because many 

information could emerge from them and sometimes there is no limitation to them. However, 

in this study even though the interviews where badly affected by several things. As one major 

thing is the situation in Libya which postponed the actual interviews several time because the 

researcher was not able to go back home for collecting the data. Also under the time limit of a 

PhD study the researcher made a decision to do some of the interviews by using modern 

technology and communication. So the plan was to do telephone interviews although there are 

many issues in the literature about telephone interviews in terms of time limit, cost and the lack 

of eye to eye contact. But to sort out this matter and avoid the drawbacks of telephone 

interviews, the researcher conducted her interviews using the internet. Packages for audio video 

calling (e.g. skype and viber) were used to compensate for the lack of resources to do these 

interviews face to face. The video calls allowed the students to be able to see the researcher 

during the interview. With the help of a friend and the use of a high definition equipment the 

researcher managed to record the conversations for the process of transcribing and analysis. 

Although, most of the interviews were successful, there were points where there was breaking 

in the voice and picture because of the signal, that did not affect the how much information has 

been extracted from these interviews. The interviews helped the research in obtaining much 

more data and overgenralising the results. However, the phone interviews were used as part of 

the pilot and the research managed to conduct face to face interviews with both the students 

and the lecturers. The pilot scale was rather large but it was useful to improve the issues with 

the data collection. Many issues with the design of the pilot improved the data that was 

collected for the actual study and used in the analysis. The interviews helped in focusing more 

in some important points and that lead to a general understanding of how big the concept of 

fairness is and how hard to make general rules to govern it.  

The next objective was mainly to get benefit of this data collected and fulfil the purpose through 

the analysis process as it was presented in chapter four of the thesis. The analysis was a great 

opportunity to explore the data and see if there is an actual connection between the research 

questions and the real life situation. Because of the help of the statistical package of SPSS the 
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researcher was able to look closely to the data and explore the concepts and views of the 

students as well as linking that to the literature within the frame placed by the study. This 

empirical part was supported by the large amount of information from the students’ direct 

opinion. The empirical study was followed by a content analysis to the qualitative method and 

the use of the computer package of NVivo. The use of this package minimised the time of the 

data analysis and made things easier to manage and save. The reason for that is that most of 

the work was done by the computer and there was no need for the traditional time consuming 

old methods. 

The last objective was to find a link between all the information collected from the students 

and try to build up a picture of the general aims of the study. Also see if actually the process 

answered the research questions or not as it was expected. Because as the researcher mention 

before, the whole work in this study was exploratory. Based on that contribution of the study 

that was targeted through this research from the start. 

  

 

5.3 Summary  
  

The chapter presents a full discussion of the results from both the qualitative and the 

quantitative analysis used in this research. It presents all the ideas come up from the interviews 

and then match them up with the questionnaire discussion to see the similarities and differences 

with the statistical analysis. All the information form the findings will contribute to the Libyan 

context and similar contexts. The discussion also develops suggestion of any important ideas 

in the situation as well as suggestion for future research. The findings from this study contribute 

to the field of language teaching and assessment and any implications and recommendations 

for possibility for future research will be presented in the chapter six for further research. 
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Chapter six 
Conclusion, Limitations, and Recommendations for Further Research 
  

6.1 Introduction 
  

This chapter concludes the research and introdus recommendations of this research against 

clear limitations, especially that the study adopted the mixed methods to understand the 

perceptions of fairness among Libyan medical students and basically taking into account 

extending the research work further. The first part of the chapter begins by going back to the 

main aims of the research and reporting how these aims have been fulfilled. The chapter also 

outlines the how the research makes particular inputs to the literature based on the highlights 

and achievements from the research. Afterwards, the research that was carried out a brief 

review of the research and emphasised all the limitations of the research. Particularly, the 

complications and problems faced by the researcher for the duration of the course of the study 

in addition to all the experience obtained from the practice are highly considered. As a result 

of all of this discussion and recommendations the opportunity to other scholars to look at this 

area of research and carry out further investigation. It is actually a context sensitive and it is 

essential to start an understanding of the findings under certain effects and changes governed 

by tradition, culture as well as any development in the political stand. Based on these sensitive 

issues there are different areas that can be suggested for further research.    

  

6.2 Limitations of the research  
  

As any research study, it does not have to be perfect and covers every single thing in the field. 

There should be issues were one research cannot cover and problems could not be tackled. A 

research is a research after all and its aim is to ask question, search for answers, interpret the 

information gathered and make use of it with in a time limit and contribute to the broader fields. 

As a result, there should be limitations that could be taken into consideration by the researcher 

or any other researchers for further investigations. The current research as any research has 

identified several limitations and presented them as follows: 

First of all in terms of use of the mixed method, it was a successful idea to go through both 

qualitative and quantitative research method. However, the researcher would have benefited 

more if not only interviews were used to collect data. Focus groups and document analysis 
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could be used as well and they would have worked well in gathering more data due to the 

advantages of the variation of instruments. Of course, this could be done in a longer time scale 

and better circumstances especially when ethical issues are considered. Doing more than 

qualitative instrument actually requires longer periods of time for both data collection and data 

analysis. If focus groups were done before the questionnaire development that would have 

helped more in gathering more specific points that would have helped in forming the questions 

for the questionnaire and might contributed to the original pool of questions. Even if they were 

used in the second period just right after the questionnaire that would have helped the 

participants in getting to reflect more on the questionnaire. 

The limitation of the sample that is centered in the students who have experienced the exam, 

has affected the limitation of the research to only one section of understanding perception of 

fairness. Students with no experience or less experience of the surgery exam might have a 

different version of understanding of fairness. Their views might be different and that is 

suggested to be included in future research. The pressure of the experience reflected clearly in 

how students think of a fair assessment. This explains the influence of experience and social 

effect on students' understanding of exam assessment and to what extent it can be considered 

fair. A large proportion of the students in this study have a variation in age and so variation in 

experience of perceiving fairness. Examining different age groups is definitely worth including 

in future research.   

Documents analysis is another option for this kind of research. To see exactly the format of the 

exam and how it is developed would have helped in having a clear picture when listening to 

the students’ opinion through the interviews. The researcher could have benefited from analysis 

of other policy documents and lecture notes and more of the specialized surgery curriculum 

not to evaluate the knowledge but to look at the aspects of language. Again, the information 

can be matched with the students’ views and all the linking points would contribute towards 

the results. The ideas here is not just looking at specialized subject documents but also 

documents related to the general English being taught in the faculty for the foundation year. 

From looking at all the aspects of both general language and technical knowledge would have 

helped identifying several advantages and disadvantages that could have added to the 

investigation of the research questions. 

The research to some extent would have benefited from a different philosophical stand in terms 

of theory and practice. This was difficult in the current situation because of all the political 

changes which really affects the higher education at the moment. But the research can be 

searched through critical enquiry for any further studies. The researcher assumes that if the 
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situation settles a very good opportunities for further research will open in order to contribute 

to the higher education recovery. Understanding the fairness of assessment in more specialized 

way will results more on the development in terms of general English and ESP and EAP. Such 

an enquiry is the lead to the considering development of specialised language centers that 

supports university students with special language needs. This was mentioned before in the 

contribution of the study as well. 

The current study only looked at the story from only one side. The research explored the views 

of the students only and did not look at any other opinions from the other stakeholders. The 

students’ views limited the expanding of the findings as other stakeholders may change the 

form of the inquiry.  Future research could benefit from taking the same research questions and 

explore them from the tutors, staff members of the faculty of medicine as well as policy makers 

Listening to their opinions will help understand more of the aspect around the assessment of 

the exam. A comparison work will see the different perspectives of understanding fairness. 

Listing to the opinion of the higher level in the faculty such as the policy makers and 

administrators would be beneficial because each group would have different insights and the 

variation is what is required to understand the findings and as a result implement them in the 

context when possible. Taking the language experts on board will clarify more regarding the 

use of the language and the development of any medium of support between the language 

experts and the specialised expertise. A channel of communication would be helpful for 

supporting the improvements for the higher education sector especially after conflicts. The 

recovery will take time and effort and working together as researchers with all the other 

expertise is the only way to overcome all the problems.  

The research could be taken further and analyse other subjects within the faculty not just the 

surgery one. Exploring that would have helped in having larger samples with more students 

from different knowledge back grounds. These differences may show us different views in 

terms of the use of language, the assessment of the knowledge and the improvements to the 

situation.  

The current research will help also in maintaining more stands into the field of needs analysis. 

In the current study there was not enough time to include the needs analysis in the design of 

the study. So to carry on from the understanding of perception of assessment there should be a 

link to the needs behind developing such views. Zughoul and  Hussein (1985) explains in a 

study that any students’ need in terms of their skills of English as well as important things 

where English is a medium of instruct and encourages more effort  to review and understand 

the student needs“attempt to survey the needs for English delineates a situation where English 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272238085900162
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272238085900162


 
 

166 
 

is used as a medium of instruction within constraints not uncommon in other Arab and non-

English speaking universities.”(Zughoul and Hussein,1985, p. 145). So the idea of needs 

analysis is not just part of the Libyan context only but it is part of all the other contexts in which 

English is actually used as a mean of instruction such as the Jordanian case. Because in general 

needs analysis is always has a great connection with the field of teaching the language for 

specific purposes (Seedhouse, 1993). “Needs analysis tends to be associated with ESP” 

(Seedhouse, 1993,p.59). Needs analysis linked to perceptions of fairness in exams, means that 

a research could understand what these students need from an assessment. From understanding 

the students’ views to a work of needs analysis there would be improvements in “Course design 

and materials design can be based directly on needs analysis in the General English classroom” 

(Seedhouse, 1993. p. 64) as well as medical classrooms and specific English like EAP and ESP. 

Last but not least exploring more of the perception within different universities in Libya worth 

exploring more of cultural background that could have a big impact within the higher education 

in its current status. Especially after the country is torn apart by the civil war many cultural 

divisions have changed and that might change students’ perceptions of fairness in a higher 

level. The differences in the geographical settlement and the effect of war might change the 

view from one reason to another. The change in the views can be reflected clearly in the new 

improvements within the academic institutions and universities. 

  

6.4 Recommendations for future research  
  

One of the objectives of the whole research was to explore the concept of fairness from the 

medical students’ point of view and make any recommendations that aim to be part of a 

contribution towards the literature of assessment and language teaching. For the researcher to 

be able to contribute to the literature of a certain field is actually a success for that research. 

This means the target research manager to answer the research question and identify any gaps 

and manage to fill them. With the idea of this research, the researcher was working to add to 

the literature of fairness of assessment. Identifying a gap in the literature as there aren’t many 

studies looked at specific exams and explored the views of the students in regards especially in 

the Libyan context. There is not a clear frame of what is fair in the broader sense and in the 

specific sense as well. 

The aim of this study was to understand and link a specific context to the broader and see if it 

really matters to see what the students think when taking assessments but with specification to 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272238085900162
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/0272238085900162
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the Libyan case where understanding fairness is ignored. Although, there were studies that 

looked at the general notion of fairness in general and in other contexts with other claims, the 

researcher is not aware of any other studies that tried to understand the students’ views in a 

particular setting. So this research has claimed its originality in the target field. Hence, more 

research has looked at the broader understanding of fairness of assessment, this research has 

tried to look at the concept from different dimensions taking on board both the general and 

specific aspects of language and assessment that is linked to a more professional exam. All of 

the explanations are considered a contribution to the knowledge and here it is the general field 

of language and assessment and the specific field of assessment for language for specific 

purposes. In this sense the researcher will contribute in three ways. First is to the theoretical 

frame by adding the results to the theories of the relation between assessing language for 

general use and language for specific use. Although, the field of assessment and testing either 

for specific of general purposes has a very strong stand in the literature but there is this small 

gap looking at it from the point of fairness identification. That is why this research is offering 

some significant information to fill in the little gap. It is not a very big claim in a sense but with 

further development it would do the purpose. 

The first part was the contribution to the wider field but there is this notion where this study 

can offer some understanding within the Libyan context and similar context by offering 

information that could help the policy development in higher education. Especially after the 

latest issues in Libya and broader in the Arab countries where they suffer from similar issues 

with English as a foreign language in higher education. And help with improvements in the 

university policies in Libya dealing with English as a medium of instruction and lack of 

understanding to students’ needs. Improving polices contribute towards better assessment 

environment and more implementations for language programms into scientific faculties. The 

Libyan higher education would benefit more from development of more specialize language 

centers within the university. Such centers could provide specialised support for all the 

academic faculties that uses English as a medium of instruction. This will benefit students and 

the faculty by minimising the number of failure and help in offering academic advice in terms 

of assessment based on ESP and EAP as well as general English. Al-Mmamri (2011) suggests 

“perhaps a similar focus to that afforded the ESP programme on these credit-bearing EAP 

programmes is long overdue. The articulation of a strategic vision for these programmes with 

regard to content and language which is more acute in these ESP/EAP programmes, and the 

establishment of testing specifications and blueprints which can be co-negotiated and 
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documented are crucial” (p. 2). Focusing to develop ESP and EAP would be a good stand for 

universities and documenting that would be vital for them. 

Not taking such ideas suggested into account will make the situation far worse than its current 

status especially with the Libya’s political issues. Higher education is normally gets affected 

badly during conflicts. And Libya was already struggling with the development of its higher 

institutions and the situation is far worse with the new developments so not to understand the 

students in terms of their academic achievements the English proficiency will suffer more and 

the faculty’s standard will be decreased especially with the rise of financial issues. Al-Maamri 

(2011) suggests that there should be a general understanding of any programme quality 

problems within an institution. Because these internal concepts can allow for more negotiation 

and association with the policy makers. As a result, new and improved strategies will accept 

external change as part of the bureaucratic systems at the higher education institutions. It is 

right that the study only explored the student’s perception of fairness but from the results there 

are many possibilities for improvements taking that to other level in other further research. An 

implementation of how to use support in professional language cannot be granted if there is not 

enough information form the other sides of the story. Further research will complement the 

ideas from this study and help in finding proper solutions or at least find a space for 

improvement over time. Higher education is always in need for improvement and further 

research will enhance these improvements. 

6.5 Summary 
  

In order to wrap up the whole thing, the researcher wants to go over the research questions and 

the study findings just to be in the frame of the whole suggested ideas for future research. Also 

presenting any contributions to the field as well as identifying the issues that leads to the 

limitation of the study. As in any research, the research questions are the key to this research 

and the foundation to all the findings approached. And they are also the key to the future 

contributions. Starting from the first research question: What is the frame for medical students’ 

perception of fairness in surgery exam?  It was a big claim but the need to use it in order to 

explore the concept was a necessity to fulfil the curiosity of the researchers and take the big 

step into data analysis under a specific guideline. 

The second research question: What are the factors that affect the students’ perception of 

fairness including gender and experience?  As part of the big debate around the research 

question, to see the factors that shapes up the whole idea of fairness. Exploring these factors 
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and trying to locate them within the literature and the theoretical frame was part of the 

instrument development. The third research question: To what extent the students’ perception 

of fairness is affected by the English language they use in their academic study? 

Exploring any concept and trying to work to get to a reasonable amount of information that 

could help other researchers and scholars is not an easy task. Setting target questions is always 

the best way to have a clear aim; however, achieving the intended goal could be different from 

what is made clear in mind at the start of the research. The doctoral research is a long journey 

full of surprises and produces a large amount of information that could be of use to other types 

of research not just the intended one. There is this possibility where the intended research does 

not get to the intended results. But that could open the door for further investigations as 

mentioned in the limitations of this study and recommendations for future research. 

At the end of this journey I (the researcher in this research) wanted to end up the whole thesis 

with a quote from a former Ph.D. fellow that explains exactly what I thought at the end of this 

chapter.  
“for the new doctoral student, as we once were, it was threatening to examine a ‘finished’ doctoral thesis 

and not entertain the thought that one was looking at the product, and the process of research with its ups 

and downs was not visible to the naked eye. If you do have a similar feeling, then it is essential to remember 

you are not the only one” (Al-Mmamri 2011, p. 249) 
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Appendix A 
  

  
  

  

  

  

CONSENT FORM 

  

Perception of Fairness in Surgery Exam 

  

  

  

I(Name) ……………………………………………………………………………….. 
  
agree to take part in the above research.  I give my consent and permission for any 

data I supply to be recorded and transcribed for data analysis purposes.  I understand 

that all data collected will be confidential and anonymised.  I also understand I may 
withdraw from the research at any time without giving a reason.   
  
Signed (participant)……..…………………………….      Date……….…………… 

  
Signed (researcher)……………………………..........       Date…………………….     
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Appendix B 
 

Table 1: Year 1                                    First academic year 

  

subject Hours of 

lecture  

Hours of Lab  Hours of 

discussion 

Grade Number 

of 

papers 

Anatomy(I) 4 4 2 150 1 

Biochemistry(I) 2 3 2 100 1 

Physiology(I) 2 3 2 100 1 

Histology(I) 2 2 2 100 1 

Medical English  

(terms) 

1 4 2 100 1 

Public Thoughts 2 - - 50 

  
1 

  
  

Table2: Year 2                                       Second academic year 

  

subject Hours r of 

lecture  

Hours of Lab  Hours of 

discussion 

Grade Number 

of papers 

Anatomy(II) 4 2 2 150 1 

Biochemistry(II) 4 2 2 200 2 

Physiology(II) 4 2 2 200 2 

Histology(II) 2 2 2 100 1 

Public Thoughts 2 - - 50 

  
1 
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Table 3: Year3                                        Third Academic Year 

subject Hours of 

lecture  

Hours of Lab  Hours of 

discussion 

Grade Number 

of papers 

Pharmacology 6 2 5 300 2 

Pathology 6 2 5 300 2 

Microbiology 4 2 4 200 2 

Parasitology 2 2 2 100 1 

Public 

Thoughts 

2 - - 50 1 

  

  

Table 4: Year 4                            Fourth Academic Year 

  

subject Weeks of 

Teaching  

Grade Number of papers 

Forensic medicine 

&Toxicology 

4 100 1 

Ophthalmology 6 100 1 

Family Medicine & 

Community 

6 200 2 

Obstetrics & Gynaecology 12 200 1 

Public Thoughts 2 50 

  
1 

  
  

Table 5:   Year5                                Fifth academic year 

  

subject Weeks of 

Teaching  

Grade Number of papers 

Paediatrics 12 200 1 

Internal Medicine 18 300 2 

General surgery 18 300 

  
1 
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Samples from NVivo 
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Appendix D 
  

 

Questionnaire 

 Student Perception Fairness in a surgery exam 

Dear student 
I am a doctoral student from Libya studying at the University of Bristol in the UK. My study aims to investigate perceptions of fairness in medical surgery examination. As 

students in the faculty I am inviting you to kindly participate in this study by responding to this questionnaire. Completing the questionnaire may take approximately 10 minutes. 

Your participation will be of a great value and will help me conduct the research. I would like to provide you with the following assurance:  

• Your participation is entirely voluntary. 

• Your personal details will be strictly confidential and will be used for the purpose of research only. 

• Any reference to your responses in the questionnaire will be anonymous-your name will not be used anywhere in the research. 

• Your details will be strictly confidential and no one from the faculty will have any access to it. 

• You can gain access to the findings of the research if you are interested.  

CONSENT FORM 

I (Name) ……………………………………………………………………………….. agree to take part in the above research.  I give my 

permission for the data I supply to be used for data analysis purposes. I understand I may withdraw from the research at any time without giving 

a reason. I also understand that all data collected will be anonymised and any resulting reports will not identify individuals 

Signed (participant)……..…………………………….         Date……/….…/…………                              

Signed (researcher)……………………………..........           Date……/……/………….     
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I would be grateful if you could answer all the items in the questionnaire. Thank you in advance for your time and co-operation. 

Please tick () in the boxes below the category which you think best reflects your general perceptions of fairness of surgery exam.  

 

  

    St
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1.      The language of the exam questions is easy to understand.                                    

2.      There are instructions in the exam paper to show me how to answer.        

3.      There is sufficient time allowed to answer the exam questions.        

4.      I know how many marks are awarded to each exam question.        

5.      The exam questions vary from simple to more difficult.        

6.      The exam questions are closely aligned with the curriculum.        

7.      I am familiar with previous years’ exams.        

                                                                                                                                                                                                       

  

 

 

8.       I have sufficient time to prepare for the exam.        
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9.      In my preparation for the exam I tried to cover the entire curriculum content.        

10.  I can get help from lecturers out of lecture time regarding the exam.        

11.  I can get help from classmates in revising for the exam.         
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12.I am anxious about failing the exam.        

13.The timing when the exam starts is convenient.        

15.The location of the exam is suitable        

16.The invigilators are strict.        

17.I am aware of the assessment criteria.        

18.The assessment criteria give me opportunities to demonstrate my subject knowledge.        

19.There is an exam committee that checks all the results before they are issued.        
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20.I am able to look at my exam papers after marking.        

21.I can discuss my answers with staff members when I get my results.        

22.I can raise my concerns to the staff members about the exam.        

23.There is an effective system in place for appealing.        

24.I should master English language skills to demonstrate my subject knowledge.        

25.I have sufficient English to read the exam questions.        

26.I have sufficient English to write answers to the exam questions.        

27.I need general English language support from the faculty.        

 

28.I need support from the faculty in improving my English for medical purposes.        
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29.Is the exam fair? 

30.Is it fair to assess surgical Knowledge through English? 

31.Have you ever taken the surgery exam before? 

32.If yes how many times (just write a number): _______ 

33.What is your gender?      

34.Year of study     ( just write a number): _______        

Yes             No     

          Yes                        No    

Yes        No     

 

        Male                   Female  

         

A.    Are there any other comments about the exam that you want to add? 

……………………………………………………………………...………………………………………………………………………………

………….………………..…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………..…………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

….…………………………………………………...………………………………………………………………………………………….…

……………..………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………..………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

  

Enas Elmansuri _________________                                                                                                                                        Date :   /     / 2016    
        

Thank you for participating  

If you want to be contacted for the interviews or to get any information about the study please provide your contact details below. 

Email address: _________________________________________________Phone/ mobile number: __________________________________ 
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APPENDIX F
 

 
Communalities 

 Initial Extraction 

Qu1.The language of the exam 

questions is easy to understand. 

1.000 .307 

Qu2.There are instructions in the 

exam paper to show me how to 

answer. 

1.000 .506 

Qu3.There is sufficient time 

allowed to answer the exam 

questions. 

1.000 .172 

Qu4.I know how many marks are 

awarded to each exam question. 

1.000 .479 

Qu5.The exam questions vary 

from simple to more difficult. 

1.000 .443 

Qu6.The exam questions are 

closely aligned with the 

curriculum. 

1.000 .855 

Qu7.I am familiar with previous 

years' exam questions. 

1.000 .875 

Qu8.I have sufficient time to 

prepare for the exam. 

1.000 .913 

Qu9.In my preparation for  the 

exam I studied from question 

banks. 

1.000 .514 

Qu10.I can get help from 

lecturers out of lecture time 

regarding the exam. 

1.000 .388 

Qu11.I can get help from 

classmates in revising for the 

exam. 

1.000 .512 

Qu12.I am anxious about failing 

the exam. 

1.000 .804 

Qu13.The timing when the exam 

starts is convenient. 

1.000 .773 

Qu14.The location of the exam is 

suitable. 

1.000 .795 
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Qu15.The conditions of the exam 

room are comfortable. 

1.000 .648 

Qu16.The invigilators are strict. 1.000 .917 

Qu17.I am aware of the 

assessment criteria. 

1.000 .296 

Qu18.The assessment criteria 

give me opportunities to 

demonstrate my subject 

knowledge. 

1.000 .304 

Qu19.There is an exam 

committee that checks all the 

results before they are issued. 

1.000 .715 

Qu20.I am able to look at my 

exam papers after marking. 

1.000 .900 

Qu21.I can discuss my answers 

with staff members when I get 

my results. 

1.000 .904 

Qu22.I can raise my concerns to 

the staff members about the 

exam. 

1.000 .809 

Qu23.There is an effective 

system in place for appealing. 

1.000 .814 

Qu24.I should master English 

language skills to demonstrate 

my subject knowledge. 

1.000 .912 

Qu25.I have sufficient English to 

read the exam questions. 

1.000 .905 

Qu26.I have sufficient English to 

write answers to the exam 

questions. 

1.000 .832 

Qu27.I need general English 

language support from the 

faculty. 

1.000 .921 

Qu28.I need support from the 

faculty in improving my English 

for medical purposes. 

1.000 .777 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
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Total Variance Explained 

Component 

Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings Rotation Sums of Squared Loadings 

Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total % of Variance Cumulative % 

1 7.180 25.644 25.644 7.180 25.644 25.644 6.837 24.416 24.4  

2 5.674 20.266 45.910 5.674 20.266 45.910 5.666 20.234 44.6  

3 3.600 12.856 58.766 3.600 12.856 58.766 3.740 13.356 58.0  

4 2.533 9.048 67.813 2.533 9.048 67.813 2.746 9.807 67.8  

5 1.632 5.830 73.644       
6 1.165 4.161 77.804       
7 .958 3.422 81.226       
8 .863 3.081 84.307       
9 .742 2.649 86.956       
10 .677 2.419 89.375       
11 .554 1.977 91.352       
12 .493 1.759 93.111       
13 .340 1.215 94.326       
14 .299 1.068 95.395       
15 .251 .896 96.291       
16 .207 .740 97.031       
17 .178 .637 97.668       
18 .161 .576 98.244       
19 .125 .445 98.689       
20 .093 .331 99.020       
21 .076 .273 99.293       
22 .067 .238 99.530       
23 .044 .159 99.689       
24 .029 .105 99.795       
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25 .023 .082 99.877       
26 .018 .065 99.941       
27 .011 .039 99.980       
28 .006 .020 100.000       
Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 
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Component Matrixa 

 
Component 

1 2 3 4 

Qu1.The language of the exam 

questions is easy to understand. 

.200 .338  .389 

Qu2.There are instructions in the 

exam paper to show me how to 

answer. 

.257 .369  .549 

Qu3.There is sufficient time 

allowed to answer the exam 

questions. 

-.134 .180 -.248 -.244 

Qu4.I know how many marks are 

awarded to each exam question. 

  .610 .307 

Qu5.The exam questions vary 

from simple to more difficult. 

.136 .559 .329  

Qu6.The exam questions are 

closely aligned with the 

curriculum. 

 .208 .844 -.309 

Qu7.I am familiar with previous 

years' exam questions. 

.103 .224 .827 -.360 

Qu8.I have sufficient time to 

prepare for the exam. 

.124 .268 .848 -.326 

Qu9.In my preparation for  the 

exam I studied from question 

banks. 

.279 .242 .303 .535 

Qu10.I can get help from 

lecturers out of lecture time 

regarding the exam. 

.444 .238 .365  

Qu11.I can get help from 

classmates in revising for the 

exam. 

.303 .320 .551 .120 

Qu12.I am anxious about failing 

the exam. 

.734  -.177 -.484 

Qu13.The timing when the exam 

starts is convenient. 

.681  -.144 -.534 

Qu14.The location of the exam is 

suitable. 

.729  -.178 -.481 

Qu15.The conditions of the exam 

room are comfortable. 

.684 .242 -.219 -.272 

Qu16.The invigilators are strict. .853 -.399  .172 
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Qu17.I am aware of the 

assessment criteria. 

.221 .493   

Qu18.The assessment criteria 

give me opportunities to 

demonstrate my subject 

knowledge. 

-.139 .188 .111 .487 

Qu19.There is an exam 

committee that checks all the 

results before they are issued. 

.222 .794 -.152 .111 

Qu20.I am able to look at my 

exam papers after marking. 

.270 .875 -.247  

Qu21.I can discuss my answers 

with staff members when I get 

my results. 

.296 .867 -.251  

Qu22.I can raise my concerns to 

the staff members about the 

exam. 

.237 .837 -.223  

Qu23.There is an effective 

system in place for appealing. 

.237 .831 -.255  

Qu24.I should master English 

language skills to demonstrate 

my subject knowledge. 

.860 -.340  .235 

Qu25.I have sufficient English to 

read the exam questions. 

.845 -.385  .204 

Qu26.I have sufficient English to 

write answers to the exam 

questions. 

.815 -.346  .219 

Qu27.I need general English 

language support from the 

faculty. 

.852 -.416  .147 

Qu28.I need support from the 

faculty in improving my English 

for medical purposes. 

.816 -.310  .120 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis. 

a. 4 components extracted. 

 

 
Rotated Component Matrixa 

 
Component 

1 2 3 4 

Qu1.The language of the exam 

questions is easy to understand. 

.138 .397  .360 
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Qu2.There are instructions in the 

exam paper to show me how to 

answer. 

.208 .432  .525 

Qu3.There is sufficient time 

allowed to answer the exam 

questions. 

-.226 .176 -.141 -.264 

Qu4.I know how many marks are 

awarded to each exam question. 

.147 -.187 .476 .442 

Qu5.The exam questions vary 

from simple to more difficult. 

 .459 .443 .176 

Qu6.The exam questions are 

closely aligned with the 

curriculum. 

  .919  

Qu7.I am familiar with previous 

years' exam questions. 

  .927 -.102 

Qu8.I have sufficient time to 

prepare for the exam. 

  .951  

Qu9.In my preparation for  the 

exam I studied from question 

banks. 

.264 .249 .237 .571 

Qu10.I can get help from 

lecturers out of lecture time 

regarding the exam. 

.312 .257 .472  

Qu11.I can get help from 

classmates in revising for the 

exam. 

.176 .238 .600 .253 

Qu12.I am anxious about failing 

the exam. 

.582 .282  -.614 

Qu13.The timing when the exam 

starts is convenient. 

.552 .180 .110 -.651 

Qu14.The location of the exam is 

suitable. 

.577 .285  -.610 

Qu15.The conditions of the exam 

room are comfortable. 

.499 .490  -.397 

Qu16.The invigilators are strict. .955    
Qu17.I am aware of the 

assessment criteria. 

 .534   

Qu18.The assessment criteria 

give me opportunities to 

demonstrate my subject 

knowledge. 

-.106 .116  .529 
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Qu19.There is an exam 

committee that checks all the 

results before they are issued. 

 .836  .102 

Qu20.I am able to look at my 

exam papers after marking. 

 .948   

Qu21.I can discuss my answers 

with staff members when I get 

my results. 

 .950   

Qu22.I can raise my concerns to 

the staff members about the 

exam. 

 .896   

Qu23.There is an effective 

system in place for appealing. 

 .895   

Qu24.I should master English 

language skills to demonstrate 

my subject knowledge. 

.952    

Qu25.I have sufficient English to 

read the exam questions. 

.948    

Qu26.I have sufficient English to 

write answers to the exam 

questions. 

.909    

Qu27.I need general English 

language support from the 

faculty. 

.955    

Qu28.I need support from the 

faculty in improving my English 

for medical purposes. 

.880    

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  

 Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 

a. Rotation converged in 6 iterations. 

 

 
Component Transformation Matrix 

Component 1 2 3 4 

1 .918 .327 .167 -.148 

2 -.349 .901 .239 .092 

3 -.022 -.280 .918 .281 

4 .185 .047 -.270 .944 

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.   

 Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization. 
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Appendix G 
Interview Questions: for students  

 

1. Do you think the exam is fair? Why? 

2. How do you describe the exam in terms of structure and content? 

3. Are the questions easy to understand? Do you have enough time to answer 

all the questions? 

4. Do you have enough time to prepare for the exam? 

5. What do you think the problem is in answering the written exam? 

6. Is it the knowledge of the topic or the language that might have affected 

your answer? 

7. Did you make your writing clear enough to show your understanding? 

8. Is the English you studied before helped you in your written exam? 

9. Do you think that English supporting classes are essential and do these 

classes help? 

10. Do you need support with general English or with English for specific 

purposes or both? 

11. Do you need help with language skills? 

12. Did you join any supporting courses either in English or in surgery? Were 

they helpful? Why? 

13. What do you think the marker looked at in your answer? 

14. How do you find the assessment process? 

15. Are you aware of the assessment criteria? And what do you know about the 

marking process? 
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Interview Questions:  for lecturers 

1. How do you describe the exam in general? and in terms of structure and 

content? 

2. Are the questions easy to understand? Is there sufficient time to answer all 

the questions? 

3. What Do you think the problem students face when answering the written 

exam? 

4. Is it the knowledge of the topic or the language that affects students’ 

answers? 

5. Do you think students need supporting classes? For language and surgical 

knowledge? 

6. Do students need support with general English or with English for specific 

purposes or both? 

7. Do you think that medical students need help with language skills to be able 

to pass surgery exam? 

8. Did you teach in any supporting courses in surgery?  

9. How do you assess students’ answer? 

10. How do describe the assessment process? 

 

 

 

 



 
 

217 
 

Appendix H 
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