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Abstract

Background As part of Saudi Vision 2030, there is increasing demand for dentistry colleges to provide training in
the student assessment process. Assessment is the process of accurately determining a learner’s skills across multiple
educational domains. The objectives of this study were to investigate teachers’ perspectives, assessment challenges,
and make recommendations for improving the assessment process of undergraduate dental students at Prince
Sattam bin Abdulaziz University in Al-Kharj, Saudi Arabia.

Methods A qualitative study employed the grounded theory approach following purposive sampling. Four focus
group interviews were conducted with course directors from the College of Dentistry at Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz
University (PSAU) using open-ended questions for data collection. Otter software was used for the transcription and
NVivo 14 for the data analysis.

Results Four themes emerged: perspectives on the assessment process, summative and formative assessments,
challenges of assessments, and proposed solutions to the assessment challenges. Most educators perceived
assessments as assessments of learning, with the planning and execution of assessments requiring regulation.
Different feedback models were occasionally used by examiners to improve student performance. Examiner
standardization training, communication, and calibration were lacking, according to the educators in this study.

Conclusion The challenges of the assessment process in the College of Dentistry at PSAU are multifactorial
including the examiners themselves, students, and the college. These challenges indicated the need for a tailor-made,
appropriately designed faculty development training program related to different methods of student assessment.
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Introduction

A successful dental education program requires the
assessment of skills, knowledge, and professional values.
Students learn through interactions with their peers and
teachers, as well as receiving feedback on their perfor-
mance. Assessments are frequently used in dental educa-
tion to track students’ learning progress and determine
their competency and readiness for the dental profes-
sion [1-3]. Having robust academic assessments and
associated processes should ensure patient safety, adher-
ing to the practice principle “do no harm” [4]. Further-
more, assessments are frequently the primary focus and
motivator for students to engage in the learning process.
Given this, it is proposed that “assessment processes
should be appropriate, trustworthy, and reliable as a gate-
way for dental graduates to become qualified to practice
independently” [5].

Various approaches have been used to assess student
learning outcomes. Many dental schools have tradi-
tionally used written exams, multiple-choice questions,
true/false assessments, clinical, or procedural examina-
tions, and case presentations to assess their students [6].
However, these methods have been used with a focus on
memorization and clinical practice, which often contrib-
ute to academic failure as they are likely to encourage a
superficial learning approach. Moreover, they can lead to
the continuation of a traditional, purely dental training
approach, with no or only limited connection between
courses [6, 7].

Assessment processes have been used to evaluate stu-
dents’ learning stages, facilitating informed decisions
that promote their academic progression. The assess-
ment should focus on knowledge development rather
than the product, namely an assignment grade or test
result [8, 9] and usually an educational establishment
would be responsible for defining an assessment model
that complies with legal requirements [9]. Prince Sattam
Ben Abdulaziz University (PSAU) is a modern univer-
sity in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, having continuous
improvement of teaching and learning processes as one
of its strategic objectives. “In alignment with Saudi Ara-
bia’s Human Capability Development Program (one
of Vision 2030’s Realization Programs) that seeks to
improve the quality of education outcomes, enhance
teacher preparation and development, and ensure align-
ment of educational outcomes with labor market needs”
indicates that there is growing emphasis on advancing
assessment practices and professional development in
higher.

education [10].

Educational assessment occurs in two main contexts.
First, teachers evaluate students’ summative achievement
over time. The second is used by educational leaders to
assess whether students have met learning objectives
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through students and educators’ perceptions. Many
studies have been conducted to assess student percep-
tions related to educational environments [11], learn-
ing approaches [12], and the curriculum of dentistry
programs [13] in Saudi Arabia. However, to the authors’
knowledge, few studies highlight educators’ perceptions
related to the methods of assessment and any related
challenges, whether in the PSAU College of Dentistry or
globally.

AlAskari et al. [14] investigate the perceptions, imple-
mentations, and challenges encountered by faculty mem-
bers in applying formative assessment to undergraduate
medical students at Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisal Uni-
versity, Dammam, Saudi Arabia. Its faculty members
acknowledged the concept and significance of formative
assessment; however, its implementation was restricted.
Furthermore, Knox et al. [15] examine the perceptions
and experiences of educators regarding the assessments
implemented within their institution. The educators
expressed satisfaction with their institutional assessment
while identifying areas for improvement.

Assessment plays a crucial role in confirming that
students have attained the necessary competencies to
practice safely and effectively. Accordingly, ascertaining
educators’ perceptions regarding the assessment process
implemented in dentistry courses at PSAU, to identify
areas of improvement, merits investigation. Hence, this
study’s objectives were to investigate educators’ perspec-
tives, assessment challenges, and make recommendations
for improving the assessment process of undergraduate
dental students at PSAU in Al-Kharj, Saudi Arabia.

Methods

Ethical approval

The study was approved by the Standing Committee of
Bioethics Research at Prince Sattam bin Abdulaziz Uni-
versity with approval number (SCBR-110/2023). Writ-
ten informed consent was obtained from the participants
prior to the data collection.

Study settings

This is a qualitative study conducted using a grounded
theory approach. This method uses real-world data to
examine a process and posit new hypotheses. It is an
inductive approach that derives new theories from facts,
unlike hypothesis-deductive methods. Thus, adopt-
ing these methods makes data collection more efficient
[16, 17]. The study was carried out at the PSAU College
of Dentistry in Al-Kharj, Saudi Arabia. PSAU is devel-
oping significantly at all levels to meet the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030. The College of Dentistry was
founded in 2007 and ten student cohorts have gradu-
ated. This study used a focus group discussion methodol-
ogy with open-ended questions to facilitate educators in
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expounding the challenges that may arise during assess-
ment processes and make recommendations for improv-
ing undergraduate dental student assessments.

A focus group discussion interview guide was devel-
oped. This guide includes: a welcome statement
describing the research, the discussion objectives, confi-
dentiality, and basic rules; an introduction to the moder-
ator, assistant, and group members; interview questions;
a researcher’s conclusion to formally end the discussion.
Three content validation experts from medical fields
were assigned to evaluate the focus group discussion
guidelines in respect of suitability, simplicity, and com-
prehension of the interview questions. The letters of invi-
tation were submitted via email. On an evaluation form,
the validation experts were asked to rate each question
on a scale of “good,” “moderate,” “weak,” and “not suit-
able”. Furthermore, they were asked to provide feedback
on additional questions. Having gathered the relevant
information, we focused on selecting study participants
based on their experience and willingness to participate
in the discussion.

Participants and recruitment

Forty participants from the college’s dentistry depart-
ments (four departments) responded and expressed
interest in participating in the focus group discussion.
As inclusion criteria, we chose educators with five years
of full-time teaching experience in higher education,
which is the minimum period for completing a bach-
elor’s degree in dentistry, as well as their commitment

Table 1 Data collection tool (Open ended questions)
1. Educators’ perceptions about the student assessment process in
the college

+Ques 1: How do you see the student assessment at your college?

+ Ques 2: Who should be involved in the planning and execution of
students assessment?

+ Ques 3: How does the college support your role as an examiner in
student assessment?
2. Educators’skills in the student assessment process

- Ques 4: How do you design blueprints that meet college
requirements?

- Ques 5: How do you assess your students’knowledge, skills, and
attitudes?

- Ques 6: How do you provide feedback to your students?
3. Educators’ perceptions related to the challenges of the student
assessment process

- Ques 7: What challenges—mostly college-related—do you face
when conducting student assessments?

- Ques 8:What challenges—mostly student-related—do you face
when conducting student assessments?

- Ques 9: What challenges—mostly educator-related—when con-
ducting student assessments?
4. Educators’ suggestions for improvements related to the student
assessment process

- Ques 10: How could the assessment process be improved, in your
opinion?
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to pedagogical activities at the institution. Only the core
courses from the final three years of the undergradu-
ate program were considered, as they are mostly taught
by dentistry department educators and include clinical
training; the first training year comprises courses that are
common to all health sciences programs.

Using these criteria, twenty-eight educators were eli-
gible to participate in the study. However, it was impos-
sible to include everyone because some were on leave or
traveling. Finally, twenty-four educators agreed to par-
ticipate in the study. All educators were approached and
informed by the institutional head about the purpose of
the study, date, and venue of the focus group discussion.

The recruited educators were randomly assigned to
four focus groups. Each focus group consisted of six par-
ticipants, and open-ended questions (see Table 1 and
Supplementary Document) were used to explore and
obtain participants’ viewpoints regarding the assessment
challenges they had encountered when assessing dental
students at PSAU College of Dentistry.

Data collection

A focus group discussion interview guide was sent by
email to the recruited educators. A pilot focus group
interview (including five randomly selected people from
the recruited educators) was conducted a week before
the data collection. This was done via the Zoom platform
to ensure the interview questions were both appropri-
ate and aligned to the objectives and research questions.
Furthermore, this was to evaluate the questions’ clarity
and measure the time needed for completion, which sig-
nificantly reduces the risk of errors, saving both time and
resources. Four separate focus group discussions, related
to four departments in the college, were held from Octo-
ber to December 2023 by four investigators who are col-
lege educators, with the assistance of observers. Each
discussion took place in a college meeting room and
lasted approximately two hours per group. One expert
in medical education science and students’ assessment
methodology moderated all four discussions. The partici-
pants were informed of the purpose of the focus group.
To ensure the requisite data confidentiality, their written
permission was also obtained to record the discussion for
the researchers’ use after the interview. Each focus group
was audio recorded, and the recording securely stored
using dedicated computer programs.

Data analysis

The discussion was transcribed verbatim using Otter
software, then the qualitative data collected was analyzed
using a thematic approach. Thematic analysis uses both
inductive and deductive methods, including reflexive
thematic analysis (RTA) and the codebook approach.
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respectively [18, 19]. The reflective thematic analy-
sis approach consists of six steps [18, 19]: data famil-
iarization, initial codes development, initial themes
development, reviewing themes, defining themes, and
finally writing the report (Fig. 1) [16]. The first step was
to read all the focus group discussion interview data to
obtain a general understanding, followed by reading the
verbatim transcription and double-checking for accuracy.
The second step involved content analysis with NVivo
14 software to extract the meaningful units, which were
then encoded. In step three we revised the initially devel-
oped codes and determined themes based on their simi-
larities and differences. The fourth step was to review the
themes. This entailed eliminating weaker themes or com-
bining them with other themes to create clearly defined
themes. The fifth step was to define themes [16], which
gave a clear description of each one (Table 2). The final
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step was to create the report, which included interview
excerpts, and a narrative of findings designed to achieve
the research objectives.

Results

The demographic information showed twenty-four par-
ticipants (70.84% male and 29.16% female) participated in
these four FGDs, with 6 participants in each group. Most
participants were assistant professors (45.83%), with fur-
ther details about the participants given in Table 3.

A total of four themes and thirteen sub-themes were
extracted from the data (Fig. 2). The four main themes
with their descriptions are presented in Table 4. These
four themes were perspectives on the process of the
assessments, summative and formative assessments,
challenges of assessments, and suggestions for improving

Organization of

Familiarization Generating
. —_— .« eps —_— codes
with data initial codes e .
(combine similar)
Defining & : Reviewing , Searching for
themes themes

naming themes

Fig. 1 The reflective thematic analysis approach components
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Table 2 Code book showing themes, sub-themes, number of
files coded and references

Themes/Categories Files Coding references
1. Perspectives on the assessment process 4 78
a. Overview of educators 4 28
b. Assessment planning and execution 4 33
c. College support 4 17
2. Summative and formative assessment 4 84
a. Utilizing blueprint 4 20
b. Utilizing multiple assessment tools 4 38
¢. Approaches for providing feedback 4 26
3. Challenges of assessments 4 53
a. Educators related issues 4 16
b. Students related issues 4 18
c. College related issues 4 19
4. Suggestions for improvements 4 64
a. Self-caused 3 13
b. Student caused 3 13
c. College caused 1 2
d. General solution 4 36

Table 3 Demographic characteristics of focus group discussion
(FGD) participants (n=24)

Demographic characteristics Frequency Percentages
Participants Gender
Female 7 29.16
Male 17 70.84
Academic position
Professor 5 20.83
Associate professor 8 33.34
Assistant professor 11 45.83
Teaching experience
5 years 5 20.83
5-10 years 1 4583
>10 years 9 37.50

the assessment process. Perspectives from all participants
will be used to present and illustrate the subthemes.

Perspectives on the process of assessments

General views of examiners

Most of the participants (70.83%) highlighted the
importance of the assessment process to track students’
learning progress. However, they focused primarily
on summative assessment, particularly in the practical
assessment, “In dentistry, we have a practical assessment
for courses involving practical skills” The importance
of the diversity within the assessment process, such as
formative and summative assessment, utilizing diverse
methods of assessment, and the importance of giving
feedback to students, was reported by other participants
(29.16%). They also raised the importance of developing
and reviewing the current faculty development training
program, ‘I think it is good and diverse, but this will not
eliminate the need to review and develop it
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Assessment planning and execution

Most of the participants (60.61%) stated that the course
directors of the subject are responsible for planning and
carrying out student assessments: “Definitely the execu-
tion of the assessment will be the responsibility, of the
course director” “Course directors planning and execut-
ing assessments however, the midterm and final exams,
should be approved by the department” However, other
participants attributed responsibility for the student
assessment process to various college departments,
including the assessment unit (9.09%) if one is available,
the Vice Dean for Academic Affairs (9.09%), and the
department chair (15.15%) “The department Chairman
can supervise and monitor the assessment practices” and
“has to be the vice deanship of academic affairs’

College support

All participants stated that their college provided ade-
quate resources, such as libraries, books, materials,
and references, to assist them with the student assess-
ment process. Furthermore, the participants appreciate
the support from the Deanship for Academic Affairs in
organizing workshops and training sessions. “Access to
resources like libraries, references, books, materials”]
really appreciate the help provided by the Vice Dean of
Academic Affairs, Vice Dean for Academic Affairs and in
terms of helping us to deliver the best exams”

Summative and formative assessments

Utilizing blueprint

Most participants (85.19%) emphasized the importance
of creating a test blueprint based on the course objectives
and program learning outcomes. A test blueprint defines
the knowledge and skills to be assessed, allowing them
to create purpose-driven and successful assessments. “7
design the blueprint based on the nature of the course that
I teach and its learning objectives that must be achieved
for students in accordance with the learning outcomes of
my college in knowledge, skills and values” Other partici-
pants undervalued the importance of developing a test
blueprint.

Utilizing different assessment tools

All participants gave examples of how they evaluate their
students in various domains, including knowledge, skills,
and attitudes (Fig. 3). Regarding knowledge, they utilize
quizzes and written summative exams through direct
questions: “We are able to evaluate how well students
understand through objective tests, quizzes, and assign-
ments” “knowledge is fairly assessed by direct questions
to the students” For skills, they stated that they utilize
practical and clinical exams in the final exams as well as
direct observation during training procedures: “We are in
the dentistry college. So here the skills are very important.
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General Views of
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Fig. 2 Identified themes and sub-theme based after focus group discussion

Table 4 Four main themes with their descriptions

General Solutions

Theme

Description

Perspectives on the process of assessments

The general views of course directors about student assessment, including its planning

and execution, together with the support provided by the college.

Summative and formative assessments

How course directors design blueprints and assess their students in different domains

including knowledge, skills, and attitudes with ways of providing feedback.

Challenges of assessments
Solutions to challenges of assessments

Challenges that course directors face because of themselves, students, and the college.
Suggested solutions to the challenges that course directors face because of them-

selves, students, the college, and in general.

Assessing them by clinical exam” Furthermore, par-
ticipants stated that they used questionnaire surveys
or observation as the main strategy to assess students’
professional attitude and mentioned: “Attitude could be
assessed by considering the attendance, behaviour and
adherence to the university and college regulations’.

Ways of providing feedback

Most participants (91.66%) identified various strategies
for providing feedback to students, such as direct written
or verbal feedback: “Direct we are doing by written and
verbal feedback,” or by open discussion: “The way I believe
is effective is to discuss directly with students their perfor-
mance and how they can improve it” or using the sand-
wich technique “One-to-one feedback when it’s provided,

I prefer to use sandwich technique.” Verbal feedback offers
prompt responses, suitable for contexts requiring rapid
communication. Nonetheless, the absence of a written
record complicates subsequent review. Open feedback
enhances student confidence, professional communica-
tion, and trust. However, it may lead to unequal student
participation and be time-consuming if not managed
correctly. The sandwich feedback method can mitigate
the impact of criticism, facilitate the feedback process,
and conclude meetings on a positive note. However, this
approach may lack clarity, and some students might per-
ceive it as undermining their positive performance.
Other participants (8.35%) raised the importance
of the Pendleton feedback model, “It’s very good and
very directed to the benefit of the students. Ensuring
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Fig. 3 Participants’ current strategies assessing various domains; knowledge, skills, and attitude

compassionate relationship with the students. So rather
than going and criticising their work, or [saying] they did
bad here, I can go for a one-to-one feedback based on
Pendelton’.

Challenges of assessments

Educator related challenges

The participants noted various challenges they faced,
such as not adhering to standard rubrics and grading
each assignment, “No clear rubric”, inconsistent grad-
ing because of bias, “As an examiner there should not
be any bias towards students”, and lack of calibration or
standardization between assessors, “Lack of calibration
between assessors, so there is a variation in the marks’
Some participants also highlighted that one assessor
assessing the students was not appropriate and affected
the validity of the grades, “As recommended by the exter-
nal examination examiner, it is advisable to have mul-
tiple individuals, rather than just one person referred to
as the director, assessing the final marks” Thus, a second
external examiner was required.

Student-related challenges

The participants identified a variety of student-related
challenges they encountered while conducting assess-
ments. One of the most common such challenges is a
focus on grades rather than skills’ development, which
is what they have been taught since they were in school.
“Students always focus on the grades rather than what
they learn in the labs or the clinic. [I] always like, empha-
size this point for them, what they get out of the school
from the skills, for example, or the knowledge is the most
important factors that they focus on” Furthermore, stu-
dents might reject different assessment methods, “the
most common difficulty seen from students is that some of
them are not taking the formative exams seriously so do
not attend’.

College-related challenges

The participants reported various challenges linked to
the college that they faced, including lack of infrastruc-
ture technology and appropriately tailored faculty devel-
opment training programs: “There is no exam centre
or exam software or device assisting in correcting exam
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papers” “Lack of financial support to attend workshops,
self-development is done by faculty members themselves’.

Suggestions for improvements of student assessment
process (Table 5)

Educator-related improvements

The participants offered the following remedies for
educator-related challenges: (1) Standardized criteria to
evaluate all students “There should be standardised crite-
ria to evaluate all students”, (2) There should be uniform
grading criteria “Adherence to established grading criteria
[can] also contribute to minimising challenges associated
with the examiner’s role’, (3) commitment to fairness,
peer feedback and continuous improvement “Continuous
improvement and a commitment to fairness are essential
in overcoming challenges related to the examiner”, and (4)
communicating expectations to students clearly “clear
communication of expectations to students’.

Student-related improvements

Participants offered two potential strategies for address-
ing difficulties related to student challenges: enhanc-
ing communication with students through different
approaches “Maintain open lines of communication with
students” and establishing a supportive learning environ-
ment “Create support structures, such as tutoring services,
study groups, and counselling resources.”

College related improvements

Ongoing professional development through the college
assessment unit was the solution offered in respect of
college challenges: “Colleges should have assessment unit
monitor the assessment’s system and support examiners
by offering continuous training sessions and introducing
workshops and discussion panel about assessments”.
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General suggestions for inprovements

Figure 4 shows participants’ suggestions for improving
the student assessment process. Additionally, partici-
pants said that better student assessment practices could
be facilitated by incorporating formative assessments
into the curriculum: “Incorporate formative assessments
throughout the curriculum to provide ongoing feedback
and identify areas that need improvement early. This
would require reasonable students/teacher ratio” The
significance of evaluating and modernizing the teach-
ing methodology by implementing appropriate effective
strategies like team-based learning, flipped classrooms,
and case-based discussions was also emphasized by the
participants.

Discussion

In pedagogy, assessment is the process of evaluating and
providing feedback on skills, knowledge, and attitudes
to improve future learning outcomes. It should focus on
developing knowledge rather than the product, in the
sense of a simple score or test result [20, 21]. This study
presented a clear picture of the educators’ perspectives,
challenges, and their recommendations for improving the
assessment process of undergraduate dental students at
PSAU in Saudi Arabia.

The current study was conducted utilizing focus group
interviews with college educators by qualified and expe-
rienced people, allowing the educators to express their
opinions freely to identify student assessment challenges
in the College of Dentistry. Focus group discussion is an
effective tool for gathering truthful and reliable informa-
tion by promoting interaction among participants. Fur-
thermore, it can support quantitative data from students’
grades or results and contribute to the modernization of
the student assessment process [22]. The findings of this
study are significant and will assist administrative stake-
holders in reevaluating the assessment process used in

Table 5 Summary and recommendation plan for improvement of the assessment process in the study

Challenges of Recommendation Plan Responsibility Time frame
assessments
Education re- - Draft and approve new guidelines and policies related to studentas-  « Deanship of academic affairs By August 2025

lated challenges  sessment criteria and grading system.

- Faculty development training program based on needs assessment.

Student related
challenges
counselling resources

Collegerelated - Establishment of assessment unit

challenges - Colleges should support examiners by offering continues training
sessions and introducing workshops and discussion panel about
assessments

General sug- « Incorporate formative assessments throughout the curriculum to

gestions for

challenges early

- Maintain open lines of communication with students
- Create support structures, such as tutoring services, study groups, and

provide ongoing feedback and identify areas that needs improvement

- Quality assurance unitin the
college

- Dental Education Committee in
the college

(Beginning of the
next academic year)

- Deanship of academic affairs
+ Academic advising unit in the
college

+ Deanship of academic affairs
- College board in the college

By August 2025
(Beginning of the
next academic year)
By August 2025
(Beginning of the
next academic year)

« Deanship of academic affairs
+ Dental Education Committee in
the college

By August 2025
(Beginning of the
next academic year)
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Fig. 4 Participants’'suggestions for improvements of student assessment process

PSAU College of Dentistry for the undergraduate den-
tistry courses, by considering its current challenges and
potential for student development.

According to the study’s findings, most assessments in
the College of Dentistry at PSAU are summative, which
is an assessment of learning. It was reported by partici-
pants that formative assessment is critical for improving
the quality of student learning [23]. These findings are in
line with AlAskari et al. [14] who evaluated educators’
perceptions about utilizing the formative assessment
at the medical college, Imam Abdulrahman Bin Faisel,
Dammam, Saudi Arabia. They found that the medical
faculty and staff were generally aware of formative assess-
ment with respect to its usefulness. However, the appli-
cation domain showed a poor implementation by faculty
members in their assessment process, due to the large
number of students and the increased workload. On the
other hand, Morris et al. [24] reported that, even though
formative assessment is widely promoted in educational
discourse, strong causal evidence supporting its effective-
ness in higher education particularly regarding its impact
on academic performance is still limited and “mixed”

Additionally, Schellekens et al. [25] explored how educa-
tors in their institution perceive and achieve assessment
quality, as well as how they perceive assessment impact
upon student learning. Their study stated that there was
a gap between theory and practice, in that many educa-
tors were not aware of the quality assessment criteria that
relate to the assessment for learning.

Most of the educators at PSAU confirmed they have
full responsibility for planning and executing the assess-
ments of their students. However, there is a need for
collaboration between course directors, departments,
and academic affairs to ensure the reliability as well as
the validity of the implemented assessments from dif-
ferent domains, and this should be done by considering
both the program and course learning outcomes. Nota-
bly, as suggested by the educators, the assessment unit is
needed to regulate the assessment procedure, including
planning and execution, and to establish a clear assess-
ment policy to be followed by all examiners in the college.
This finding concurred with a previous study [20], which
emphasized that rather than working independently to
provide separate assessments, it was widely agreed that
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a longitudinally oriented, systematic, and programmatic
approach to assessment would offer greater reliability
and enhance the capability to illustrate learning.

Most of the educators utilized a test blueprint based on
the course objectives and program learning outcomes.
However, others undervalued the importance of develop-
ing a test blueprint. Several studies have indicated that
using a blueprint can help examiners to minimise the
likelihood of either insufficient or excessive representa-
tion of assessment contents, which can jeopardise the
assessment’s validity [26—28]. Furthermore, the PSAU
educators utilized assessment tools for assessing dental
students in various domains of knowledge, skills, and
attitude that could be acceptable and consistent with
previous evidence [28, 29]. However, our research does
not offer the potential to determine the validity and reli-
ability of the assessments, as the findings were reported
by the course directors rather than through direct mea-
surement. Additionally, other assessment tools, includ-
ing workplace-based assessment (mini-CEX, case-based
discussion), are required to assess practical and clini-
cal skills [30]. Furthermore, objective structured clinical
examinations (OSCEs) or standardized patients would be
more relevant when assessing undergraduate dentistry
students, potentially increasing the reliability and validity
of assessments in some practical courses [31].

Educators at PSAU’s College of Dentistry acknowl-
edged the importance of providing feedback to dental
students, recognizing its critical role in improving the
learning process and enhancing student performance.
Educators have suggested a series of training activities
regarding this topic. In the absence of suitable feedback,
students might struggle to gain the necessary knowledge
and skills essential for dentistry. Therefore, it is essential
for educators to provide timely feedback to enhance stu-
dents’ learning outcomes [32].

A significant challenge in terms of student assessments
at PSAU’s College of Dentistry is the lack of calibration
and standardization among assessors, which has a nega-
tive impact on the assessment process. Undertaking stan-
dardization with all assessors should guarantee a clear
and precise grading system, minimize grade discrepan-
cies among students, and improve overall student aca-
demic achievement. These benefits would significantly
improve the educational environment, which should
positively correlate with students’ quality of learning,
and influence their cognitive outcomes. Furthermore,
the educators expressed the need for a specific exam cen-
ter and exam software. Additionally, a lack of resources
could affect student achievement [33-35].

Educators proposed solutions to the challenges encoun-
tered when administering assessments. Having adequate
resources would facilitate the use of multiple summa-
tive exams and quizzes both on-site and via Blackboard.
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Additionally, educators suggested training, workshops,
and discussion panels for assessments as ways to enhance
the processes of teaching and assessment. Furthermore,
incorporating formative assessments into the curriculum
was considered beneficial, and using a rubric would aid
in decreasing subjectivity in the assessments [36]. These
recommendations are in line with Kasem et al., who
reported that assessment requires considering everything
that can impact the learning environment. Practically we
should focus on learners and trainees, the near future
healthcare workforce, to prepare them to practice with
contextual competence [37]. Moreover, having qualified
external examiners was mentioned by most educators
as a solution to some challenges and to improve the reli-
ability of the assessment process. This finding is in line
with several studies, which stated that external examiners
could comment on the assessment process, whether it is
properly designed and applied, and whether it is under-
taken in a way that is fair and equitable to all students,
and supportive of the achievement of learning outcomes
(38, 39].

The study has identified key challenges, including lack
of assessor calibration, inadequate feedback models, and
limited resources. The findings of this study offer sev-
eral directions that could improve the student assess-
ment process in PSAU’s educational context. Firstly, it is
essential to establish an assessment unit to regulate the
college assessment procedures. In addition, faculty policy
should emphasize assessment for learning quality criteria
more explicitly to generate a sense of urgency in chang-
ing current practices, for example, by addressing these
criteria more explicitly in quality assurance procedures.
Secondly, faculty members require training about the dif-
ferent types assessment process. The faculty development
training program should be designed and implemented
after performing a needs assessment through coopera-
tion between the Faculty Development Unit and the col-
lege’s Medical Education Committee. Having customized
training activities should be compulsory for each aca-
demic rank since faculty members play a significant role
in teaching as they are central to ensuring student learn-
ing. In alignment with Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030, dental
colleges are committed to enhancing quality education
through a strong emphasis on teacher training and pro-
fessional development [10].

Additionally, comments made by participants were that
students’ perceptions of the assessment procedures in
the College of Dentistry at PSAU should be investigated.
Furthermore, educators’ and students’ perspectives on
the challenges of assessments should be considered in all
dental schools across Saudi Arabia universities.

Limitations to this study are acknowledged in that these
findings are specific to the College of Dentistry at PSAU
and cannot be generalized. Furthermore, the dual role of
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the authors as both educators and researchers constitutes
a limitation of the study. Nonetheless, the research find-
ings remain unaffected, as to mitigate bias a specialist in
medical education science moderated all the discussions.
Additionally, three content validation experts evaluated
the suitability and simplicity of the interview questions in
the focus group discussion guidelines. However, student
perspectives on the challenges they encountered during
their assessments were not included and triangulating
student input, educators’ perspectives and the existing
literature could have provided additional insights.

Conclusion

The challenges of the assessment process in the College
of Dentistry at PSAU are multifactorial including the
examiners themselves, students, and the college. These
challenges identified the need for a tailored, appropriately
designed faculty development training program related
to different methods of student assessment. The custom-
ized training activities must be compulsory for each aca-
demic rank and should be essential for faculty members’
promotions. The establishment of an assessment unit is
highly recommended to regulate the assessment proce-
dure. The findings of this qualitative research will assist
the relevant authorities in enhancing the student assess-
ment process. Discussing these findings in the upcom-
ing department meeting and subsequently at the college
board meeting before the end of academic year could
facilitate the provision of adequate financial, technologi-
cal, training, and facility resources to enhance the quality
of the assessment process in the next academic year.
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