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Introduction
Assessing students’ comprehension and knowledge has been a crucial peda-
gogical issue and challenge at the same time. Oral examinations used to be a 
common assessment method in higher education, however, they seem to have 
lost popularity over the past decades, with the exception of  a few particular 
disciplines like medicine. As the number of  students has grown at universities, 
many institutions rely largely on written formats of  assessment. Particularly 
multiple choice, open-ended or short essay questions are widespread, which 
are often quicker and less complicated to organize and grade (joughin, 1998). 
Stray (2001) found that beside the effect of  increased number of  students, the 
shift from group socio-moral assessments of  prestigious groups to individual 
cognitive assessmenta and the content of  the knowledge being tested in differ-
ent subjects also contributed to the substitution of  oral with written examina-
tions at universities. In spite of  these tendencies, oral assessment is still part of  
the assessment structure at several Hungarian universities. In our qualitative 
research project (see details in furcsa and Szaszkó, 2022), we aimed at investi-
gating the potential advantages and drawbacks of  online oral examinations. The 
present article seeks to summarize the findings focusing on the benefits.

The introduction of  the COVId-19 coronavirus pandemic-related emer-
gency remote education was implemented in March 2020 at institutions all 
around the world, which also had a serious impact on redesigning and admin-
istering exams abruptly. All forms of  tests, including oral exams (for instance 
summative final exams, entrance interviews, end-of-semester reports) had to be 
reorganized in accordance with the mandatory guidelines for online assessment. 
Online oral examinations became widespread as a form of  assessment in which 
students' were tested in virtual conversations through virtual platforms. 

Teachers’ digital competence was crucial in applying different online 
formats of  assessment, although the practice of  online assessment was not 
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new to Hungarian teachers (Bernhardt et al., 2021). The lockdown period had 
numerous negative effects on education. In this particular situation, profes-
sors and students were more open to experimenting with alternative assessing 
strategies that they might have been more reluctant to attempt otherwise. This 
paper focuses on a unique aspect of  distance education which may capitalize 
on the opportunity presented by the pandemic to establish a long-term im-
provement in higher education.

theoretical background
Oral examinations are also frequently believed to be beneficial in terms of  
communication. In Hungarian tertiary education, the term ‘colloquium’ is 
used to designate end-term examinations, which literally means speaking to-
gether, conversation, dialogue or discussion. furthermore, final exams usu-
ally include students’ presentations, where the student presents his or her re-
search, which is always followed by a short question and answer session. In 
this form, it can be interpreted as a form of  public speaking, which can be 
seen as a traditional skill of  academic life. 

joughin (2010) categorized the following dialogic forms of  oral assess-
ment:

• presentation (similar to the final exam described above)
• application (for example, analyzing a situation)
• interrogation (usually for testing lexical knowledge or problem solving 

skills). 
This form of  dialectic assessment is distinguished by providing stu-

dents with authentic opportunities to express their knowledge, understanding, 
and creativity spontaneously and in a social context.

As oral exams allow for professional social engagement and conver-
sation, instant feedback can be an important positive factor (Sabin, jin and 
Smith 2021). Students may receive immediate feedback on their answers or 
suggestions on how to approach the problem differently. In conventional 
written examinations, the majority of  students are hesitant to ask questions 
during the exam or discuss their solution with the teacher afterward. The 
examiner can add more questions or simply redirect the confused students. 
Any ambiguity in the question itself  or in the student’s reply can be resolved 
promptly. for this reason, more complex and nuanced problems can be posed 
than on a written examination (Hazen 2020). The interaction between the 
examiner and the student is crucial to the success of  the assessment and the 
positive experience of  the students and also fosters a more meaningful aca-
demic relationship.
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engaging in meaningful discourse and asking questions indicate that 
the student has found the material relevant. In this way, they may experience 
a deeper attachment to the material, which results in increased engagement. 
As a consequence, oral assessment may contribute to intrinsic motivation and 
better learning outcomes. The oral format may even encourage students to 
study harder in order to avoid the potential negative experience of  showing 
up unprepared for a face-to-face exam.

The motivational benefits of  oral exams are in accordance with the find-
ings of  gaudet (2015). It can be beneficial for students with different learning 
needs. The oral format provides the opportunity for early intervention for 
students lagging behind, boosts the confidence of  average students, and chal-
lenges exceptional students to think more thoroughly about class materials. 

Oral examinations provide effective opportunities to develop additional 
skills, such as interpersonal communication and the ability to react and think 
quickly. These are valuable  skills in several fields of  study. The assessment 
can therefore not only assess lexical knowledge and facts, but also frequently 
evaluate soft skills and other abilities, the acquisition of  which requires con-
tinuous practice or a longer period of  time (such as a semester). Oral exam 
preparation may be beneficial by encouraging students to engage in peer dis-
cussions and providing mentoring in conversational skills. Beside testing stu-
dents’ conceptual understanding, oral exams also allow students to demon-
strate their problem-solving skills. 

Oral exams in the form of  a professional dialogue provide a plethora of  
information regarding students’ knowledge, experience and comprehension 
(Theobold 2021). They allow professors to investigate student explanations 
in order to obtain a more complete picture of  their comprehension. This is 
especially beneficial when testing students on subjective material. Students 
conceptual reasoning may also be investigated in a variety of  ways. In contrast 
with multiple-choice written tests, for example, a correct answer does not re-
flect the mastery of  the material or the students’ interpretations of  concepts. 
In sum, oral examinations assess comprehension, not memorization. 

Online oral exams organized as videoconferences were investigated by 
Okada, Mendonca and Scott (2015). The findings reveal that while some stu-
dents thought the online exam did not give them a chance to demonstrate 
their level of  knowledge, others preferred this format because it allowed for 
increased confidence and reduced stress compared to a face-to-face exam, in 
addition, flexible attendance. furthermore, the university saw reductions in 
costs and flexibility as advantages.
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The study conducted by Akimov and Malin (2020) also explores oral ex-
aminations as a form of  online assessment and focuses on their practical imple-
mentation. The results indicate that oral examinations can help overcome some 
of  the obstacles associated with online education. However, meticulous and 
pedagogically adequate planning is required to ensure that the assessment strat-
egy adheres to the fundamental principles of  validity, reliability, and impartiality.

research method
Self-reported practical processes, experiences, and opinions regarding online 
oral examinations were investigated using a qualitative approach in the cur-
rent study. As a research method, qualitative one-on-one interviews were em-
ployed because they are excellent for collecting in-depth information not only 
about the facts of  real-world activities but also about the participants' own 
opinions and emotions regarding the phenomenon under consideration. 

The use of  a semi-structured interview schedule generated essential data 
on specific issues about online oral exams, as well as information on unknown 
practices and elements. The participants (P1-5) were five female university in-
structors with a mean of  fifteen years of  teaching experience in education and 
social sciences. during the lockdown period, P1, P2, and P3 taught classes 
and administered oral exams in both Hungarian and english, while P3 and 
P4 taught exclusively in Hungarian. Participants were informed of  the objec-
tive of  the study, their participation was anonymous and voluntary, and they 
consented to audio recording. The interviews were conducted online in 2022.

The data collected was subjected to content analysis following the 
guidelines of  the constant comparative method by Maykut and Morehouse 
(1994). Using iterative readings, the verbatim transcriptions of  the partici-
pants' responses were compared. during the classification process, we devel-
oped concurrent categories for a vast quantity of  narrative data by combining 
continuous comparison techniques with inductive reasoning. emerging pat-
terns were identified and categorized prior to their incorporation into catego-
ries. The objective of  category construction was to simplify the collected data 
and provide an overview.

Findings
The following section presents the main category of  perceived benefits of  
online oral exams and discusses the topics identified in the participants’ narra-
tives. This main category includes the following subcategories:

• preserving the status quo
• development of  communicational competences

Furcsa, laura
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• development of  digital competences
• organizational benefits
• real-life experience.

Preserving the status quo
Maintaining the conditions of  assessment before the pandemic was an impor-
tant benefit of  online oral exams. The status quo of  preserving oral exams 
gave both the faculty and the students a sense of  stability and allowed for the 
continuation of  previously successful assessment strategies. As P3 reported, 
„I am teaching oral communication, it is not really possible to administer a 
written test”. Professors insisted on maintaining the assessment standards and 
design in comparison to their pre-pandemic assessment practices. 

Development of  communicational competences
Online oral exams also provide students with the opportunity to develop their 
communication skills in a digital environment, which is becoming increasingly 
crucial in the modern world. The potential benefits of  online oral exams re-
garding communicational skills described in Section 2 were all mentioned by 
the participants. P1 highlighted that during the lockdown period, oral tasks and 
tests were not neglected as “it was a very important advantage, they weren’t speaking 
English otherwise, so the practice of  oral communication itself  in English was essential”. 
P2 listed a number of  advantages of  the online oral format: “The dialogue format 
is more engaging. Personality, motivation, immediate feedback, the students can express their 
opinion on a certain topic” (P4). As the student and the teacher were interacting 
directly, the whole exam situation was more direct and straightforward, in ad-
dition, facilitative: “I was able to direct students’ responses and help them more. I think 
they were able to show what they have learnt… The oral exams were much friendlier” (P3). 

In sum, online oral examinations provided opportunities for the de-
velopment of  authentic communication skills. Providing supportive prompts 
helped students overcome any obstacles and they were able to demonstrate 
their synthesizing  skills more thoroughly. 

Development of  digital competences
A fundamental requirement for a digitally competent examiner and also the 
examinee is the ability to operate and use tools, platforms and applications 
(Szaszkó 2019). The pandemic brought to light the fact that in order to prop-
erly instruct and assess students online, they need to have outstanding digi-
tal skills (Kisné Bernhardt 2016). Indirectly, online exams can be seen as an 
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important tool to assess the development of  digital competence in students. 
However, it is crucial to ensure that the exams are designed in a way that ac-
curately measures the students' skills and knowledge of  using digital tools and 
technologies. The respondents agreed that taking oral examinations online 
helped students develop their digital skills, as P3 stated „I think their digital 
competence has improved to a great extent.” 

Professors were initially afraid of  technical difficulties (for example, a 
slow network speed, problems with connecting to the internet) or in some 
cases, the examinees themselves would not be able to solve technical difficul-
ties. Over the course of  the semester, professors and students became more 
and more comfortable with the platform used for the online oral exams. One 
respondent expressed her surprise at the increased level of  digital skills. As P2 
pointed out, “to my greatest surprise, we had no technical difficulties in the exam period. 
Even part time students, who belong to an older age group, were able to interact easily and 
relatively confidently with technology.” Students adapted successfully to digital plat-
forms, as “I think it's quite different to talk into a camera or to talk through a screen. 
This also requires courage. My students have become much more confident online” (P5).

In general, following the first weeks of  the digital transition to remote 
education, the digital competences of  both the professors and students im-
proved significantly and they felt more confident in their ability to successfully 
administer online examinations.

organizational benefits
In general, maintaining the status quo for online oral examinations did not 
only give convenience and flexibility for both students and instructors, but 
it also removed the need for physical space and equipment, resulting in cost 
savings and a flexible schedule. When comparing online exams in-person and 
online, the participants agreed that the physical location of  the exam, i.e. their 
own homes, provided a setting that was more comfortable and familiar to the 
students, particularly after the initial few weeks. 

The participants all agreed that online exams have several organizational 
benefits as, students (and teachers) no longer have to spend money on travel or 
other related costs, which results in a reduction in the overall cost of  their edu-
cation. P1 emphasized that the schedule of  online oral exams was more flexible, 
affirming, "We were able to manage time freely, so we were able to find the most convenient 
time for both the instructor and the examinee". Using digital platforms helped with 
rigorously adhering to the schedule because "the schedule was much more specific than 
in a traditional oral exam" and "I was more conscious of  managing time" (P3). 
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real-life professional experience
Online oral exams may facilitate the demonstration of  professional commu-
nication and workplace skills through student-teacher engagement and pre-
pare students for future online situations at the workplace. Verbal and visual 
communication between the student and the instructor was necessary for oral 
assessment through one-on-one video conferences. This interview-style expe-
rience could also assist students in meeting prospective workplace demands 
for communication skills, P5 added that “being able to be confident in online oral 
communication is very important in the labour market”. A further practical benefit for 
prospective teachers was to experience personally the realities of  online edu-
cation as “it is really useful for them as they might teach online after graduation” (P2).

Conclusions
The current study investigated the nature of  online oral exams given to uni-
versity students during the mandatory online shift that coincided with the 
start of  the COVId-19 epidemic. Online written and oral exams can be re-
garded as crucial in higher education to assess students' performance. Al-
though online writing examinations are more common, oral exams are still 
considered vital for gaining deeper insights into students' lexical knowledge, 
ways of  thinking, and communication tactics. According to the findings, an 
oral exam is a more relevant instrument for assessing a number of  relevant 
skills and competencies. 

Oral examinations are more efficient not only in their ability to differen-
tiate pupil comprehension, but also in the freedom of  expression they permit. 
Although they may be more time-consuming than a written exam, they pro-
vide instructors with an unparalleled amount of  information. In addition to 
testing more in-depth knowledge, oral assessments have the potential to mo-
tivate and recognize learning accomplishments. Interaction, which is already 
a crucial component of  oral examinations, appears to be the central factor.
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