IN PERSPECTIVE

Reimagining

examinations

Acontinuous, year-
round testing model
transformsexams
from high-pressure
national eventsinto
accessible public
services
JITAMITRA DESAI

very vear, India prepares

for what may be the

world's largest logistcal
exercise outside of elections:
administering standardised
tests. More than 20 million
candidates appear for national
entrance and recruitment ex-
aminationssuchasJEE, NEET,
CUET, and numerous govern-
ment recruitment tests, The
scaleisunprecedented: millions
ofstudents, thousands of exam-
ination centres, and an admin-
istrative apparatus involving
testing agencies, educational
institutions, state governments,
policedepartments, cybersecu-
rity experts, and transportation
authorities, all expected rowork
intandem toconductahandful
ofexaminationsoverafewdays,

Yet, despite this massive ef
fort, every examination season
brings forth the possibility of
all-too-familiar headaches: pa-
perlealks, postponements, tech-
nical failures, and remendous
stress for students, So, rather
thanasking howto bettersecure
thecurrentsystem, India should
ask: Should examinations con-
tinue to be condueted as one-
time natonal events, orshould
they evolve into an always-avail
able assessmentsystem?

Scale is the obvious chal-
lenge in conducting megh
examinations. The traditional
examination model expects
every candidate to take the
same examination conducted
simultaneously throughoutthe
country. Thisapproachappears
equitable because everyone
facesidentical questions under
similar conditions. However, a
single examination conducted
simultaneously for millions of
students also creates a fragile
system in which the failure of
even a single node (or individ-
ual) within the process chain
can compromise the entire ex-
amination and put millions of
studentsatrisk.

International testing has
largely moved beyond this
model, ExamssuchastheSAT,
GRE, and GMAT are offered
throughout the year at perma-
nent testing centres. Instead
of relying on a fixed question
paper, these systems maintain
extensive question banks of
calibratedquestions. Everycan-
didate receives a different, but
“statistically equivalent’, exam
generated through sophisticat-
ed test assembly algorithms,
Questions are pretested, cal-
ibrated using psychometric
muodels, and selected o ensure
comparable difficulty across
years. Moreover, scoresremain
valid for three years.

Continuous, year-round
standardised testing represents
more thananadministrative re-
form: itis a shift in philosophy.
It transforms examinations
frominfrequent, high-pressure
national events into accessible

Priicator. S
e

public services that prioritise
flexability, security, and fairness,

A continuous testing model
offers four clear advantages.
First, it virtually eliminates the
riskof asingle leaked paper be-
cause every candidate receives
adifferent questionset. Alocal-
ised disruption affecting one
centre {or even one day) would
have minimal impact, and the
failure of a single examination
session would no longer jeop-
ardise anentire national admis-
sion process, Second, itreduces
stressbyallowing candidatesto
choose when to appear for an
exam, rather than pinning their
future onasingledaythatcould
bedisrupted for reasonsbeyond
their control. Third, testing
loads are narurally distribuzed
across the calendar instead of
concentrating millions of can-
didatesintoa few days. Finally,
extending score validity from
oneyeartothree yearswould re-
duceunnecessaryrepeatexam-
inations while giving students
greater flexibility in planning
theirhigher education.

The transition is ambitious,
yet achievable, India conducts
several computer-based ex-
aminations, and the next log-
ieal step is creating a National
Digital Assessment Network
consisting of permanentexam-
imation centresacross the coun-
try, supported by biometrie
authentication, Al-assistedsur-
veillance, networlks,
and large calibrated question
banks, Such an investment
wiould be modest compared to
the enormous economic and
social costs of annual logistical
mobilisation, and dealing with
the fallourt of repeated paper
leaks and litigation. More im-
portantly, much of this expen-
diture would create long-term
public infrastructure rather
than recurringannual costs.

The recent news reports
suggest the constitution of a
high-powered committee for
examination reforms. This is
a rare opportunity to redesign
India’s testing architecture.
Several recommendations mer-
it consideration: Transition to
continuous testing, beginning
with selectcompurer-basedex-
aminations beforeexpandingto
larger national entrance tests;
establish permanent, year-
round digital testing centres;
create a national repository
oftens of thousands of psycho-
metrically validated questions;
extend the validity of examina-
tion scores to three years; and
introduce independent statis-
tical audits to ensure fairness
across testing windows,

India wansformed pay-

ments through UPT because it
reimagined the system rather
thanmerelyimproving existing
processes, Standardised testing
deserves the same bold think-
ing. A country aspiring to edu-
cate theworld'slargest student
population cannot indefinitely
rely on static, single-day, fo-
cusedexaminationmodels. The
objective should not be merely
to conduct examinations more
efficiently, but to create an
assessment ecosystem that is
resilient, rechnology-enabled,
student-centric, future-ready,
andworks year-round.
(The writer is a Member,
Board of Governors, 1IM
Bangalore, and Professor of
Decision Sciences)
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