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Abstract

The global spread of COVID-19 precipitated unprecedented transformations
across all sectors, with higher education being particularly affected. As
traditional face-to-face instruction shifted abruptly to virtual formats,
assessment methods consequently transitioned from in-person to online
modalities. This study examines the impact of this transition by comparing
undergraduate course grades at Kashan University before and during the
pandemic period. Our analysis reveals a statistically significant grade inflation
during the virtual assessment period, with average course scores being markedly
higher than pre-pandemic face-to-face evaluation results. These findings
contribute to the growing international discourse on pandemic-induced
educational transformations and their academic consequences. These results
demonstrate that the COVID-19 pandemic significantly impacted higher
education, with virtual assessments creating opportunities for academic
dishonesty. Given the observed increase in course grades during the pandemic,
it is crucial to strengthen information and communication technology (ICT)
infrastructure to enable stricter supervision during online exams. Additionally,
both instructors and students require targeted training to ensure familiarity with
virtual education and assessment platforms, minimizing challenges caused by
inadequate preparation. Further, implementing continuous assessments
throughout the academic year—rather than relying solely on cumulative
exams—could help mitigate the risks associated with virtual evaluations.
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Introduction

Universities are considered as the core of evolution and development in
all developing countries. In case the quality of university systems is not
desirable, realizing the purposes of the development plan will face
problem. Hence attending to the process of evaluation and the manner
of doing it is of high importance. Tyler believes that evaluation is a tool
to determine the degree of success and development of a plan in
reaching its educational goals (Farmahini Farahani, 2014: 210).
Considering the importance of this issue, it is necessary to pay attention
to this point that education and evaluation does not have a unique form
and it might change according to the condition. For instance, covid19
pandemic, greatly changed and influenced the education and evaluation
in the educational system. Covid19 pandemic forced the universities all
over the world to provisionally suspend their campuses and transfer
their educational activities to online platforms. It is worth mentioning
that the universities were not prepared for that and their education and
teaching process gradually evolved (Chakraborty, 2021: 357).
Therefore, this disease influences other areas such as educational
system in addition to the health system and taking covid-19 pandemic,
electronic education and evaluation changed into a lifeline in the
educational system.

While virtual evaluation offers students flexibility in time and
location, along with greater learning independence, it simultaneously
reduces direct supervision from professors and educational instructors.
This shift creates novel ethical challenges for educators, including
concerns about: privacy violations, copyright infringement, digital
fraud schemes, academic plagiarism, and dissemination of anti-values,
increased academic dishonesty, and diminished accountability among
learners (Moradi & Kordlou, 2019, p. 63).

Under traditional classroom conditions, students demonstrate lower
engagement in academic misconduct due to direct physical supervision;
however, during virtual education, researchers observed significant
debates regarding assessment methods and noticeable fluctuations in
evaluation outcomes throughout the pandemic. Consequently, this
study specifically examines whether the shift to virtual evaluation
systems has substantially impacted students' average course grades
compared to conventional face-to-face assessment methods.
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Literature Review

In their study titled Investigating Damages and Challenges of COVID-
19 Pandemic on Education, Ferriri et al. (2020) identified key
educational disruptions during the pandemic, including: (1) technical
and infrastructural limitations, (2) socio-cultural barriers, (3) teaching-
learning process complications, (4) systemic organizational chaos, (5)
the abrupt transition from physical to virtual classrooms, and (6) the
challenges of maintaining academic integrity through digital
proctoring—all of which collectively exacerbated the difficulties of
educational delivery during this period.

Other researchers have similarly emphasized that the primary
concern in education during the pandemic has been upholding academic
integrity during assessments. This necessitates a fundamental shift in
perspective—from viewing evaluation as separate from teaching and
learning to integrating it for and in service of teaching and learning. To
achieve this, curriculum planners and educational evaluation
committees should adopt more flexible and comprehensive assessment
strategies, moving beyond reliance on high-stakes final exams and
instead incorporating diverse, analytical evaluation methods (Noush
Abadi et al., 2021).

Furthermore, numerous studies have identified academic
misconduct as a significant threat to the validity and reliability of online
assessments. Media reports and empirical evidence indicate a sharp rise
in cheating incidents across higher education institutions following the
forced transition to virtual testing during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Research documents that while pre-pandemic cheating rates stood at
29.9%, this figure surged to 54.7% during remote assessment periods.
Student self-reports identify time constraints as the predominant
justification for engaging in academic dishonesty (Newton & Essex,
2024; Vali Zadeh, 2021).

Methodology

This applied study employed a descriptive research design, examining
undergraduate student scores at the University of Kashan across four
academic years (comprising four in-person and four virtual semesters).
The research utilized institutional records of all registered
undergraduate course grades from the university's database as its
primary data source. Data analysis was performed at both descriptive
and inferential levels using SPSS version 22 software.
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Results

The analysis revealed three key patterns regarding grade distributions:
First, a consistent pandemic-related grade inflation emerged, with
overall course averages significantly higher during virtual instruction
(M=16.82) compared to pre-pandemic semesters (M=15.13). Second,
faculty-level variations showed marked increases in literature/foreign
languages (+1.9 points), humanities/law (+1.7), chemistry (+1.2),
mathematical sciences (+1.5), and architecture/art (+1.3), while
mechanical engineering demonstrated a slight decrease (-0.4). Third,
temporal analysis confirmed greater score inflation in even-numbered
semesters (+2.1) versus odd semesters (+1.3).

The disciplinary analysis revealed four distinct patterns: First,
practical courses experienced significant average declines (-1.8 points)
while theoretical courses showed substantial gains (+2.3 points).
Second, course type variations emerged, with specialized (+1.9), core
(+2.1), and elective (+1.4) courses all demonstrating increases,
contrasting with general education reductions (-0.7). Third, gender-
based instructor differences appeared, with male instructors' courses
achieving higher average increases (+1.6) than female instructors'
(+1.1). Fourth, and perhaps most notably, advanced difficulty courses
displayed unexpectedly greater score inflation (+2.4) compared to
introductory-level courses (+1.2). These differential impacts across
academic dimensions suggest that pandemic assessment conditions did
not uniformly affect all educational domains, potentially reflecting
varying vulnerabilities to academic integrity breaches, assessment
method adaptability, or pedagogical challenges inherent to different
disciplines during emergency remote teaching.

Conclusion

The findings collectively demonstrate that the COVID-19 pandemic
substantially impacted multiple facets of higher education, with the
transition to virtual assessments introducing significant challenges to
academic integrity. The observed grade inflation during this period
highlights the need for comprehensive reforms, including (1)
strengthening ICT infrastructure to enable more sophisticated
proctoring systems, (2) implementing mandatory training programs for
both faculty and students on virtual assessment protocols, and (3)
replacing high-stakes final exams with continuous assessment methods
throughout the academic term. These measures would address both the
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technical limitations of current virtual evaluation systems and the
pedagogical challenges of maintaining academic standards in digital
learning environments.
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