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Silvester Draaijer (VU University Amsterdam):   

‘�Students think digital testing  
is completely normal. They don’t 
really expect anything else.’

INTERVIEW
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DIGITAL 
TESTING 

From assessment of learning to assessment for learning

S
ilvester Draaijer is the ICT and Education 

Adviser at VU University’s Education 

Centre. Teaching staff at the university 

have been able to administer digital tests since 

2005, assisted by the Education Centre. 

What does VU University do in the field 
of digital testing?
‘We already gained experience with digital testing 

in the 1990s and there has been a steady increase 

in its use since 2005. About half the faculties 

administer tests digitally, including medicine, den-

tistry, literature, and earth and life sciences. The 

annual language test for four thousand first-year 

students is also digital.’

What are the advantages?
‘You can use other kinds of questions and multi-

media material, for example images and film clips, 

and students can do practice tests at home when-

ever they like. Those were the reasons for instruc-

tors to start using digital testing. If you build up a 

database of questions, then you can be very effi-

cient about creating the next test. Students get 

feedback faster and they think digital testing is 

completely normal in any case. They don’t really 

expect anything else.’

What facilities do you need?
‘In the first place, you need testing software. 

Whether you use a test as a diagnostic tool or so 

that students can practise, or as a final test, you 

can quickly start using the test module in an elec-

tronic learning environment. When you have large 

numbers of test questions or large groups of stu-

Digital testing and test-driven learning occupy an important place in SURF’s 
recently published Strategic Plan. Both can contribute to solving problems 
such as students dropping out and the work pressure on teaching staff. We 
talk to Silvester Draaijer (VU University Amsterdam) and Lambert Schuwirth 
(Maastricht University).

dents, or when several instructors are collaborating, 

the university has special testing software such as 

Questionmark Perception. Official examinations 

have to be taken under proper exam conditions, in 

a room with enough PCs and where students can’t 

copy from one another. If you want to utilise digital 

testing on a large scale, then you have to invest.’

Is digital testing in higher education 
different to in other educational sectors?
‘Digital testing is on a smaller scale in higher educa-

tion than at secondary schools. At secondary 

schools, there is a national educational programme 

and you can create final examinations on a much 

larger scale. This is already being done by the 

teachers’ unions and by the CITO testing and 

assessment organisation. For higher education 

institutions, it is very complicated to develop 

national tests for each subject. At VU University, it 

was difficult to set up the language test for the 

whole university because every faculty has its own 

requirements. But we can share know-how and 

experience, and I see a clear role there for SURF. 

I’m therefore very pleased with the digital testing 

master class organised by SURFacademy last fall. 

We also need more research on the effects of 

interim testing on students’ academic performance, 

because we don’t really know much about that.’

Lambert Schuwirth holds the endowed chair of 

research and development in innovative testing at 

Maastricht University. Together with four other 

medical faculties, the university has created an 

interuniversity progress test for medical education.



Innovation programme for 
‘Testing and Test-Driven Learning’

The three-year ‘Testing and Test-Driven Learning’ programme involves 

developing and utilising digital tests and ‘brush up’ material to tackle 

the problems of students dropping out and the work pressure on 

teaching staff in higher education. Project subsidies are made 

available so that institutions can combine existing material for each 

discipline and develop ICT solutions for the utilisation, development, 

and implementation of digital tests and practice material. Knowledge 

and good practices are made available within a nationwide expertise 

network and via a national portal.  

  

�

More information 

www.surffoundation.nl/toetsen 

 

SURF’s Strategic 
Plan 2011–2014

Digital testing and test-driven learning 

occupy an important place in SURF’s new 

Strategic Plan. They can help improve both 

the quality and the success rate of the 

teaching and study environment by early 

detection of problems regarding the 

student’s transition from secondary to higher 

education and providing tailor-made 

teaching. 

  

�

More information 

www.surf.nl/eng/mjp
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Lambert Schuwirth holds the 

endowed chair of research and 

development in innovative 

testing at Maastricht University. 

How do you see the role of testing in 
higher education?
‘Tests are normally used as an assessment of learn-

ing, in other words to determine whether someone 

passes or fails. What has been neglected until 

recently is the use of tests as an assessment for 

learning, i.e. to encourage and direct learning, and 

where necessary to give the student specific 

guidance.’

What does ‘assessment for learning’ 
involve?
‘You need to be able to determine whether some-

one is making progress. To do so, you need more 

information than just the number of points that 

they have gained. You also need such things as the 

instructor’s assessment of the student’s paper, or 

of how he or she has carried out a medical inter-

vention. That requires a combination of testing 

tools, and you need to be able to base your 

assessment on feedback in the form of both fig-

ures and descriptions. These are the kinds of 

things that we are researching in Maastricht.’

What role do digital tests play in this 
broad approach to testing?
‘When people talk about digital testing, they usu-

ally mean using computers to administer multiple-

choice tests. Whether that is always the best solu-

tion is open to question. You really need to first 

analyse the situation and the problem areas con-

cerned. The range of ICT support that’s available 

to make the testing process better, simpler, and 

more efficient is so great that it’s sometimes bet-

ter to decide to put off administering the test dig-

itally for a time.’ 

The interuniversity progress test in 
medicine is a good example of  
test-driven learning. How does it work?
‘We administer the progress test four times a year 

to assess the level of knowledge of all ten thou-

sand medical students at Maastricht University, 

VU University Amsterdam, Leiden University, 

Groningen University, and Radboud University 

Nijmegen. A longitudinal test like this gives you 

material for comparison, and it shows up any 

gaps in the curriculum. That allows the faculties to 

increase the quality of their teaching and it ena-

bles students to track their progress over time. It 

would be impossible without ICT. But we don’t yet 

administer the test digitally: it’s on such a large 

scale that that would cause more problems than it 

would solve.’

What role can SURF play as regards 
test-driven learning?
‘A project has just been completed to enable stu-

dents to call up their individual progress results 

for the medicine test. They can track their 

progress over time, compare their results with 

those of their fellow students, and predict their 

level in the future. The results of the project were 

greeted with enthusiasm, and that was largely 

thanks to SURF. SURF is the right organisation to 

combine expertise and enable people to share 

lessons learned.’    

Daphne Riksen

	M ore information

 	� Current developments in testing in higher 

education: 

www.surfspace.nl/toetsen
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Learning 
from the Olympics
SURF’s Executive Seminar on 21 April focused on the question of 
how higher education institutions can continue to excel despite 
cutbacks and the increasing complexity of ICT. The Olympic 
Games served as an inspiration. SURF organises Executive 
Seminars for senior staff of affiliated institutions. 

A small SURF delegation paid a working visit to 

Vancouver in February to study how ICT support 

and organisation operated at the Olympic Games. At 

the seminar, SURF’s Wim Liebrand explained the les-

sons one can learn from that megaproject.

Operational excellence

The ICT environment for the Olympic Games involves 

a lot of big numbers. For the Vancouver Winter 

Olympics, there were 800 servers, 6000 computers, 

and 4000 printers. Three thousand ICT-ers, a hun-

dred of them from Atos Origin, provided 24-hour-a-

day support for an operation involving 200,000 

employees, 25,000 volunteers, and 3.5 billion cus-

tomers. ‘At the Olympic Games, it’s all about opera-

tional excellence,’ says Wim Liebrand. ‘The systems 

are updated on the basis of extremely strict change 

management rules. That’s the first lesson that we can 

learn.’ The second thing that struck the Dutch visitors 

was the cooperation between Atos Origin and the 

local ICT partners: without a contract and just on the 

basis of trust and firm agreements. The third lesson 

was the importance of having a soundly constructed 

project plan, with rock-solid milestones. This was rec-

ognised and enforced right up to the highest level of 

the Games organisation. Finally, Wim Liebrand men-

tions the enormous amount of time that was devoted 

to testing. A hundred thousand hours went into try-

ing out every possible scenario and above all into 

testing the people and the procedures.

Testing and training

Although there are naturally major differences 

between higher education and the Olympic Games, a 

lot can be learned from the ICT support provided for 

the Olympics. That became clear during the discus-

sion that followed. The great attention to testing and 

training – already during the project – was impressive. 

The strong procurement practices and the associated 

governance also provide an important lesson. The 

participants agreed that a good test case will soon 

be coming up in which the various lessons can be 

applied, namely updating CRIS, the national research 

information system.   

Daphne Riksen
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SPOTLIGHT

SURFnet is taking a new step in the field of online collaboration. In the 
future, simple and safe collaboration must be possible between the 
affiliated institutions using self-selected environments. An infrastructure 
based on open standards will link up the services of institutions, SURFnet, 
and various commercial parties.

COIN links services of institutions, SURFnet, and commercial parties

Custom 
collaboration 
online 

10

SURFnet has been offering innovative services 

– with online applications and collaboration 

facilities – for many years now. The SURFgroepen, 

SURFmedia and SURFcontact services promote 

online collaboration between users at various 

higher education and research institutions. One 

limitation is that users are still obliged to choose 

one or, at most, a handful of online applications 

for their group work. SURFnet intends the COIN 

project (Collaboration Infrastructure) to give 

users greater flexibility in their choice of online 

collaboration services. Users will be able to com-

bine a large set of online tools to create a cus-

tomised collaboration environment.

Own choices

Online collaboration between higher education 

and research institutions has become perfectly 

normal. With SURFgroepen, SURFnet provided 

the first-generation online environment for collab-

oration within and between institutions. 

According to SURFnet’s Andres Steijaert, a lot has 

changed since SURFgroepen started. ‘The range 

of online applications and social networks has 

increased enormously. All sorts of different sup-

pliers now provide environments within the cloud.

We would like to utilise this within higher educa-

tion and research. But only under the most 

favourable conditions. ICT has become an integral 
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	M ore information:

 	�COIN : 

	 www.surfnet.nl/coin 

	C ollaboratories: 

	 www.surffoundation.nl/collaboratories 

part of our users’ operations. Their primary proc-

esses are dependent on the availability and conti-

nuity of ICT services. It’s therefore important for 

institutions to be able to decide for themselves 

what they want to do with what system. Online 

applications also need to be secure and user-

friendly for all users in higher education and 

research, with clear privacy rules applying.

(Inter)national collaboration

Thanks to SURFfederatie’s authentication plat-

form, students, instructors, and support staff can 

log in securely to a range of service and content 

providers from a single account – their own insti-

tutional account. In order to ultimately link the 

various applications and services, an updated 

infrastructure is necessary, based on open stand-

ards. The Collaboration Infrastructure (COIN) will 

ensure that users in higher education and 

research can collaborate easily with their counter-

parts in the Netherlands and abroad. This 

demands an infrastructure within which a number 

of parties provide services: education and 

research institutions, market parties, and 

SURFnet. The infrastructure is then created in 

close collaboration with all these parties.

A great opportunity

COIN makes it possible to offer online applica-

tions and collaboration services via open stand-

ards, for example document sharing, web confer-

encing, planning tools, weblogs, chat and 

presence tools, video, and electronic learning 

environments. It also provides access to specific 

services for education or research. The COIN 

project also makes grateful use of the experience 

researchers have gained with online collaboration 

or ‘collaboratories’ during SURFfoundation’s 

SURFshare programme.

According to Paul Wouters, the scientific director 

at Erasmus Studio, Erasmus University Rotterdam, 

the fact that people want to continue to use their 

own tools is very important. ‘Scientists are not 

generally conservative by nature. If they have a 

preference for using a particular collaboration 

environment, there must be a reason. It’s there-

fore a good thing that SURFnet is working on this. 

If the Netherlands wants to keep up in the field of 

knowledge over the next fifty years, then its tech-

nology will need to continue to be progressive 

and support will need to be provided for all the 

various different research styles. SURFnet now 

has a great opportunity to take the lead in all this.’

Data

Nico Juist, the policy adviser for education and 

ICT at INHOLLAND University of Applied 

Sciences, thinks it’s extremely important for users 

to be able to exchange data or, for example, to 

manage their calendar from within their familiar 

environment. ‘Every system involves a major 

learning curve. Moreover, migrating to a different 

system becomes increasingly difficult once you’ve 

started using an electronic learning environment 

like Blackboard or Microsoft SharePoint. 

Institutions are now reorientating themselves and 

looking at what their core business is where data 

is concerned. The question of what data should 

and shouldn’t be stored within the cloud is also 

relevant. COIN is the first step towards dealing 

with this issue.

Own system

According to Nico Juist, SURFnet is giving con-

structive consideration to how major players can 

meet the needs of institutions. The collaboration 

with Google is a good example. ‘The condition is 

that it’s transparent so that the user seems to be 

using his or her own system. When I look at the 

way SURFgroepen is already operating, then I’m 

confident that it will work.’

Andres Steijaert also sees opportunities: ‘The 

Collaboration Infrastructure combines the 

strengths of a large number of organisations, both 

as regards technology and organisation. A single 

organisation can’t stand up to the major commer-

cial parties all by itself, but it can from within the 

SURFnet partnership, with a million users to back 

it up!’   

Martijn Vet

‘�If the Netherlands wants to 

keep up in the field of 

knowledge over the next fifty 

years, then its technology will 

need to continue to be 

progressive.’ 
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Gordon Cook, 

American author and 

internationally 

recognised IT-expert

Cook Report on the Dutch ICT research infrastructure:

Last February saw the publication of Building a national knowledge 
infrastructure – how Dutch pragmatism nurtures a 21st century economy. 
The author, Gordon S. Cook – an internationally renowned IT expert – 
praises not only SURFnet’s network technology but also the collaboration 
in the Netherlands on developing a national knowledge infrastructure. 

T he book is a special edition of the COOK 

Report on Internet Protocol, which appears 

six times a year. Gordon Cook already devoted a 

whole number of his report to the Netherlands in 

2009. The Cook Report includes exclusive inter-

views with policy-makers involved in strategic 

planning for Internet policy and infrastructure. 

Cook has been writing about SURF since 1999. For 

the book, he interviewed a large number of the 

people involved, including Wim Liebrand (SURF), 

Kees Neggers (SURFnet), Hans Dijkman and Cees 

de Laat (University of Amsterdam), and Bob 

Hertzberger (until recently the scientific director 

of the Virtual Laboratory e-Science programme). 

The first copy of Cook’s book was presented to 

the then Minister of Education, Culture and 

Science, Ronald Plasterk, at the opening meeting 

of GigaPort3 on 18 February. 

‘�How the Dutch 
did it right’

12
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‘�How the Dutch 
did it right’

	M ore information:

 	�C ook Report: 

www.cookreport.com/knowledge.pdf 

Review (in Dutch) of Cook Report by Jaap van Till, 

member of SURF’s Scientific Technical Council: 

www.scienceguide.nl/201002/succesverhaal-achter-

de-dijken-en-schermen.aspx 

Review (in English) of Cook Report by Bill St Arnaud, 

Canadian Green IT-consultant: 

ow.ly/1MpjB

GigaPort3 project: 

www.surfnet.nl/nl/innovatie/gigaport3

Netherlight: 

www.netherlight.net

Amsterdam Internet Exchange (AMS-IX): 

www.ams-ix.net/faq

13

‘The Netherlands has a pragmatic way of 

finding out “what works” and then just doing it.’

Leading position

Cook describes ‘How the Dutch did it right, when 

so many others get it wrong’, in other words how 

the Netherlands has been able to build up a 

nationwide, future-oriented ICT infrastructure for 

higher education and research. This was due in the 

first place to the innovative use of income from the 

country’s natural gas reserves (the Economic 

Structure Enhancing Fund). The technology and 

network applications for the state-of-the-art 

SURFnet network were developed on that basis 

and are still being developed. The long-term 

approach of the SURFnet organisation and suc-

cessful implementation of the network have given 

the Netherlands the lead internationally as regards 

networks, grids, and e-Science. But this is not the 

only reason why Cook praises the Dutch approach: 

he is also highly complimentary about the collabo-

ration between scientists and network specialists 

both within the country and beyond. 

Pragmatic

Cook notes that in the Netherlands it is considered 

perfectly normal for something like SURFnet to 

exist. The various spinoffs are also considered 

absolutely normal, for example the AMS-IX 

Internet exchange and the Netherlight interna-

tional optical network exchange. But without the 

SURF partnership, the country’s knowledge-driven 

economy could never have achieved all this. He 

calls this SURF’s biggest achievement over the 

past fifteen years. Cook points out that the situa-

tion in the Netherlands is totally different to that in 

the United States, which pays hardly any intention 

to a high-quality ICT infrastructure, and where the 

approach focuses only on the short term and the 

private sector has a major influence. ‘The 

Netherlands has a pragmatic way of finding out 

“what works” and then just doing it,’ writes Cook. 

He hopes President Obama will adopt the Dutch 

approach.            

Daphne Riksen
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