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Abstract: Assessment plays a crucial role in higher education by guiding teaching and learning processes. Two
primary forms of assessment are Final Examination (FE) and Continuous Assessment (CA). This study compares
their effectiveness in fostering knowledge retention and writing achievement among ESL undergraduates at a
private university. A mixed-method, convergent parallel design was employed with 14 purposively selected
participants divided into two groups. Group A (N=8) completed a timed, invigilated FE, while Group B (N=6)
undertook a take-home CA, both based on the topic of Alternate Ethical Paradigms. Data were collected through
written assessments and follow-up semi-structured interviews. Grounded in the Multi-Store Memory Model
(Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968) and the Yerkes-Dodson Law (1908), the study examined differences in knowledge
retention and writing performance. Results showed that FE participants experienced a 56.1% decline in retained
knowledge after one week, compared to a 50.3% decline in the CA group, indicating better retention under CA.
Writing performance also differed significantly, with Group A scoring an average of 56.88% (C+) and Group B
achieving 77.5% (A-). Thematic analysis further revealed that participants perceived CA as more effective in
assessing understanding and less stressful than FE. Overall, the findings suggest that CA provides a more
supportive and effective approach for enhancing both retention and writing performance, offering implications
for assessment practices in higher education.

Keywords: continuous assessment, final examination, knowledge retention, multi-store memory model, writing
performance

INTRODUCTION

An assessment is a form of evaluation deployed to measure learners’ knowledge based on the
learning outcomes set by the Ministry of Education (French et al., 2024). Learners will be given a
means to certify their levels of achievement according to their results in the assessments. It is no
different in higher education, where assessments are used to lay a foundation for learners to modify

their learning strategies accordingly and for teachers to adjust their teaching strategies to educate the
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learners more efficiently (French et al., 2024; Rezigalla et al., 2017). Assessment is thus very
important as it guides the teaching and learning process. It can aid teachers and learners to scaffold
knowledge and is a determinant of learners’ knowledge in the subject they are studying. Hence, it sets
an expectancy for their ability to work in their respective field later. Assessments have undergone
multiple shifts over many decades, changing according to the demands of society and educational
development. Assessments can generally be divided into two different components — final examination
(FE) and continuous assessment (CA). FE refers to a one-shot assessment conducted in a controlled
environment within a given time. It is a popular means of assessment of learners’ performance and is
recognised globally. It is very high-stakes due to its summative nature, whereby the learners have one
chance to perform well and are evaluated as a whole (French et al., 2024). CA refers to one or more
assignments deployed to learners within the duration of the course for them to complete over an
extended period (Playfoot et al., 2023). It is also known as frequent assessment because it is formative,
meaning learners can receive feedback on their performance and make necessary improvements
towards their work. There are split views regarding the topic of which is a better assessment,
efficiency in measuring knowledge or student-friendly testing. Some learners prefer CA because of its
flexible assessment, ranging from assignments, quizzes and presentations, allowing them to perform
better without posing as an academic load. On the other hand, FE is preferred because it is a fixed and
familiar format for learners, making them reluctant to embrace other forms of assessment with

confidence.

PROBLEM STATEMENTS

Learners struggle to retain much of the information they have studied when assessed using FE
than CA (French et al., 2024). Learners strive to achieve good grades because of parental pressure and
societal expectations. Hence, they would take the necessary steps to ensure achievements. Learners
typically opt to memorise the contents of a subject if they are to be assessed through FE, as the
answers are derived solely from textbooks. The information memorised will only be retained in
short-term memory for the sake of the examination and will soon be forgotten afterwards. However,
CA can help learners retain knowledge much better because they are required to conduct external
research and reading on the topic to complete the assessment. The experience will make the
information more memorable because the learners have a better understanding beyond what is taught

in the classroom.

Learners face challenges in performing writing skills well through FE compared to CA
(Gebremariam et al., 2025). Writing skills are an important foundation of assessments, in which all
learners must write in most forms of testing to achieve a grade. Grades in education are significant in

society, for it is the stepping stones for learners to further their education in the field they are eligible
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for based on their performance. FE is a high-stakes assessment, intended as a one-time summative
evaluation that determines learners’ overall knowledge and ability. This poses a problem when learners
are unable to perform at their best due to external issues such as illnesses or unfavourable weather.
CA, on the other hand, is more forgiving in comparison. Learners will be continuously assessed
through various methods throughout the semester, allowing them to improve as they go while focusing
on specific topics. This gives them many opportunities to bring up their grades and improve their

writing skills for future evaluations.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

RQ1: What are the differences in knowledge retention in FE and CA?
RQ2: What are the differences in writing achievements in FE and CA?

RQ3: What is the effectiveness of FE and CA in promoting knowledge retention and writing

performance?

RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

ROI1: Investigate differences in knowledge retention in FE and CA.
RO2: Investigate differences in writing achievements in FE and CA.

RO3: Compare the effectiveness of FE and CA in promoting knowledge retention and writing

achievements.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY

The study is significant in offering insights to academic and educational institutions on a more
appropriate assessment method that optimises learners’ learning experience. A significant motivation
for the research is to determine which method effectively assesses learners’ knowledge of the subject
matter, rather than their ability to memorise information. By understanding a better method for
learners to be assessed properly, lecturers in a private institution can reevaluate existing courses and
revamp them accordingly. A few studies have been conducted to compare the efficacy of final
examinations (FE) and continuous assessments (CA) in measuring learners’ performance. There is also
research on how CA contribute to improving FE performance. Many current studies focus on the
positive impact of shifting from FE to CA. Although previous studies have examined the effectiveness
of continuous assessment and final examinations separately, limited research has comparatively

investigated their simultaneous effects on both knowledge retention and writing performance among
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ESL undergraduates. Existing studies also tend to focus primarily on academic achievement or student
perceptions without integrating cognitive and psychological frameworks such as the Multi-Store
Memory Model and the Yerkes-Dodson Law. Furthermore, few studies within the Malaysian ESL
higher education context have employed a mixed-method approach to examine how assessment
methods influence both long-term retention and writing quality. Therefore, this study addresses these
gaps by comparatively examining the effectiveness of final examinations and continuous assessments
in promoting knowledge retention and writing performance among ESL undergraduates in a private

university.

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS

The possible limitations that the researcher recognises are sampling bias and self-report bias.
Data collected from a single programme may not represent broader populations, and interview

responses may be influenced by social desirability.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS

Multi-Store Memory Model

Figure 1

The cognitive journey of information.
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The Multi-Store Memory Model, introduced by Atkinson and Shiffrin (1968), explains how
information moves through sensory, short-term, and long-term memory (Plancher & Barrouillet, 2020;
Wixted, 2024). Sensory memory briefly retains input, which enters short-term memory with limited
capacity unless rehearsed. Through repetition, information transfers into long-term memory, which has

unlimited capacity (Finley, 2025). This model explains how assessment practices influence retention.
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Yerkes-Dodson Law
Figure 2

The Inverted U-Model showcasing the empirical relationship between arousal and performance.
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The Yerkes-Dodson Law (1908) describes the relationship between arousal and performance,
often represented as an inverted U-shaped curve (Kuhn et al., 2025; Nieuwenhuis, 2024). Low arousal
reduces motivation, while high arousal causes anxiety and impairs performance (Sorensen et al.,
2022). Optimal arousal produces the best outcomes (Kaur et al., 2024; Al-Zoubi et al., 2024). This

explains performance differences under varying assessment conditions.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
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This study examines FE and CA as independent variables, with knowledge retention and
writing performance as dependent variables. Knowledge retention relates to long-term memory, while
writing performance reflects arousal levels during assessment. Participants receive identical input,
processed through memory systems, and are assessed under different conditions reflecting varying

arousal levels.

LITERATURE REVIEWS

Knowledge retention involves storing and retrieving information from long-term memory
(Azaki & Rivett, 2022) and is essential for improving performance (Enakrire & Smuts, 2023). CA
promotes retention through application and feedback, while FE sparks concerns because it often relies
on memorisation-based learning, leading to short-term retention (French et al., 2024; Gratchev, 2023).
Feedback and testing effects enhance retention (Guran et al., 2020; de Lima & Jaeger, 2020; Yang et
al., 2019).

Writing requires organisation, development, and language proficiency (Wright et al., 2021).
Many learners, especially non-native speakers, face challenges due to limited practice (Swathi et al.,
2025). CA improves writing through iterative feedback and revision opportunities, while timed exams
limit development (Cinkara & Au, 2019; Obeiah & Bataineh, 2016; Zaabalawi & Zaabalawi, 2024).
Teacher guidance also enhances writing performance (Do, 2023). Digital tools further support

improvement in CA settings (Farhan, 2025).

Learners’ preferences vary based on individual strengths (Neto et al., 2022). Many prefer
assessments that promote critical thinking and practical skills, such as case-based tasks (Melo et al.,

2022). Learners generally prefer CA due to flexibility and reduced stress (Rezigalla et al., 2017). CA
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supports engagement and application, while FE is often perceived as stressful (Graf et al., 2023; Jopp
et al., 2023).

METHODOLOGY

This study adopts a mixed-method design that integrates quantitative and qualitative
approaches to provide a more comprehensive understanding of retention and writing performance
under final examination (FE) and continuous assessment (CA) conditions. Quantitative data address
“to what extent” questions by comparing participants’ writing performance and retention outcomes
across assessment methods (Lim, 2024; Ghanad, 2023), while qualitative data explore students’
experiences, perceptions and learning strategies to explain the “how” and “why” behind the
quantitative findings (Oranga & Matere, 2023; Tenny et al., 2022). The integration of both data types
enables triangulation, where interview findings support and explain patterns identified in the essay

results.

14 ESL undergraduates from a private university in Perak participated in the study. Due to the
study’s small-scale nature, it is positioned as an exploratory study intended to provide preliminary
insights rather than broad generalisations. The sample size was considered appropriate because the
study involved detailed textual assessment and in-depth qualitative interviews. From the 14
participants, the top 5 performers from each group are selected for semi-structured interviews, as
qualitative saturation commonly occurs between 9—17 interviews (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). Purposive
sampling was employed to ensure participants were BA TESL students who had not previously taken
Educational Management (Memon et al., 2025). BA TESL students were selected because they
possess similar English proficiency and academic writing experience to meaningfully demonstrate
differences in retention, writing performance and learning strategies under FE and CA conditions.
Excluding students who had previously taken the course also helped minimise prior content familiarity

that could influence performance.

Participants were divided into Group A and Group B to ensure comparability and reduce
assessment bias. Both groups completed the same learning content and essay tasks, but experienced
different assessment sequences. Group A completed the task under FE conditions first, followed by
CA conditions; while Group B completed the assessments in the reverse order. This counterbalancing
approach helped reduce order effects, practice effects and familiarity bias. Essays completed under FE

were written within a timed setting, whereas CA essays were completed as take-home assignments.

To enhance scoring consistency, the rubric criteria were adapted from established ESL writing
assessment frameworks and applied uniformly across all scripts (Abdi, 2023; Lee, 2020). The

assessment focused on clearly operationalised criteria, including content, organisation, language use,
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analysis and contextualisation. Although formal inter-rater reliability was not conducted due to the
small-scale exploratory nature of the study, consistent scoring procedures were maintained throughout

the marking process.

Although the small sample size limits the generalisability of the findings, several measures
were taken to ensure credibility and trustworthiness. The study employed triangulation through the
integration of essay scores and interview data, maintained consistent assessment procedures, and used
purposive sampling to ensure participants were relevant to the study objectives. These steps strengthen
the reliability of the findings while positioning the study as an exploratory contribution to research on

assessment methods in ESL contexts.

DATA COLLECTION

Obtain consent {from the Group A: gl [nterview with 5
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. After 1 week,
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P P minutes.

Week 1 TR . Week 2 R Week 3

In the pre-collection phase, materials are prepared and approval is obtained. Participants are

recruited via WhatsApp and provided with an indemnity form outlining ethical considerations.

During data collection, participants receive digital notes. Group A studies for one week before
completing the test under supervision, while Group B completes and submits the assignment within
the same period. After one week, follow-up interviews are conducted. This interval allows
measurement of retention decline (Esposito, 2025; Opitz & Kubik, 2024). Interviews are recorded with

consent.

In the post-collection phase, essays are marked and analysed using JASP. Group A receives
grades only, while Group B receives feedback. Interview data are transcribed and analysed

thematically.
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DATA ANALYSIS

Research Questions Type of data How will it be analysed?

What are the differences in knowledge retention )
) ) . . Document Analysis +
between students’ performances in the FE and JROINEIRERYS . \
Thematic Analysis

the CA components?

Jeftreys’s Amazing Statistics
Program (JASP)
(Ott et al., 2025).

What are the differences in  writing
achievements between students’ performances [ROITELISEISAE

in the FE and the CA components?
(Love et al., 2019).

What is the effectiveness of FE and CA in
promoting knowledge retention and writing [EeJTEIHEIEIYE Thematic Analysis
performance among students?

Data are analysed using document analysis, JASP and thematic analysis. Document analysis
evaluates essays systematically (Armstrong, 2022). Quantitative data are processed using JASP, which
supports statistical analysis and visualisation (Ott et al., 2025; Love et al., 2019). Qualitative data are
analysed using thematic analysis to identify patterns in participants’ responses (Ahmed et al., 2025),

supporting conclusions on knowledge retention and writing performance.

ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS

Participants’ Demographic Profile

The demographic profile includes participants’ age, year of study and gender. No additional

personal data was collected.
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Table 1

Participants’ age

Participant’'s Age

mi%-I1l 2221 W35-27

Table 2

Participants’ year of study

Participant's Year of Study

MYzar]l MYearZ
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Table 3

Participants’ gender

Participant’'s Gender

B ale MWFemals

According to Tables 1, 2 and 3, most participants were aged 19-21 (64.3%), followed by
22-24 (28.6%) and 25-27 (7.1%). Year 2 students (57.1%) slightly outnumbered Year 1 students
(42.9%), while female participants (64.3%) exceeded male participants (35.7%). Although

distributions are acceptable, a more balanced representation is recommended for future studies.

Knowledge Retention

The first research question is addressed through document analysis (Phase 1) and thematic
analysis (Phase 2). Written responses measure initial retention, while interview data (Questions 7—-12)

assess recall after a delay.
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Table 4

Final Examination (N=8) Categorisation

Final Examination

Ethics of Community

Ethics of Profession

Ethics of Care

Ethics of Critique

‘IN l “

Ethics of Justice

[ =]
3
(%]

4

(5]
or

Mitated WO ES W4 i H2 Nl

Note: Number of participants based on the number of achieved criteria.

Table 5

FE Content Breakdown

Criteria Answered Total Points Percentage Key Word/s
n=40 %
N=8) (n=40) (%)
Justice 8 18 45.0 - Reward &
punishment
- Rules
- Laws
Critique 6 9 22.5 - Voice out/heard
Care 8 17 42.5 - Communication
- Empathy
- Good
relationship
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Profession 8 7 17.5 - Safe learning

environment

Community 5 0 0.0

Note: Average percentages of participants’ answers and achievements using formulas A =

(Answered/N=38)% and TP = (Total/n=40)%.

Table 4 displayed that the participants most frequently recalled Ethics of Justice and Care. The
former may be attributed to its position as the first topic in the notes, while the latter is conceptually
easier to understand. Ethics of Community was least recalled, likely due to its placement at the end of
the material. All participants mentioned Ethics of Justice, Care and Profession, while fewer referenced
Ethics of Critique and Community. Table 5 further indicates the key points. From the table, it is
revealed that all of the participants mentioned the Ethics of Justice (A=100.0%, TP=45.0%), Care
(A=100.0%, TP=42.5%) Profession (A=100.0%, TP=17.5%) in their exam paper, but not every
participant mentioned Ethics of Critique (A=75.0%, TP=22.5%) or Community (A=62.5%, TP=0.0%).

Table 6

FE Interview Answers Q7-Q12 Content Breakdown

Criteria Answered Total Points Percentage Key Word/s
Nes @) (%)
Justice 4 3 12 - Fairness
- Laws
Critique 3 3 12 - Empowerment

- Voice out/heard

Care 3 5 20 - Empathy
- Responsiveness
Profession 3 3 12 - Safe learning
environment
- Professional
Community 0 0 0

Note: Average percentages of participants’ answers and achievements using formulas A =

(Answered/N=5)% and TP = (Total/n=25)%.
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From Table 6, interview results show a decline in retention. Ethics of Justice (A=50.0%)
remained the most recalled, followed by Ethics of Critique (A=37.5%), Care (A=37.5%) and
Profession (A=37.5%), while Ethics of Community was not recalled at all (A=0.0%). Although
responses varied, Ethics of Care showed slightly stronger elaboration (TP=20.0%). However, in terms
of elaboration, students remember more points in the Ethics of Care (TP=20.0%) than in the Ethics of
Justice (TP=12.0%), unlike in Phase 1. The findings suggest that the overall retention decreased
significantly from Phase 1 to Phase 2. The mean of the information the participants remembered
during the exam in Phase 1 is 25.5%, but it dropped to 11.2% during the one-on-one interview session
in Phase 2. By calculating the difference, which is 14.3%, over the initial mean of 25.5% and
multiplying by 100, it can be mathematically proven that the participants have forgotten 56.1% of

what they initially remember.

Table 7

Continuous Assessment (N=6) Categorisation

Continuous Assessment

Ethics of Community

Ethics of Profession

Ethics of Care ﬁ

Ethics of Critique e —

Ethics of Justice |

0 1 2 3 4

o
(=

W5tated WO HS W4 i HZ Al

Note: Number of participants based on the number of achieved criteria.

Table 8

CA Content Breakdown
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Criteria Answered Total

Points

(n=30)

(N=5)

Percentage

(%)

Key Word/s

Justice 5 22

Critique 5 23

Care 5 24

Profession 5 19

Community 5 23

73.3

76.7

80.0

63.3

76.7

Law

Rule

Injustice
Inequality
Underrepresent

Amplify voices

Empathy
Compassion
Relationship

Communication

Student-centered
Professional code

Personal value

Shared
responsibility
Democratic value
Collaboration

Student

Note: Average percentages of participants’ answers and achievements using formulas A =

(Answered/N=5)% and TP = (Total/n=30)%.

Table 8 shows that the participants demonstrated stronger performance across all ethics,
particularly Ethics of Care (TP=80.0%), Critique (TP=76.7%), Community (TP=76.7%) and Justice
(TP=73.3%). Ethics of Profession (TP=63.3%) showed the weakest performance, likely due to limited
familiarity with the concept. All participants addressed all five ethics (A=100.0%), with the highest

understanding observed in Ethics of Care, followed by Critique, Community and Justice. Ethics of

Profession remained the least developed.

Table 9

CA Interview Answers Q7-Q12 Content Breakdown
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Criteria Answered Total Points Percentage Key Word/s
Nes @) (%)
Justice 5 9 36 - Fairness
- Law
Critique 5 9 36 - Discrimination

- Challenge system

Care 5 10 40 - Empathy
- Relationship
- Well-being

Profession 5 7 28 - Professional

- Personal

Community 5 11 44 - Collaboration
- Communication
- Students

- Teachers

Note: Average percentages of participants’ answers and achievements using formulas A =

(Answered/N=5)% and TP = (Total/n=25)%.

From Table 9, the interview findings indicate that all participants retained all five paradigms,
with clearer patterns in responses. Ethics of Community (TP=44.0%) and Care (TP=40.0%) were most
elaborated, while Ethics of Profession (TP=38.0%) remained weakest. The performance for the Ethics
of Justice (TP=36.0%) and Critique (TP=36.0%) is the same. Consistent keywords suggest stronger
conceptual understanding. The mean of the information that the participants provided during the
assignment in Phase 1 is 74%, but it dropped to 37.2% during the one-on-one interview session in
Phase 2. By calculating the difference, which is 37.2%, over the initial mean of 74% and multiplying
by 100, the mathematical calculation proves that the participants have forgotten 50.3% of what they

initially used during their write-up.

Writing Achievement

The second research question is addressed using quantitative analysis. Writing performance is

evaluated using rubric criteria, with mean scores interpreted based on Imsa-ard et al. (2021).

Table 10
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Mean Score Interpretation

Level Mean Score Interpretation Scale
Very Poor 1.00 - 1.80
Poor 1.81-2.60
Average 2.61 -3.40
Good 3.41-4.20
Excellent 4.21-5.00

Source: Imsa-ard et al. (2021)

Table 11

FE Rubric (N=8, M=3.025)

Criteria Mean Standard Deviation Level
Content 2.625 0.518 Average
Language and Grammar 3.000 1.195 Average
Organisation and Structure 3.625 0.518 Good
Analysis 3.000 0.756 Average
Contextualisation 2.875 0.641 Average
Total Marks 56.88

From Table 11, the writing performance of the participants in Group A who were assessed
using FE can be looked into in terms of the average total marks among the 8 participants and the level
of achievements for each of the 5 criteria in the assessment rubrics. The average total mark for Group
A is 56.88, putting it in the C+ grade. For FE, the average score (M=3.025) indicates overall average
performance, with organisation and structure as the strongest areas. Language, analysis,
contextualisation and content remained at average levels. The structured essay format taught in earlier

education likely contributed to performance in organisation.

Table 12

CA Rubric (N=6, M=3.556)
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Criteria Mean Standard Deviation Level
Content 4.167 0.408 Good
Language and Grammar 3.500 0.548 Good
Organisation and Structure 4.833 0.408 Excellent
Analysis 3.333 0.816 Average
Contextualisation 3.000 0.894 Average
Referencing 2.500 1.049 Poor
Total Marks 77.50

From Table 12, the writing performance of the participants in Group B who were assessed

using CA can be looked into in terms of the average total marks among the 6 participants and the level

of achievements for each of the 6 criteria in the assessment rubrics. The average total mark for Group

B is 77.5, putting it in the A- grade. For CA, the average score (M=3.556) reflects good performance,

with organisation and structure achieving an excellent level. Content and language were also strong,

while analysis and contextualisation remained average. Referencing was the weakest area due to

difficulties in applying the APA 7™ edition format. Overall, CA participants demonstrated higher

writing performance than FE participants, likely due to extended time, access to resources and

opportunities for revision.

Assessment Effectiveness

The third research question is addressed through thematic analysis of interview responses

(Questions 1-6).

Table 13

Breakdown of Interview Answers Q7-Q12

Students Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6

FE1 Memorise No No Forgot 3 Yes.
Invigilator=No

FE2 Read PPT No No Forgot 4 Moderate
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FE3 Memorise Yes Yes Partial 4 Moderate

Invigilator=Yes

FE4 Memorise Yes Yes Remember 10 Yes

Invigilator=Yes

FES Memorise Yes Yes Forgot 7 Yes

Invigilator=Yes

CA1l N/A Yes Yes Remember 8 No

CA2 Make outline Yes No Remember 8 No
Notes

CA3 Notes Yes Yes Remember 9 No

CA4 Notes Yes Yes Remember 9 No

CA5 NotesReading Yes Yes Remember 7 Moderate

From Table 13, the findings show clear differences between groups. For question 1, study
strategies differed between the two groups. In Group A, 80% relied on memorisation to complete the
exam, while only Student FE2 used PowerPoint slides without memorising. Traditional examinations
encourage memorisation rather than understanding. In contrast, 80% of Group B referred to notes,
including PowerPoint slides and the textbook, while Student CA2 outlined a draft and Student CAS

read additional sources, suggesting that CA required less stressful cognitive work than FE.

Question 2 examined the appropriateness of the assessment in evaluating knowledge of
Alternate Ethical Paradigms. In Group A, 40% disagreed that the test was appropriate because it
focused on memory, while 60% agreed. In contrast, all Group B interviewees agreed the assignment

was appropriate as it required reading and understanding rather than memorisation.

Similarly, question 3 investigated general knowledge assessment. Again, 40% of Group A
disagreed due to its focus on memory, while 60% agreed, with Student FES noting that tests require
examples from different perspectives. Meanwhile, 80% of Group B agreed that the assignment

broadened their knowledge, although Student CA2 disagreed due to its narrow focus.

Question 4 explored information retention. In Group A, 60% reported forgetting most of the
content, while others recalled limited information. During question 7, FE1, FE2, and FE4 recalled
three ethics each, FE5 recalled one, and FE3 recalled none. In contrast, all Group B interviewees

remembered most of the content and could name all five paradigms.
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Question 5 showed Group A’s average usefulness rating was 5.6/10, while Group B averaged
8.2/10, indicating a preference for assignments. Finally, question 6 showed higher stress in Group A,
where 60% reported stress and 80% cited invigilator presence, while most Group B participants

reported no stress.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this study support previous research suggesting that continuous assessment
promotes deeper learning and stronger retention compared to high-stakes examinations (French et al.,
2024; Gratchev, 2023). Similar to Rezigalla et al. (2017), participants in the present study perceived
continuous assessment as less stressful and more supportive of meaningful understanding. However,
this study extends previous literature by comparatively examining both knowledge retention and
writing performance within the same research design while integrating cognitive and psychological
theoretical frameworks. The findings, therefore, contribute additional insight into how assessment
structure influences not only academic outcomes but also long-term cognitive processing among ESL

learners.

Findings indicate that CA is more effective in promoting long-term knowledge retention than
FE. This conclusion is supported by both quantitative and qualitative data, reflecting differences in
performance and cognitive processing. The results align with the Multi-Store Memory Model
(Atkinson & Shiffrin, 1968), which explains how information is transferred from sensory input to
long-term memory. Both groups received identical materials, ensuring similar initial encoding.
However, differences emerged in how information was processed and retained. FE participants relied
primarily on memorisation strategies, consistent with maintenance rehearsal, which supports
short-term retention but weak long-term consolidation (Wang et al., 2022). This approach allowed
temporary recall during the exam but resulted in rapid forgetting. Interview responses confirmed this,
as participants struggled to recall key concepts after one week, demonstrating a clear decline in
retention. In contrast, CA participants engaged in elaborative rehearsal through activities such as
note-taking and linking concepts. These strategies promote deeper processing and stronger
connections in memory, increasing retention (Wang et al., 2022). The requirement to research,
organise and apply knowledge encouraged integration with existing understanding, resulting in more
durable memory traces. Additionally, feedback provided strengthened retention through reinforcement
and error correction, aligning with the testing effect (Guran et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2019). Unlike FE
participants, who received only grades, CA participants benefited from detailed feedback that
supported consolidation. Although both groups experienced some decline over time, CA participants

retained substantially more information and demonstrated better recall during interviews.
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The findings also show clear differences in writing achievement, with CA participants
significantly outperforming FE participants. This difference is attributed to both structural constraints
and psychological factors. FE conditions limited participants to a short timeframe without access to
resources, restricting their ability to plan, revise and refine their writing. As a result, responses
reflected immediate recall rather than developed arguments, leading to average performance levels. In
contrast, CA allowed participants to engage in the full writing process, including planning, drafting
and revising. Access to resources and extended time enabled more accurate language use, better
organisation and stronger content development, resulting in higher overall performance. These
findings align with the Yerkes-Dodson Law, which explains the relationship between arousal and
performance (Kuhn et al., 2025). FE conditions created high levels of stress, which impaired
performance, while CA maintained lower to optimal stress levels, supporting better outcomes.
Interview data further support this interpretation. FE participants reported stress related to
memorisation, time constraints and invigilation, which affected their ability to focus and perform.
High arousal likely reduced working memory efficiency, limiting idea generation and coherence
(Knezevic et al., 2023). In contrast, CA participants reported minimal stress, allowing them to focus
on writing tasks more effectively. The lower stress environment supported cognitive processes such as
planning and revision, leading to improved writing quality. Overall, writing performance differences
reflect the combined influence of assessment conditions and psychological factors, with CA providing

a more supportive environment for academic writing.

The findings further indicate that CA is perceived as more effective than FE in promoting
learning, retention and writing performance. FE participants primarily relied on memorisation
strategies and reported limited understanding of the content, often viewing the assessment as focusing
on recall rather than comprehension. In contrast, CA participants used a range of strategies, including
outlining, note-taking and research, indicating deeper engagement with the material. Perceptions of
appropriateness also differed. While FE responses were mixed, CA participants consistently agreed
that the assessment effectively measured understanding and application of knowledge. Retention
perceptions further highlight this difference: FE participants reported forgetting most of the content
shortly after the exam, while CA participants indicated better retention due to repeated interaction with
the material. Usefulness ratings followed a similar pattern. FE responses varied widely, often reflecting
dissatisfaction with limited retention, whereas CA participants consistently rated the assessment
highly, citing improved understanding, critical thinking and real-world application. Stress levels were
another key factor. FE participants reported moderate to high stress, influenced by time pressure and
invigilation, while CA participants experienced minimal or manageable stress due to flexibility and
control over the task. Overall, CA demonstrates greater effectiveness as an assessment method, as it
supports deeper learning, sustained retention and improved performance while reducing negative

psychological effects.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Future research should expand the sample population to include students from diverse
academic backgrounds to examine how different disciplines influence performance under FE and CA.
A larger sample size would also improve generalisability. Further studies could analyse differences in
cultural or linguistic background to explore how upbringing, language and environment affect learning
strategies and assessment performance. Examining varied topics may also reveal how different groups

respond to specific subject matter, providing deeper insights into assessment effectiveness.

CONCLUSION

This study compared the effectiveness of final examinations (FE) and continuous assessments
(CA) in promoting knowledge retention and writing performance among ESL undergraduates. The
findings revealed that CA was more effective in supporting long-term retention, improving writing
achievement and encouraging deeper engagement with learning. In contrast, FE participants relied
more on memorisation and experienced higher stress levels, which negatively affected retention and
writing performance. Guided by the Multi-Store Memory Model and the Yerkes-Dodson Law, the
study highlights how assessment conditions influence both cognitive processing and academic
outcomes. Overall, the findings suggest that CA provides a more supportive and meaningful approach
to assessment in ESL higher education contexts. These findings support prioritising assessment
approaches that emphasise understanding rather than memorisation (Vlachopoulos & Makri, 2024). As
higher education continues to evolve towards more learner-centred approaches, the findings suggest
that continuous assessment may serve as a more meaningful and effective strategy for supporting

long-term learning and writing development among ESL undergraduates.
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