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FINAL REPORT- ASSESSMENT SUPPORTS 
FOR ONLINE COURSES 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The Final Report on Assessment Supports provides a baseline review of current online assessment 
practice in Ontario and selected Canadian provinces and international jurisdictions (Australia, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States).  The Report also includes a set of recommendations and cost 
considerations for assessment supports.   The recommendations found in this report are aligned with 
the Faculty Supports research and recommendations which call for the creation of Ontario Online 
Networks for Excellence.  

The Faculty Supports report recommends the creation of three separate but related structures under a 
proposed overarching Ontario Universities Networks for Excellence in Online Learning initiative.  One 
network would provide faculty support for fostering the development and implementation of exemplary 
practices across the university sector (i.e. the Shared Services Network); one set of networks advances 
collective teaching practice with online learning (i.e. Discipline Inquiry and Innovation Networks); and 
one supports institutional innovation in online learning (i.e. the Open Innovation Network).  

Our research into current online assessment practices and a scan of current research literature related 
to online learning found both system-wide (i.e. jurisdiction-wide – states, provinces, and countries) and 
institutional approaches to assessment reform.  In some cases these attempts at reforming assessment 
practice could be considered transformational.  It is clear that online assessment practice in higher 
education is evolving away from a dependence on summative assessment toward the inclusion of a 
broader range of assessment tools and techniques (e.g., formative assessment for learning) that are 
more focused on learner engagement.  We also found that there are a number of emerging practices 
that have strategic and operational implications for the Ontario university sector. 

Building on the network strategy outlined in the Faculty Supports paper, we also think that it is 
important to establish a change management strategy that will produce results that align with a set of 
principles that can be used to drive change in assessment practice.   Some principles to consider are: 

• Assessment is used to engage students in learning that is productive; 
• Feedback is used to actively improve student learning; 
• Students and teachers become responsible partners in learning and assessment; 
• Students are inducted into the assessment practices and cultures of higher education; 
• Assessment for learning is placed at the centre of subject and program design; 
• Assessment for learning is a focus for staff and institutional development; and 
• Assessment provides inclusive and trustworthy representation of student achievement. 
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Based on our review, and a consideration of the strategic directions outlined in the Faculty Supports 
paper we are making recommendations in three areas.  These are: 

1. Building online assessment capacity. 

PIF funding has resulted in some promising assessment practices at the institutional level in Ontario that 
could be scaled beyond the institutions that have been responsible for their development.  We 
recommend that: 

An Assessment Enhancement and Innovation Network (one of the Discipline Inquiry and 
Innovation Networks recommended in the Faculty Supports paper) is established within 
Ontario Online to facilitate on-going development and sharing of online assessment content 
and tools for the university sector in Ontario. 

The Assessment Enhancement and Innovation Network would be an inter-institution community of 
interest which would bring together faculty and assessment practitioners.  This community could focus 
on: 

• The adaptation and development of innovative assessment practices; 
• The development of new resources and tools; 
• The sharing of existing promising practices; and 
• The development of knowledge and skills of faculty through professional learning forums, 

communities of practice, and other professional learning opportunities and events; 
 

2. Developing and implementing quality standards for online assessment. 
 

In Ontario, the variability in institution-wide approaches to learning outcomes results in diversity in 
teaching and learning strategies and a range of possible quality standards.   To address this situation, we 
recommend that: 

A set of quality standards for assessment practice in online learning be included in the plans 
for Quality Standards in Ontario Online courses.  (This work could be undertaken by the 
proposed Assessment Enhancement and Innovation Network, and would be applicable 
beyond online courses to other blended/hybrid instances of teaching with online learning) 

 
3. Establishing shared services for the invigilation of assessments for online students (particularly 

those at a distance). 

Although there is a movement aware from high stakes assessments, there remains a need for 
institutions to establish secure online assessment environments that protect the integrity of the 
assessment process. 

In the context of a Shared Network Services approach we recommend that: 
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A cooperative Ontario university service is established for the invigilation of high stakes 
assessments associated with online courses in Ontario.  (This service would provide 
equitable access to course assessments regardless of the part of the province in which 
learners reside.) 

 
There are a number of costs to be considered in the establishment of the proposed networks.  The ones 
that relate specifically to assessment tools, content, and faculty development include costs associated 
with: 

• The evaluation of existing online assessment tools and content to be shared by network 
partners/members via Creative Commons (CC) licensing (creativecommons.org); 

• Faculty development and support; 
• Online assessment resource development.  This cost category would include the 

development, pilot testing,  and revision of assessment and test items of a variety of types 
and for a variety of purposes including formative and summative assessments; 

• Assessment tools development and/or licensing (including adaptation of open source e-
portfolio applications and/or services1

• Online rubric development; 
); 

• Regional assessment centre services (e.g. online proctoring, administration of e-exams, 
online marking), administration and coordination; 

• Assessment platform development, licensing, and maintenance; 
• Assessment services administration and management; and 
• Research and development into innovative assessment practices. 

The recommendations and cost considerations are supported by our review of current practice and 
relevant research related to online assessment.  In the course of this review, we found a difference in 
the way that countries and jurisdictions within countries have approached support for online learning 
assessment.  Some countries have put in place system-wide supports for the development of 
assessment as part of online course delivery (e.g. the United Kingdom, Australia). In the United States, 
there are examples of both system-wide (e.g. the California State University system) and national 
organization initiatives (e.g. EDUCAUSE, NILOA) targeted at online assessment practice and issues.  In 
Canada, there are examples of system-wide initiatives related to online learning in general (e.g. 
BCcampus and eCampusAlberta) but no system-wide focus on assessment practice or tools.    In Ontario, 
innovation in assessment practice is being supported through one-time funds such as the Productivity 
and Innovation Fund (PIF) which while effective at ‘kick-starting’ innovation do not generally produce 
long-term, sustainable results.   

A second theme suggested that there is a fundamental shift taking place concerning how institutions 
and faculty view assessment within the teaching and learning process.  Our review suggests that 

                                                                 

1 See https://mahara.org for an example of open source e-portfolio solutions 

https://mahara.org/�
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institutions and faculty involved in e-learning are beginning to embrace a broader range of assessment 
strategies that align with their students’ online learning experiences, and that these strategies are more 
student-centred and flexible.   This shift includes an interest in the application of standards to 
assessment practice, peer assessment, and the assessment of student readiness to engage in online 
learning (including the use of data analytics to determine readiness and identify at-risk students). 

A third theme relates to academic integrity in online learning environments.  Issues surrounding 
academic integrity range from cheating to exam security and test-taker authentication.  These issues can 
be addressed through the application of current technologies and the creation of a network of shared 
services which institutions and faculty involved in the delivery of online courses can access to ensure the 
integrity of the assessment processes associated with online courses.   

In summary, we believe the recommendations contained in this report along with the network strategy 
outlined in the Faculty Supports paper will provide a coherent, sustainable, and scalable approach that 
moves promising online learning and assessment practices in Ontario toward exemplary practice. 
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1. PURPOSE OF THIS REPORT 

As outlined in the terms of reference for this project, the Final Report provides a baseline review of 
current online assessment practice in Ontario and selected Canadian provinces (British Columbia and 
Alberta) and international jurisdictions (Australia, the United Kingdom, and the United States).  This 
review provides an overview of the key issues and trends identified both in practice and in a selection of 
the recent research literature on online assessment. 

The Report includes observations related to the transformation of assessment practice, strategic and 
operational advice, and recommendations for action.  The research evidence is intended to be useful 
within the strategic decision-making process related to online learning that the Council of Ontario 
Universities is engaged in with its university partners.  As such, the Report provides a mixture of 
observation, commentary, and academic research.  We believe this approach results in a rich 
consideration of the issues related to online assessment.    This Report is considered a sub-set of the 
work that has been done for the Faculty Supports Project.  Efforts have been made to link the findings 
and recommendations to those provided in the Faculty Supports Report.  

2. CONTEXT AND PURPOSE OF THE PROJECT 

The Assessment Supports Project is one of five projects commissioned by the Council of Ontario 
Universities (COU) as part of a broader initiative to support the implementation of a university 
collaborative online consortium in Ontario, with funding from the Ontario Online initiative of the 
Ministry of Training, Colleges, and Universities.  The goals of the broader Ontario Online initiative 
include the following: 

• Improve the student learning experience and student access to high quality online learning 
• Leverage existing strengths of Ontario institutions and faculty; 
• Enhance productivity through collaboration, including sharing exemplary practices and 

resources; 
• Facilitate communities of practice among faculty, educational developers, instructional 

designers and other educators; and 
• Position Ontario at the forefront in excellence and innovation with online learning.  

The purpose of this project is to recommend how Ontario universities can collaborate on the 
development of ways to assess students who are studying online at a distance and identify effective 
practices of online assessment, particularly in high enrolment online courses. 

In order to achieve these goals, the Research team undertook a review of existing approaches used in 
Ontario and other jurisdictions and a review of a selection of the current literature.  This report also 
includes recommendations concerning effective assessment supports that could be provided through 
future Ontario Online Networks for Excellence (as described in the Faculty Supports paper).  An overview 
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of project deliverables and activities associated with each of the phases of this project is found in 
Appendix 1. 

The structure of Ontario’s university sector has a number of distinctive aspects, and we regard it as 
particularly important that our analysis of exemplary practices and research evidence from other 
jurisdictions give full consideration to this context.  

Recent Ontario developments around Strategic Mandate Agreements and institutional differentiation 
can lead to an increasing diversity in terms of strategic institution-wide learning outcomes, and 
consequently to a diversity in teaching and learning strategies (e.g., inquiry-based learning, experiential 
learning, competency-based education, etc.).  Accordingly, any Quality Standards to be applied across 
institutions must accommodate such diversities. Potential recommendations to align with this 
requirement might include more reliance on quality assessments conducted within institutions, 
evidence about the effectiveness of internal quality processes for course improvement, and the quality 
of instructional rationales underlying course designs and implementations (which may also serve to 
highlight differences in institutional teaching and learning strategies for online students from other 
universities). 

The research conducted as a part of this Project and the experience of the researchers involved will help 
to underpin a set of action-oriented recommendations for the COU to consider as it attempts to 
implement directions outlined by the Ministry of Training, Colleges, and Universities through the Shared 
Online Course Fund.  The recommendations flowing from this and other strategic projects that are a part 
of this initiative will provide directions which will help to establish Ontario Online Networks for 
Excellence to support online learning. 

2.1.  LINKAGES TO THE FACULTY SUPPORT STRATEGY 

The Faculty Supports report recommends the creation of three separate but related networks under a 
proposed overarching Ontario Universities Networks for Excellence in Online Learning initiative.  One 
network would provide faculty support for fostering the development and implementation of exemplary 
practices across the university sector (i.e. the Shared Services Network); one that advances collective 
teaching practice with online learning (i.e. Discipline Inquiry and Innovation Networks); and one that 
would support institutional innovation in online learning (i.e. the Open Innovation Network).  

The Assessment Supports research that has been undertaken in the preparation of this report points to 
the need to include assessment supports within a shared services model and as a part of a broader 
institutional research and innovation agenda that would be part of the Open Innovation Network.  The 
recommendations that are outlined later in this paper have been developed with this structure in mind. 

3. THE TRANSFORMATION OF ASSESSMENT PRACTICE  

On the surface assessment seems to be just another aspect of educational practice.  At the same time it 
is very true that what is measured and how it is measured matters.  Poor assessment practice results in 
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disengaged students.  Innovative assessment practice can foster a learning environment where students 
take responsibility and ownership of their learning.  This is true regardless of whether the learning takes 
place in large online courses or in small classroom environments.    Assessment can be a strategic driver 
of change in instructional practice well beyond that of the online learning environment. 

Our research into current online assessment practices and a scan of current research literature related 
to online learning found both system-wide (i.e. jurisdiction-wide – states, provinces, and countries) and 
institutional approaches to assessment reform.  In some cases these attempts at reforming assessment 
practice could be considered transformational.  It is clear that online assessment practice in higher 
education is evolving away from a dependence on summative assessment toward the inclusion of a 
broader range of assessment tools and techniques (i.e. formative assessment for learning) that are more 
focused on learner engagement.  We also found that there are a number of emerging practices that 
have strategic and operational implications for the Ontario university sector. 

3.1 STRATEGIES TO PROMOTE CHANGE IN ASSESSMENT PRACTICE 

The proposed network strategy outlined in the Faculty Supports paper aligns with the lessons learned 
from JISC2 in the United Kingdom, BCcampus3, eCampusAlberta4, and the work of other organizations 
reviewed as a part of the research for this paper.  The Transforming Assessment 5

In order to advance the practice of online assessment in the Ontario university sector, it will be 
important to begin by focusing on a set of principles that are agreed to by the sector and can be used as 
a springboard for action through an assessment-focused Discipline Inquiry and Innovation Network.  
Illustrative of this approach is a set of principles developed by the Australian Teaching and Learning 
Council that are being used as a way of driving change in assessment practice at Australian universities.  
While we are not suggesting that these principles

 initiative in Australia 
also provides some insights into the processes required to transform assessment practice. 

6

• Assessment is used to engage students in learning that is productive (i.e. assessment is 
recognized as a learning activity that requires engagement on appropriate tasks); 

 simply be adopted, they do serve as a useful example 
of a building block for inter-institutional change.  Among the principles suggested by Boud (2010) are: 

• Feedback is used to actively improve student learning; 

                                                                 

2 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/  

3 http://bccampus.ca/  

4 http://www.ecampusalberta.ca/  

5 http://www.transformingassessment.com/  

6 Other sets of assessment principles that are intended to move assessment from theory to practice can be found 
at http://www.reap.ac.uk/TheoryPractice/Principles.aspx and http://www.uts.edu.au/research-and-
teaching/teaching-and-learning/assessment/assessment-futures/key-assessment-elements-0  

http://www.jisc.ac.uk/�
http://bccampus.ca/�
http://www.ecampusalberta.ca/�
http://www.transformingassessment.com/�
http://www.reap.ac.uk/TheoryPractice/Principles.aspx�
http://www.uts.edu.au/research-and-teaching/teaching-and-learning/assessment/assessment-futures/key-assessment-elements-0�
http://www.uts.edu.au/research-and-teaching/teaching-and-learning/assessment/assessment-futures/key-assessment-elements-0�
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• Students and teachers become responsible partners in learning and assessment (i.e. 
students develop and demonstrate the ability to judge the quality of their own work and 
work of others against agreed standards); 

• Students are inducted into the assessment practices and cultures of higher education; 
• Assessment for learning is a focus for staff and institutional development; and 
• Assessment provides inclusive and trustworthy representation of student achievement. 

Building on the network strategy outlined in the Faculty Supports paper, we also think that it is 
important to establish a change management strategy that will produce results that align with adopted 
principles.  There are many possible change management strategies that could be used in the context of 
assessment transformation.  One example that has lead to positive change in the UK has been use of the 
Appreciative Inquiry model.    This approach has been adapted by JISC7

Figure 1: Appreciative Inquiry Framework – Queen’s University Belfast

 and institutions in the UK as a 
way of involving stakeholders and ensuring engagement in the change process.  The approach is 
illustrated in the following diagram derived from work done by Queen’s University Belfast: 

8

 

 

As mentioned, the purpose for including a reference to the Appreciative Inquiry model is not so much to 
encourage its adoption as to indicate that it is important to establish a change management strategy for 
transforming assessment practice.  In other cases, we have seen a Designed-based Research (DBR) 

                                                                 

7 http://jiscdesignstudio.pbworks.com/w/file/fetch/52211921/Appreciative%20Inquiry_script.pdf  

8 ©JISC and University of Belfast  http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/  

http://jiscdesignstudio.pbworks.com/w/file/fetch/52211921/Appreciative%20Inquiry_script.pdf�
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/�
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approach used with effective results.9

Taken together, a change management strategy leading to a set of principles will enable the Ontario 
university sector to operationalize change in assessment practice.  The next section highlights some of 
the areas where change in assessment is most likely to occur in the short (3-5 year) and medium (5-10 
year) terms.  These areas have operational implications for the Ontario university sector that will need 
to be considered as it moves forward with a network strategy for online learning. 

  DBR is an iterative approach to program improvement that draws 
upon both quantitative and qualitative data to inform its improvement strategies. 

3.2 OPERATIONALIZING CHANGES IN ASSESSMENT PRACTICE 

We found that there are a number of projects funded through PIF (Productivity and Innovation Fund) 
grants that illustrate potential future directions for online assessment in the Ontario university sector. 
Projects that are particularly promising involve: 

• The collaborative development of learning outcomes; 
• E-assessment involved in the online redesign project (ALOR); 
• Peers assessment projects; and 
• Online marking, mobile exams, and formative assessment design. 

There are also a number of global trends in assessment practice that the Ontario university sector can 
build on going forward. 

These trends are highlighted in more detail in the research evidence section later in this paper.  We 
believe that broader application of a number of the trends will result in efficiencies for the university 
sector particularly in the context of large enrolment courses.  These most promising trends are: 

• A movement toward more formative assessment measures and tools as a way of enhancing 
student involvement and engagement in the assessment process; 

• A movement towards the adoption of standards for assessment practice in online 
learning10

• A movement toward the use of peer assessment as a formative assessment tool; 
; 

• The use of e-portfolios as authentic assessment tools that provide evidence of 
achievement; 

• The use of data analytics to support personalized student learning; 
• The use of learner readiness measures to determine appropriate placement of learners in 

online courses; and 

                                                                 

9 See BCcampus (http://bccampus.ca/) initiatives related to OER and other research and innovation initiatives as 
examples of the use of the design based research approach in action. 

10 See the California State University system approach outlined later in this paper.  See also eCampusAlberta. 

http://bccampus.ca/�
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• The development and use of rubrics (The use of rubrics results in less time spent on 
marking by faculty.  Well developed rubrics also are more reliable and offer great validity 
than traditional grading guides). 

 
Each of these trends has assessment and learning design implications which should be considered as 
part of the proposed Discipline Inquiry and Innovation Network.   

There are also some trends (particularly coming out of the United States but not exclusively) that should 
be monitored by the proposed network.   These trends relate to the use of electronic testing11

We are concerned that large scale implementation of third party solutions could have the effect of 
driving the design of online assessment and learning in ways that reinforce current practice rather than 
promoting the diversity in teaching and learning strategies (e.g., inquiry-based learning, experiential 
learning, competency-based education, etc.) envisioned by the Strategic Mandate Agreements.  We 
would caution against taking this approach as a part of the innovation strategy adopted by the university 
sector. 

 for 
diagnostic purposes, online marking tools and services, and online proctoring services for large 
enrolment courses and for students at a distance. 

4. RECOMMENDATIONS 

The following recommendations take into consideration the review of current practice and research that 
was conducted as a part of the Assessment Supports project and the strategic directions proposed in the 
Faculty Support Project. 

RECOMMENDATION 1: BUILDING ONLINE ASSESSMENT CAPACITY 

As mentioned in the previous section, the Productivity and Innovation Fund (PIF) has resulted in some 
promising assessment practices at the institutional level in Ontario that could be scaled beyond the 
institutions that have been responsible for their development.  This is particularly true regarding peer 
assessment and curriculum re-design of MOOCs.  Both areas (and others that are highlighted in the 
research evidence outlined in this report) are of interest since they demonstrate innovative approaches 
to assessment in large enrolment courses.  Unfortunately there currently is no formalized mechanism to 
share the results of the PIF initiatives. 

We recommend that: 

An Assessment Enhancement and Innovation Network (one of the Discipline Inquiry and 
Innovation Networks recommended in the Faculty Supports paper) is established within 

                                                                 

11 See https://muchlearning.org/ for an example of a private sector testing service for higher education.  In the US 
context CTB McGraw-Hill and Pearson also provide similar services. 

https://muchlearning.org/�
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Ontario Online to facilitate on-going development and sharing of online assessment content 
and tools for the university sector in Ontario. 
 

The Assessment Enhancement and Innovation Network would be an inter-institution community of 
interest to bring together faculty and assessment practitioners.  This community could focus on12

• The adaptation and development of innovative assessment practices; 
: 

• The development of new resources and tools; 
• The sharing of existing promising practices; and 
• The development of knowledge and skills of faculty through professional learning forums, 

communities of practice, and other professional learning opportunities and events. 

RECOMMENDATION 2: QUALITY ASSESSMENT STANDARDS 
As mentioned in the context overview, given the autonomy of Ontario universities it is not surprising 
that there is diversity across the university sector in terms of institution-wide approaches to learning 
outcomes.  This situation results in diversity in teaching and learning strategies and a range of possible 
quality standards.  Nonetheless, within the context of the Assessment Enhancement and Innovation 
Network proposed in Recommendation 1, we recommend that: 
 

A set of quality standards for assessment practice in online learning be included in the plans 
for Quality Standards in Ontario Online courses.  (This work could be undertaken by the 
proposed Assessment Enhancement and Innovation Network, and would be applicable 
beyond online courses to other blended/hybrid instances of teaching with online learning.) 

 
The development of quality standards for assessment should be informed by the work already done by 
organizations in the United Kingdom (e.g. JISC), the United States (e.g. WCET and the California State 
University system), and in other parts of Canada (e.g. eCampusAlberta). 

RECOMMENDATION 3: INTEGRITY OF ONLINE ASSESSMENTS 

The security of assessment environments is a major concern for universities offering large enrolment 
online courses.    Although there is a movement away from high stakes summative assessments, there 
remains a need for some institutions to use secure online assessment environments that protect the 
integrity of the assessment process. 

In the context of a Shared Network Services approach we recommend that: 

                                                                 

12 Research into the use of data analytics to measure learning effectiveness in online environments would be part 
of the Institutional Innovation Network proposed in the Faculty Supports paper. 
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A cooperative Ontario university service is established for the invigilation of high stakes 
assessments associated with online courses in Ontario.  (This service would provide 
equitable access to course assessments regardless of the part of the province in which 
learners reside.) 
 

This shared service approach could include central coordination of regional examination centres which 
would provide shared use of facilities and staff to: 

• Ensure test-taker authentication; 
• Provide proctoring of assessments; and  
• Provide marking services. 

 
In summary, we believe the recommendations contained in this report along with the network strategy 
outlined in the Faculty Supports paper will provide a coherent, sustainable, and scalable approach that 
moves promising online learning and assessment practices in Ontario toward exemplary practice. 

5. COST CONSIDERATIONS 

The development of a detailed cost analysis to support the strategic implementation of a collaborative 
online learning initiative for the university sector in Ontario is being developed as a part of the Cost and 
Revenue Project.  That project will provide an analysis of options for revenue sharing among universities 
including cases where students may be registered in more than one institution.   Revenue sharing 
options could relate to shared course and assessment development and delivery costs. 
 
Since decisions have not been made regarding the nature of the collaborative approach that will be 
adopted by the COU and its university partners, we believe that it is appropriate at this stage to provide 
advice concerning the cost categories for assessment work that could be undertaken as a part of an 
assessment innovation network (should such a network be established).  This network would be part of 
a larger network initiative that is described in detail in the Faculty Supports report. 

We believe the following costs should be incorporated into a detailed cost analysis as a part of the 
Ontario university online strategy.  The cost categories that relate specifically to assessment tools, 
content, and faculty development include: 

• The evaluation of existing online assessment tools and content to be shared by network 
partners/members via Creative Commons (CC) licensing (creativecommons.org); 

• Faculty development and support; 
• Online assessment resource development.  This cost category would include the 

development, pilot testing,  and revision of assessment and test items of a variety of types 
and for a variety of purposes including formative and summative assessments; 
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• Assessment tools development and/or licensing (including the licensing of open source e-
portfolio applications and/or services13

• Online rubric development; 
); 

• Regional assessment centre services (e.g. online proctoring, administration of e-exams, 
online marking), administration and coordination; 

• Assessment platform development, licensing, and maintenance; and 
• Assessment services administration and management. 

 
We also believe that it is important for the university sector in Ontario to be engaged in and support on-
going research and development into innovative assessment practices that builds on the work that has 
begun through the PIF grant program. 

6. RESEARCH EVIDENCE IN SUPPORT OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

As a part of its research approach, the Project Team developed a number of questions that helped to 
frame its consideration of current online assessment practices and research that could be used to guide 
and inform strategies and recommendations.  These questions are: 

1. How do institutions and jurisdictions provide support to faculty for online assessment?   
2. What collaborative approaches will result in the cost-effective development of quality online 

assessment tools and instruments?  How could assessment support services be provided within a 
shared services network model? 

3. What approaches can be used to develop assessment knowledge and skills of faculty? 
4. What is the balance that is required between high stakes summative assessment practices and lower 

stakes formative assessment, particularly in high enrolment online courses? 
5. What are the issues surrounding security and academic integrity for assessment in online courses? 
6. What are the cost considerations associated with the development and implementation of 

assessment supports for the Ontario university sector?  What are the cost considerations associated 
with the use of exam centres? 

In an effort to answer the questions outlined above, to provide the COU with sound advice that can be 
implemented, and to establish an understanding of the baseline of online assessment practice the 
Project Team undertook a review and analysis of documents and websites, and engaged leading 
practitioners and external experts in discussion.  We reviewed a range of relevant recent literature 
associated with online assessment practice and organized the information gathered from both the 
review of current and promising practices and the literature into a set of themes.  The themes and 
guiding questions, and the work done on the Faculty Supports project formed the basis for the 
recommendations outlined later in this report. 

                                                                 

13 See https://mahara.org for an example of open source e-portfolio solutions 

https://mahara.org/�
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As mentioned above, the findings from both the scan of recent literature and current online assessment 
practices were categorized into a number of themes and issues.  The themes that were identified are: 

• Theme 1: System-wide vs. institutional approaches to support for online assessment; 
• Theme 2: The evolving nature of  online assessment practice in higher education; and 
• Theme 3: Academic integrity and security in online learning environments. 

 
These themes are described in detail in the next three sections along with illustrative examples. 

7. THEME 1: SYSTEM-WIDE 14

As a starting point for our research we wanted to find out if there were any differences among countries 
and institutions within countries in the way that they approached faculty support for online assessment.  
We considered the work of organizations, institutions, and jurisdictions in Canada, the United States, the 
United Kingdom and Australia. 

 VS. INSTITUTIONAL SUPPORT 

 
We believe that there is a difference in the way that countries and jurisdictions within countries 
included in this research have approached support for online learning assessment.  Some countries have 
put in place system-wide supports for the development of assessment as part of online course delivery 
(e.g. the United Kingdom through JISC and Australia through its Transforming Assessment initiative). In 
the United States, there are examples of both system-wide (e.g. the California State University system) 
and national organization initiatives (e.g. EDUCAUSE, NILOA to name just two) targeted at online 
assessment practice and issues. 
 
In Canada, there are examples of system-wide initiatives related to online learning in general (e.g. 
BCcampus and eCampusAlberta) but no system-wide focus on assessment practice or tools.  In most 
instances assessment practice is evolving through the efforts of individual institutions or individual 
faculty members within institutions.  In Ontario, innovation in assessment practice is being supported 
through one-time funds such as the Productivity and Innovation Fund.  The challenge with funds of this 
nature is that they are effective at ‘kick starting’ innovation but they do not generally produce long-
term, sustainable results that are broadly implemented.   
 
The network approaches recommended in the Faculty Supports paper (i.e. a Shared Services network to 
support the daily online assessment requirements and needs of faculty across the system, a Discipline 
Inquiry and Innovation Network to support the adaptation and scaling of promising practices into 

                                                                 

14 Both the Faculty Supports Project and the Quality Standards Project describe initiatives that are beyond the 
scope of individual institutions.  In some cases these approaches represent a centralized approach to the delivery 
of services and programs through a distributed network while in other cases they are federated or shared (i.e. 
institutions come together around a common agenda in order to prevent fragmentation).   
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exemplary practices,  and an Open Innovation Network to foster the development of innovative 
practices) will provide the type of long-term, sustainable approach that will lead to improvements in 
online assessment practice across the Ontario university sector.   Recommendations have been 
developed with this network structure in mind. 
 
Examples that illustrate system-wide supports for online assessment are provided in section 5.1 below.  
Examples of institutional supports are provided in section 5.2. 
 

7.1. EXAMPLES OF SYSTEM-WIDE SUPPORT FOR ONLINE ASSESSMENT  

At a macro level it is clear that some countries and jurisdictions have made investments in structures to 
support online learning including support for the improvement of online learning assessment practice.   
This section of the Report briefly outlines the work that has been done in the United Kingdom by JISC 
(the Joint Information Services Council) and in Australia by the Australian Learning and Teaching Council 
(Transforming Assessment).  The work of partner universities in Australia (the University of Queensland, 
and RMIT University) is particularly informative and is described later as a part of examples of 
institutional supports for online assessment. 

7.1.1. UNITED KINGDOM 

JISC (which stands for the Joint Information Systems Committee) provides an interesting example of the 
evolution of an organization with a narrow mandate in the areas of networking and specialist 
information services to one which partners with institutions across the UK and provides leadership in 
the use of information and communications technologies (ICT) in higher education. 

JISC was formed over 20 years ago as a part of a government initiative to improve information and 
technology infrastructure in the UK including the development of a UK-wide university research 
network.  JISC (www.jisc.ac.uk) today is a jointly funded quasi non-governmental organization that 
receives funding from a number of governmental UK funding bodies and 16 higher education 
institutions.  As a part of its current mandate, JISC provides leadership in the use of ICT in the areas of 
teaching, learning, and administration.    

It is governed by a board consisting of members from funding bodies and higher education institutions.  
JISC provides a range of services to its members including learning and teaching resources and digital 
content (including digital rights management, licensing, and royalty issues), advice, network and IT 
services, and research and development.  JISC also sponsors events related to a wide range of teacher, 
technical staff and administrative support areas including online assessment. 

In terms of online assessment, JISC has played a leading role in the UK by providing resources and 
services related to the improvement of student assessment.  Recently, JISC publications have focused on 
topics such as the following: 

http://www.jisc.ac.uk/�
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• Large scale change of assessment practice.  This report suggests that assessment is an area 
of educational practice that has been particularly resistant to change.   As a result of this 
report and other related data, JISC has initiated an Assessment and Feedback Programme15

• Electronic assessment management – using technology to support the assessment 
lifecycle

 
to support large-scale change in assessment and feedback practice; 

16

• Supporting assessment and feedback practice with technology – from tinkering to 
transformation

; 

17

• Enhancing student employability through technology-supported assessment and feedback
; and 

18

 
. 

JISC also provides funding to partner institutions for a broad range of programmatic initiatives19

 

.  Of 
particular interest in relation to this report is the Assessment and Feedback Programme.  This 
programme has been operational since 2011 and during that period JISC has worked with 40 higher 
providers to enhance their assessment and feedback practices through the use of ICT.  This initiative has 
involved JISC working with over 2,200 faculty and staff in academic disciplines involving an estimated 
40,000 students either directly or indirectly.  The key lessons learned have been summarized in the form 
of an institutional checklist which focuses on six areas.  These are: 

• Strategy and policy; 
• Academic practice; 
• Learner engagement; 
• Employability; and  
• Processes and technologies. 

In each of these areas, questions are raised at the institutional level as a way to help organizations focus 
their assessment and feedback improvement efforts.  The checklist for institutional self assessment is 
provided in Appendix 2. 

JISC’s Assessment and Feedback Programme has demonstrated that it is possible to create large-scale 
institutional change through the appropriate application of technology.  The Programme has also shown 
that creating a demonstration environment for the adoption of learning centred assessment practices 

                                                                 

15 
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/elearning/Assessment/JISCAFBaselineReportMay2012.pdf  

16 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/electronic-assessment-management  

17 http://repository.jisc.ac.uk/5450/4/Jisc_AF_Final_Synthesis_Report_Oct_2013_v2.pdf  

18 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/enhancing-student-employability-through-technology-supported-assessment-and-
feedback  

19 http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes  

http://www.jisc.ac.uk/media/documents/programmes/elearning/Assessment/JISCAFBaselineReportMay2012.pdf�
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/electronic-assessment-management�
http://repository.jisc.ac.uk/5450/4/Jisc_AF_Final_Synthesis_Report_Oct_2013_v2.pdf�
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/enhancing-student-employability-through-technology-supported-assessment-and-feedback�
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/guides/enhancing-student-employability-through-technology-supported-assessment-and-feedback�
http://www.jisc.ac.uk/whatwedo/programmes�
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can have a transformative impact.  This has been achieved through the provision of a set of tools and 
resources, the creation of an evidence base of sound assessment and feedback practice and by 
highlighting effective practices so that partner institutions benefit. 

7.1.2. AUSTRALIA 

As noted above, the Australian Learning and Teaching Council has established an initiative to help higher 
education institutions across Australia change assessment practice through participating in its 
Transforming Assessment initiative (http://www.transformingassessment.com/index.php). This initiative 
provides educators across Australia with access to a series of webinars (both synchronously and 
asynchronously) and support resources on e- assessment for teachers and program managers.   A recent 
example of an archived webinar on the development of e-exams is found at http://bit.ly/TA3A2014. 

The Transforming Assessment initiative provides resources, courses and samples in a number of areas 
related to e-assessment including: 

• Examples of e-portfolios; 
• Courses on the development of e-examinations;  
• Intellectual property right, copyright, security, validity and reliability, and accessibility in 

online learning environments;  
• Examples of e-assessment types including the use of simulations and games; and 
• Marking and grading software20

On the international front, Australia is also currently participating (through the Australian Council for 
Educational Research) in an Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) project 
related to the assessment of higher education learning outcomes (AHELO) (

. 

www.acer.edu.au/aheloau).   
Ontario is also participating in this initiative. 

7.1.3. CANADA 

In the Canadian context, both British Columbia (BCcampus www.bccampus.ca) and Alberta (eCampus 
Alberta www.ecampusalberta.ca) have established mechanisms for collaborative sharing of services and 
resources that support educators and learners at member institutions across their respective provinces.  
These umbrella organizations provide a wide range of resources related to online course and resource 
development and use and shared services to support online learning including quality standards and 
rubrics to determine the quality of programs and services provided by institutions.  By and large, the 
issue of online assessment of learning has been left to member institutions and has not received the 
focus of attention that it has in either the UK or Australia. 

                                                                 

20 http://www.transformingassessment.com/moodle/course/view.php?id=71  

http://www.transformingassessment.com/index.php�
http://bit.ly/TA3A2014�
http://www.acer.edu.au/aheloau�
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eCampus Alberta was established in 2002 as a service organization to enable student access to high 
quality online learning opportunities in the post-secondary sector.  eCampus Alberta is a consortium of 
26 Alberta post-secondary institutions and acts as mechanism to extend the reach of Alberta institutions 
to all parts of the province. 

As a part of its quality assurance work in the area of online learning, eCampus Alberta has established a 
set of quality assessment standards.  These standards tend to be focused at the programmatic level 
although they do make reference to the importance of measuring the work of individual students in 
relation to program outcomes.21

Similar standards have also been published by the Campus Alberta Quality Council

  

22

Additional information related to the successes and impacts of both BCcampus and eCampusAlberta is 
included in the Faculty Supports paper. 

 (a service of the 
Alberta government) for graduate programs and for distance education programs.   

7.1.4. UNITED STATES 

Although there are numerous higher education collaborations in the United States, the organizations 
that speak most directly to the issue of assessment practice are EDUCAUSE and the National Institute for 
Learning Outcomes Assessment (NILOA).   

EDUCAUSE (http://www.educause.edu/) is a non-profit association with a mission to promote the use of 
information technologies in higher education through.  EDUCAUSE has published a number of articles 
which speak specifically to assessment practice in online settings including massive open online courses 
or MOOCs.  References are made to the work related to MOOCs throughout this paper.  It should be 
noted that while MOOCs have become very popular they are not without detractors who are quick to 
point out the limitations of MOOCs.23

NILOA offers an important perspective on the issue of assessment of online learning.  The organization 
has a mission “to discover and disseminate ways that academic programs and institutions can 
productively use assessment data ... to inform and strengthen undergraduate education...” 
(

 

http://www.learningoutcomeassessment.org/AboutUs.html ).   NILOA’s focus is on helping institutions 
to adopt promising practices in the assessment of learning outcomes. 

One other umbrella organization that is worth mentioning is the Western Interstate Commission for 
Higher Education (WICHE).  WICHE is a regional organization that includes 15 western states and US 

                                                                 

21 http://www.caqc.gov.ab.ca/media/1098/quality_assessment_standards_-_program_-_december_2011.pdf 

22 http://www.caqc.gov.ab.ca/media/1092/caqc_distance_program_standards.pdf 

23 http://www.hybridpedagogy.com/journal/mooc-problem/  

http://www.educause.edu/�
http://www.learningoutcomeassessment.org/AboutUs.html�
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Pacific territories.  The organization has been in place since the 1950’s providing professional 
development, policy support and guidance for its member jurisdictions.   

WICHE has published a set of ‘best practice’ strategies intended to promote academic integrity in online 
education.   The strategies focus on a number of areas including assessment and evaluation and reflect 
the combined contributions of the WICHE Cooperative for Educational Technologies (WCET) initiative 
(http://wcet.wiche.edu/) and the Instructional Technology Council (ITC).   

The best practice strategies are based on a report entitled Institutional Policies/Practices and Course 
Design Strategies to Promote Academic Integrity in Online Education, published by WCET in February 
2009 and updated in June 200924

The Online Learning Consortium (

. In May 2009, the Instructional Technology Council (ITC) surveyed its 
membership to invite feedback and additional strategies to enhance the WCET work. The June 2009 
document referenced in this report reflects the combined contributions of WCET and ITC. This work is 
licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-Share Alike 3.0 United States license. 

http://onlinelearningconsortium.org/) (until recently known as the 
Sloan Consortium) is a not-for-profit online professional learning society that provides access to online 
learning opportunities for professionals and funding support for online learning initiatives.  The 
consortium also publishes the Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks (JALN).  This peer-reviewed 
journal provides a rich resource of current research and thinking concerning a variety of online learning 
topics including assessment in online environments.  For example, the use of e-portfolios for 
institutional curriculum re-design efforts is described in a recent issue of the journal (see (Matthews-
DeNatale, 2014)). 

In addition to the work of organizations such as EDUCAUSE, WICHE, and others outlined above, there 
are other organizations that have an interest in the practice of online assessment in the United States.  
Included in this group are the US Department of Education (DoE) and the American Association of 
Colleges and Universities (AACU). 

As a part of its national education technology plan, the US DoE has focused attention on a number of 
topics including the use of online adaptive testing, accessibility issues for learners with disability or 
language challenges or who are at a distance, provision of feedback to learners, and moving beyond 
testing for accountability purposes only to mention a few. 

While the AACU has published a number of resources related to assessment practice, its particular focus 
has been on assessment supports in the areas of learning outcome assessment, the use of rubrics as a 
part of assessment practice, the use of data and portfolios as a demonstration of student learning, and 
the measurement of student engagement in their learning.  Although the AACU has been active in 
relation to assessment practice in general it has been silent on issues that relate specifically to online 
assessment. 

                                                                 

24 http://www.wascsenior.org/files/Best_Practices_for_Academic_Integrity_in_Online_Education.pdf  
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The following page provides a summary of the major system-wide initiatives that were considered as a 
part of this review. 

Table 1: Summary of System-wide Assessment Support Initiatives 

Country System-wide 
Organizations 

Examples of Assessment Supports 
Provided 

Links 

United Kingdom JISC Provides funding support for innovation in 
a range of online learning initiatives; 
research and development of assessment 
tools and resources; network and IT 
services that support online learning and 
assessment environments 

www.jisc.ac.uk  

Australia Transforming 
Assessment 

Webinar series on e-assessment; e-
assessment exemplars; assessment tools 
and systems; integration of e-assessment 
into social media contexts; fellowships to 
promote e-assessment at the institutional 
level 

www.transformingassessme
nt.com/index.php 

Canada BCcampus Collaborative services including new and 
innovative applications for competency-
based learning; e-tutoring services; 
profession learning through community 
engagement (e.g. Educational Technology 
Users Group) 

www.bccampus.ca  

 eCampusAlberta Provides access to an array of online 
programs offered by member institutions; 
academic resources; professional 
development resources; Quality 2.0 e-
learning rubric and toolkit 

www.ecampusalberta.ca  

United States EDUCAUSE Research into current issues and trends in 
e-assessment; professional development 
resources; development of standards; an 
assessment and evaluation library; 
podcasts and wikis related to assessment; 
conferences and professional journals 

www.educause.edu  

 NILOA Transparency framework which provides 
evidence of student learning (includes 
student learning outcome statements, 
assessment plans and resources; 
assessment projects and activities; use of 
student learning evidence); resources 
include examples of good assessment 
practice and a literature archive 

www.learningoutcomeasses
sment.org  

http://www.jisc.ac.uk/�
http://www.transformingassessment.com/index.php�
http://www.transformingassessment.com/index.php�
http://www.bccampus.ca/�
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http://www.learningoutcomeassessment.org/�


23 | P a g e  

 

Country System-wide 
Organizations 

Examples of Assessment Supports 
Provided 

Links 

 WICHE Annual conference and professional 
learning resources in areas such as 
learning analytics, management of e-
learning, competency-based education, 
and academic integrity 

http://wcet.wiche.edu/ 

 Online  Learning 
Consortium 

Research and publications (e.g. Journal of 
Asynchronous Learning Networks); 
conferences and online community 
support 

http://onlinelearningconsor
tium.org/ 

7.2 Examples of Institutional Supports for Online Assessment 

This section includes an overview of assessment supports that are in place at universities in selected 
jurisdictions and countries. What was found indicates that faculty supports for online assessment at 
Canadian universities tend to be lumped together with supports for assessment in more traditional 
classroom settings.  The prevailing notion in Canada appears to be that the principles of good teaching 
should apply regardless of the delivery mode.  The UK and Australian experiences suggest that specific 
supports for online assessment are required and that these are unique to the practice of online learning. 

7.2.1. ONTARIO 

In late 2013, the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities provided support for 120 
projects at colleges and universities across the province through the Productivity and Innovation Fund 
(PIF) with the goal of helping institutions to provide more innovative student learning experiences.  A 
small number of the projects include references to assessment, although based on the project 
descriptions available it is not clear the degree to which online or e-assessment is included in many of 
the funded projects.   

Although it is likely that a number of these projects incorporate approaches to assessment at some 
level, one project that could be of broader interest to the Ontario university community is the work led 
by the University of Guelph (in collaboration with Wilfrid Laurier University, the University of Waterloo, 
McMaster University, and Mohawk College) related to the assessment of learning outcomes.  This 
project involves a learning management system partner Desire2Learn, and the use of its Insights tool to 
map learning outcomes and program competencies for an online graduate program in Public Health.  
The project is grounded in earlier work that Guelph has done to establish university-wide learning 
outcomes25

                                                                 

25 

.    

http://www.uoguelph.ca/vpacademic/avpa/outcomes/pdfs/Senate%20Report%20(December%205,%202012).pdf  
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Another PIF project that seems to hold promise in the area of online or e-assessment is the Active 
Learning: Online Redesign (ALOR)26 project.  This project involves the use of technology to support 
active learning in hybrid course models27.  Hybrid courses include both face-to-face and online 
components and are sometimes called ‘blended’28

The ALOR project has also resulted in a set of evaluation resources

 courses.  The ALOR project involves five divisions or 
departments at the University of Toronto and includes an integration of instructional tools and the 
Blackboard learning management system.  Blackboard, like other learning management systems 
provides a number of options for online testing, reporting, peer, and self-assessment.  It is not clear 
from the information available which of these online assessment tools are used in the project. 

29.  The course evaluation item 
validation project has resulted in course evaluation items for use in online and hybrid courses.  As a part 
of the item validation process, the research team at the Centre for Teaching Support and Innovation 
identified five common assessment themes within online learning environments30

• The presence of a learning community within online learning environments; 

.  These are: 

• Establishment of clear learning expectations; 
• Online components that facilitate learning; 
• A ‘blending’ of online and ‘not online’ learning experiences and expectations; and 
• Tools that facilitate and promote the use of various course components and enable learners 

to perform. 

Carleton University has begun the development of a teaching certificate program31

• Articulate learning outcomes; 

 for the development 
and delivery of online teaching.  The program is intended to provide Carleton’s teaching community with 
skills to: 

• Design online learning units or courses; 
• Create engaging learning activities for students; 
• Integrate online assessment tools into course designs; and 

                                                                 

26 http://alor.onlinelearning.utoronto.ca/  

27 http://onlinelearning.utoronto.ca/ 

28 The term blended learning is often used to refer to an educational program that employs a delivery approach 
whereby some of the course materials are delivered in the face-to-face environment and others are delivered fully 
online.  It is often used synonymously with the term hybrid learning.  

29 http://alor.onlinelearning.utoronto.ca/shared-resources/evaluation-resources/  

30 http://alor.onlinelearning.utoronto.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2014/07/ALOR-Course-Evaluation-
Report.pdf  

31 http://carleton.ca/edc/programs/certificates/cbot/  
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• Evaluate the effectiveness of online learning in achieving learning outcomes. 

The resulting resources and materials will be made available through an OER portal32

In addition to considering the projects highlighted above there are a number of other projects/initiatives 
at Ontario post-secondary institutions that could have broader applicability for the university sector as a 
whole.  These projects focus on the following assessment issues: 

. 

• Peer assessment; 
• Online marking; 
• Mobile exams; and  
• Formative assessment. 

PEER ASSESSMENT 

The peerScholar® project33

http://peerscholar.com/

 at the University of Toronto, led by Steve Joordens from the Department of 

Psychology is an assessment for learning project that uses an internet –based tool to help develop meta-
cognitive skills.  The initial implementation was in a large introductory psychology class (1500 students) 
but the tool has since been used more broadly including in the K-12 sector.   Detailed information 
concerning the tool that resulted from this project can be found at .  

 
A second project of interest in the area of peer assessment is the peer evaluation, assessment and 
review or PEAR project34

ONLINE MARKING 

.  This project was initiated by the University of Guelph and is a system that 
automates the collection, dissemination, and reporting of the results of peer reviews of assignments.  
The application is widely used at Guelph to support its distance education students. 

Crowdmark35

 

 is an online tool developed at the University of Toronto which enables the use of multiple 
markers at a distance.  The tool provides a means to mark large numbers of paper-based exams at a 
distance by multiple markers.  Feedback is provided to exam takers who are able to access their exams 
electronically and read comments. 

 

                                                                 

32 It should be noted that the three PIF initiatives highlighted here are also referenced in the Faculty Supports 
Project report. 
33 There have been some concerns expressed about peerScholar® in relation to how its ratings are calibrated.   
34 http://www.uoguelph.ca/peartool/  

35 https://crowdmark.com/  
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MOBILE EXAMS  

A project based at the University of Ottawa (Faculty of Medicine) incorporates Questionmark software 
which presents an online anatomy examination on a tablet.  This initiative is part of a larger project 
(iAnatomie)36 that is in the research phase at this point. There is also a project underway at the 
University of Windsor which integrates Twitter™ into real-time assessment37

FORMATIVE ASSESSMENT 

. 

An assignment management project using WileyPlus® is underway at Carleton University38.  One of the 

features of the WileyPlus® software is that it provides adaptive39

ONTARIO - MOOC INITIATIVES 

, personalized feedback to students 

as they work through first-year chemistry problems as a part of homework assignments. 

Although not ‘for credit’ MOOC or Massive Online Open Courses offerings may provide some insights 
into innovative approaches to online assessment.  MOOCs are a model of educational delivery that, in 
general have no attendance limit and as outlined in a recent EDUCAUSE brief display varying degrees of 
enrolment size and openness40

At least two Ontario institutions have been active in providing MOOCs –The University of Toronto 
(including the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education

.    Many MOOCs are structured in ways that are similar to other online 
courses and contain features that are similar to ‘for credit’ offerings including online lectures that are 
provided both synchronously and asynchronously, video, online discussions and forums, and quizzes and 
tests. 

41) and McMaster42

                                                                 

36 

.  Of the two, the University 
of Toronto has been particularly active in the development of MOOCs.  For example, the University of 
Toronto MOOC course, Learning to Program: The Fundamentals, offered through Coursera, includes 
online tools that allow students to write and test code and submit assignments for automated feedback.  
It is this automated feedback feature that is the most interesting and represents a promising practice for 

http://www.ianatomie.ca/  

37 http://blogs.windsorstar.com/news/u-of-windsor-prof-makes-twitter-mandatory  

38 http://contactnorth.ca/pockets-innovation/online-interaction-enhance-learning-first-year-chemistry-students-
carleton  and http://www.library.carleton.ca/find/databases/wiley-online-library  

39 See (Carey & Trick, 2013).  

40 http://www.EDUCAUSE.edu/library/resources/7-things-you-should-know-about-moocs-ii  

41 http://www.oise.utoronto.ca/online/Home/MOOCs.html  

42 https://www.coursera.org/course/experiments  
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large enrolment courses.  The Learning to Program course is one of seven that are funded as a part of 
the University of Toronto’s contribution to the online course portal Coursera43.   The University also 
offers two courses through the edX portal44

7.2.2. BRITISH COLUMBIA 

.  

UNIVERSITY OF BRITISH COLUMBIA  

Although not specifically focused on online assessment or online delivery for that matter, the most 
interesting work currently underway at BC universities is the UBC Flexible Learning initiative45

One project that does focus specifically on assessment is the development of the Online Assessment 
Resource Centre (OARC).  OARC is a ‘work in progress’ with a limited number of resources at this time.  
Individual faculty members are encouraged to support OARC and are able to upload links, assessments, 
and rubrics that they have found useful in their practice. 

.  This 
initiative involves the development, delivery, and evaluation of student learning experiences that result 
in improvements in student achievement.  The initiative is a cross-university approach intended to 
promote innovation in teaching and learning and to improve its impact as evidenced by improved 
student performance.  In 2013/14, 12 faculties and schools were involved in a total of 41 projects that 
have impacted 100 courses and 34,000 student enrolments.  Funding arrangements for the initiative will 
be highlighted in the Interim Report.  

UBC also has for many years had a centre for Teaching, Learning and Technology which also supports 
faculty in their use of technology and with innovative projects related to MOOCs and peer assessment46

SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY (SFU) - TEACHING AND LEARNING CENTRE 

.  

The Simon Fraser Teaching and Learning Centre provides support for all SFU faculty members regardless 
of the mode of delivery (online, face-to-face, and blended).   The Centre has a mission to support 
instructors in the development and delivery of innovative approaches that are designed to enhance 
students’ learning experiences47

As a general trend, resources for online assessment practices are aligned with workshop and resources 
for face-to-face learning and other hybrid learning formats. 

.  

                                                                 

43 http://www.ocw.utoronto.ca/coursera/ 

44 http://www.ocw.utoronto.ca/edx/ 

45 http://flexible.learning.ubc.ca/ 

46 http://ctlt.ubc.ca/2013/03/28/online-peer-assessment-in-moocs-students-learning-from-students/ 

47 http://www.sfu.ca/tlc.html 
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UNIVERSITY OF VICTORIA – LEARNING AND TEACHING CENTRE 

A review of the University of Victoria’s Learning and Teaching Centre website48

THOMPSON RIVERS UNIVERSITY – OPEN LEARNING 

  revealed little emphasis 
on the issue of assessment in online or face-to-face learning environments.   Unlike the other two major 
universities in the province, it appears that UVic’s support in this area is limited. 

In the early 2000’s, the BC government made the decision to divest the assets of the Open Learning 
Agency (OLA).  The OLA was established in the late 1980’s as a crown agency with its own act and was 
originally modelled after the British Open University.   

When Thompson Rivers University (TRU) was established in 2005, it acquired the programming and 
assets of the BC Open Learning Agency (OLA) (Open College, Open University, and Workplace Training 
Systems).  

Today, TRU has a mandate to provide open and distance learning across the province. Open Learning at 
TRU assesses learning during course based online programs and also offers Prior Learning Assessment 
and Recognition (PLAR). PLAR programs usually work through assessment of a portfolio that documents 
student learning accomplishments achieved through both formal and informal learning and provides 
course credit towards a degree for this learning.  In addition to this focus (which is beyond the scope of 
the current project), TRU has established a cross-institution advisory committee on learning outcomes 
and assessment that is facilitated by the Centre for Student Engagement and Learning Innovation49

7.2.3. ALBERTA 

.  

UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA – CENTRE FOR TEACHING AND LEARNING 

Like many other universities in Canada the University of Alberta has established a Centre for Teaching 
and Learning with a mandate to improve the quality of instruction and learning offered by the 
universities.  The Centre provides workshops and resources for faculty teaching using online, blended 
and face-to-face delivery modes.  Assessment concepts and approaches are delivered through a series 
of workshops related to course design50

  

.   As is the case with many other Canadian institutions, there 
are no specific offerings for instructors offering exclusively online courses. 

                                                                 

48 http://ltc.uvic.ca/servicesprograms/support/ 

49 http://www.tru.ca/ctl/learning_outcomes.html 

50 http://ctl.ualberta.ca/teaching-services/tls 
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UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY – TEACHING AND LEARNING CENTRE 

The University of Calgary established its Centre for Leadership in Teaching and Learning in 2011 as a part 
of a broader initiative to create an integrated framework for teaching and learning.  This framework 
includes goals related to evaluation and accountability.  Specifically, the framework calls for the 
development and implementation of a system of course and program evaluation that is targeted at 
providing feedback to students and which supports teaching and learning experiences and outcomes51

The Teaching and Learning Centre at the University of Calgary provides specific support for e-learning 
course design and instructional skills workshops as a part of its teacher development offerings

.  

52

ATHABASCA UNIVERSITY 

.  It is 
not clear based on this review whether these workshops include a component related to assessment of 
student performance in online settings. 

In many respects the programming offered by Athabasca University53 is similar to the open learning 
programs offered by Thompson Rivers University and TelUQ in Quebec.  These institutions emerged 
more than three decades ago as Canadian examples modeled on the British Open University.  Athabasca 
offers extensive PLAR services using electronic portfolios. However the large majority of assessment 
activities take place during and at the conclusion of courses offered in both continuous enrollment and 
cohort based programming. The institution has embarked in an ambitious program (with an Edmonton 
company, Much Learning54

7.2.4. UNITED STATES 

)  to digitize its assignment and exam services, whereby courses are digitally 
created and delivered to testing centres located across the country and then returned for marking to a 
distributed cadre of tutor/markers and finally automatically entered into and archived in central 
computing services. Over 20,000 examinations have been delivered using this system during the past 
two years. 

There are a large number of institutional initiatives related to the assessment of student performance in 
online courses and rubrics for determining the quality of assessments used in online courses.  Examples 
of online assessment supports for faculty from the California State University system, the University of 
Florida, and the Rochester Institute of Technology are provided below.  These and other examples will 
be explored in greater detail in the Final Report. 

                                                                 

51 http://www.ucalgary.ca/provost/files/provost/ILTP_forGFC_June2011_0.pdf 

52 http://www.ucalgary.ca/pubs/calendar/grad/current/the-teaching-and-learning-centre-grad.html 

53 http://www.athabascau.ca/ 

54 https://muchlearning.org/ 
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CALIFORNIA STATE UNIVERSITY SYSTEM 

As a part of a larger initiative on course redesign55

Table 2: Sample of CSU Assessment of Student Assessment Standards

, the California State University (CSU) system has 
developed the Quality Online Learning and Teaching (QOLT) instrument which has been adopted by 18 
of the CSU campuses across the state.   The CSU instruments are very specific (54 objectives in each of 9 
domains or sections, 6 of which specifically relate to student assessment).   Table 2 (below) is an extract 
from the Quality Online Learning and Teaching, Faculty/Peer Assessment Instrument used throughout 
the CSU system.  The objectives and examples are indicative of standards that have been adopted by the 
CSU system in the area of student assessment. 

56 

Section 2. Assessment of Student Learning (6 objectives) 
Student Evaluation and Assessment refers to the process used to gather evidence of the achievement of the 
Student Learning Objectives/Outcomes (SLOs). We strongly recommend that instructors contact the Office of 
Academic Assessment for assistance and information about this section. 

Objectives Example 

2.1 All Student Learning Objectives/Outcomes (SLOs) 
are specific, well-defined, and measureable.  

Learning Objectives are measurable and observable, 
e.g. define, apply, synthesize in Note: If your course 
level objectives are mandated and not measurable, 
then module or weekly level objectives should be 
measurable and support course level objectives. 

2.2 Grading policy is provided in a manner that 
clearly defines expectations for the course and 
respective assignments. 

Instructor provides late submission policy and scale, 
weights of respective assignments, and the 
corresponding letter grade if scores are accumulated 
at the end. 

2.3 The learning activities (including the assignments 
and ungraded activities) promote the achievement of 
the SLOs.  

Instructors explain how learning activities such as 
assignments or discussions contribute to the 
achievement of the stated SLOs.  

2.4 The assessment instruments (e.g., rubrics) are 
detailed and appropriate to the student work and 
respective outcomes being assessed. This includes 
assessing modes of online participation and 

There are multiple ways for students to demonstrate 
competence or mastery. E.g., research project, paper, 
tests, presentations, or multimedia projects. Students 
are not just grades for online participation but the 

                                                                 

55 http://courseredesign.csuprojects.org/wp/qolt/  

56 Additional details concerning this instrument and the rubric that is applied to the instrument can be found at 
https://dl.dropboxusercontent.com/u/171138/qolt_self-eval_printable_jan30.docx  
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Section 2. Assessment of Student Learning (6 objectives) 
Student Evaluation and Assessment refers to the process used to gather evidence of the achievement of the 
Student Learning Objectives/Outcomes (SLOs). We strongly recommend that instructors contact the Office of 
Academic Assessment for assistance and information about this section. 

Objectives Example 

contributions. quality of their participation and contributions. 

2.5 Throughout the semester, instructor provides 
multiple opportunities to give feedback on students 
learning and to help students “self-check” their 
learning. 

Activities may include but not limited to blogs for 
reflection, peer review, practice test and draft of term 
paper, module summary. Instructor effectively uses 
Learning Management System gradebook (or similar) 
for timely quantitative and qualitative feedback 

2.6 Throughout the semester, instructor provides 
multiple opportunities to solicit feedback from their 
students about their learning and on the course for 
the improvement of the course.  

Instructor may consider the use of surveys, discussion 
forums, or item analyses to collect feedback or 
attitudinal data (that goes beyond student learning 
outcomes) on the effectiveness or difficulty of the 
resources and activities (e.g., “Muddiest Point”), or 
item analysis of test questions in order to improve the 
course in the future. 

UNIVERSITY OF FLORIDA (UF) 

The University of Florida e-learning support services website57

Specific online assessment support includes faculty access to an online rubric-based grading and 
assessment tool called iRubric.  This tool integrates with faculty members’ gradebooks and links to 
student email address so that students can receive a secured copy of their grades and a rationale based 
on the rubrics used. 

  is an example of a generic teaching and 
learning support website for faculty and instructors engaged in online learning. Assessment is one 
component of the website and the site demonstrates an intentional structure to support faculty and 
instructors. 

The University of Florida also provides its faculty with access to Turnitin, an online anti-plagiarism 
service which can be used to verify student submissions as authentic. 

  

                                                                 

57 https://lss.at.ufl.edu/ 
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ROCHESTER INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY (RIT) 

The Rochester Institute of Technology’s Assessment Office 58

RIT is also provides it staff with teaching resources and strategies including a set of useful resources 
related to ‘flipped classroom’ models

 provides an excellent example of a 
framework and structure to support faculty for the design of assessment for online learning. The 
Institute’s student learning outcomes website is a particularly good example because it relates current 
research concerning assessment practices to online learning environments. The website is well 
structured and easy to navigate. 

59 (including a community of practice60

UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND 

), how they can be designed 
and linked to learning outcomes, and how they work in practice.   Flipped classroom models have 
implications for assessment practice in that they assume that what is traditionally provided in a face-to-
face classroom environment (i.e. presentations, demonstrations, lectures, tutorials, and simulations) is 
provided at a distance via technology while in-person classroom time is focused on collaborative project 
work and, within the assessment context, on providing and receiving feedback on an individual and 
group basis. 

The University of Maryland (UMD) has recently published a report which outlines in detail its experience 
with Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) and the lessons learned from their implementation.  As a 
part of a study intended to determine the impacts of MOOCs at UMD, Griffith et al (2014) attempted to 
determine 1) how to best implement MOOCs with students in traditional degree programs (through a 
form of hybrid program delivery),  2) the resulting learning outcomes from a hybrid program delivery,  
and 3) potential cost savings resulting from the implementation. 

Although not specifically focused on assessment, the lessons learned by UMD are of broad interest in 
relation to large enrolment online courses.  The following lessons learned from the UMD study are 
particularly useful: 

• Embedding MOOCs within mainstream on-campus courses results in access to learning 
content needs that could not easily be met by faculty; 

• Adoption of MOOC content (presumably including assessment content) requires that the 
online materials are easily customizable; 

• There needs to be a system of incentives and rewards for faculty in order to encourage 
adoption; 

                                                                 

58 http://www.rit.edu/academicaffairs/outcomes/online-student-learning-outcomes-assessment  

59 http://wallacecenter.rit.edu/tls/flipped-classroom-resources  

60 https://wallacecenter.rit.edu/events/index.cfm?oneEvent=7819  
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• Creating personalized online instructional material that result in useful data for monitoring 
student progress “requires a very high level of effort and sophistication.  Not all institutions 
can or should make these kinds of capacity investments.” (Griffiths, Chingos, Mullhern, & 
Spies, 2014, p. 26); and 

• Where the base content of MOOCs was used in the course re-design process, there was a 
resulting saving in faculty time and a corresponding saving in cost. 

7.2.5. UNITED KINGDOM 

In addition to the work online assessment work done through JISC, there are a number of noteworthy 
initiatives at UK institutions.   Some illustrative examples of this work are highlighted below.  

UNIVERSITY OF BRISTOL 

The University of Bristol, provides its faculty with resources related to e-assessment including resources 
for the development of online assessments and self and peer assessment61

UNIVERSITY OF STRATHCLYDE 

.   The university has also 
established internal networks to support the online learning practice of faculty (e.g. technology 
enhanced learning advisors network, an e-learning support network and support for the use of learning 
management systems).  The university also encourages a range of teaching and learning methodologies 
in both online and blended/hybrid learning environments including the use of mobile technologies and 
social media, the collection of feedback from learners and engaging students in the creation of learning 
materials through active learning strategies. 

The University of Strathclyde in Glasgow has established an institution-wide approach designed to‘re-
think’ assessment practices.  This initiative is initiative is called Re-engineering Assessment Practices or 
REAP and is based on enhancing learner responsibility through self-regulation.  A separate but related 
initiative called the Peer Evaluation in Education Review (PEER)62

UNIVERSITY OF WARWICK – LEARNING AND DEVELOPMENT CENTRE 

 provides research and evidence of best 
practices that are focused on enhancing learner responsibility through the application of peer processes.  
The goal is to encourage students to adopt self-regulation practices.  

Like many Canadian universities, the University of Warwick has established a centre to support and 
development the teaching skills of faculty.  The University of Warwick has placed considerable emphasis 

                                                                 

61 http://www.bristol.ac.uk/esu/e-learning/support/tools/e-assessment/ 

62 http://www.reap.ac.uk/ 
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on support for online learning63

The table on the next page provides a summary of the major system-wide initiatives that were 
considered as a part of this review. 

 and provides an array of resources for teaching online and assessing 
student performance in online courses and environments. 

Table 3: Summary of Institutional Assessment Support Initiatives 

Country/Jurisdiction Institutional Initiatives Assessment Focus Links 

Canada 

Ontario (PIF 
initiatives) 

University of Guelph Assessment of 
learning outcomes 

http://www.uoguelph.ca/news/2013/
12/u_of_g_teaching.html 

University of Toronto ALOR (Active 
Learning: Online 
Redesign) 

http://alor.onlinelearning.utoronto.ca/ 

 

University of Toronto Peer Assessment 
(peerScholar®) 

http://peerscholar.com  

University of Toronto Crowdmark – online 
marking at a distance 

https://crowdmark.com/ 

University of Guelph PEAR  (peer 
evaluation, 
assessment, and 
review) 

http://www.uoguelph.ca/peartool/ 

University of Ottawa Mobile exams http://www.ianatomie.ca/ 

Carleton University Formative 
assessment 

http://contactnorth.ca/pockets-
innovation/online-interaction-
enhance-learning-first-year-chemistry-
students-carleton  and 
http://www.library.carleton.ca/find/da
tabases/wiley-online-library 

Ontario (MOOC 
initiatives) 

University of Toronto (and 
others) 

Explore pedagogical 
and assessment 
approaches 

http://www.ocw.utoronto.ca/open-
utoronto-mooc-initiative/  

British Columbia University of British 
Columbia 

Flexible Learning 
Initiative related to 
improvements in 
student 
achievement; 

http://flexible.learning.ubc.ca/ 

http://ctlt.ubc.ca/2013/03/28/online-
peer-assessment-in-moocs-students-
learning-from-students/ 

                                                                 

63 http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/ldc/resource/eguides/etutoring/ 
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Country/Jurisdiction Institutional Initiatives Assessment Focus Links 
MOOCs and peer 
assessment 

Simon Fraser University – 
Teaching and Learning 
Centre 

Workshops and 
resources for hybrid 
learning formats 

http://www.sfu.ca/tlc.html 

University of Victoria – 
Learning and Teaching 
Centre 

Limited focus on 
assessment 

http://ltc.uvic.ca/servicesprograms/su
pport/ 

Thompson Rivers 
University 

Assessment via PLAR; 
learning outcomes 
and assessment 

http://www.tru.ca/ctl/learning_outco
mes.html 

Alberta University of Alberta – 
Centre for Teaching and 
Learning 

Workshops and 
resources related to 
course design 

http://ctl.ualberta.ca/teaching-
services/tls 

University of Calgary – 
Teaching and Learning 
Centre 

Integrated 
framework for 
teaching and learning 

http://www.ucalgary.ca/provost/files/
provost/ILTP_forGFC_June2011_0.pdf 

Athabasca University Digitization of 
assignment and exam 
services for testing 
centres 

http://www.athabascau.ca/ 

United States 

 California State University 
System 

System-wide 
approach to the 
student assessment 
using a learning 
objectives and 
standards-based 
approach 

http://courseredesign.csuprojects.org/
wp/qolt/ 

University of Florida E-learning support 
services including 
assessment; rubric-
based grading; anti-
plagiarism initiative 
and use of software 

https://lss.at.ufl.edu/ 

Rochester Institute of 
Technology 

Framework and 
structure to support 
the design of 
assessment for 
online learning 

http://www.rit.edu/academicaffairs/o
utcomes/online-student-learning-
outcomes-assessment 
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Country/Jurisdiction Institutional Initiatives Assessment Focus Links 

University of Maryland Impact of integrating 
MOOCs within 
regular on-campus 
courses as a hybrid 
course offering 

https://www.coursera.org/umd  

United Kingdom 

 University of Bristol Resources for the 
development of 
online assessments, 
self and peer 
assessment 

http://www.bristol.ac.uk/esu/e-
learning/support/tools/e-assessment/ 

University of Strathclyde Re-engineering 
Assessment Practices 
or REAP designed to 
enhance learner 
responsibility 
through self-
regulation. 

http://www.reap.ac.uk/ 

University of Warwick – 
Learning and 
Development Centre 

Resources for 
teaching online and 
assessing student 
performance in 
online courses 

http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/l
dc/resource/eguides/etutoring/ 

 

8. THEME 2: ONLINE ASSESSMENT PRACTICE IS EVOLVING 

As a part of our research, we were interested in finding out about approaches that can be used to 
develop the assessment knowledge and skills of faculty.  We were also interested in the balance that is 
required between high stakes summative assessment practices and lower stakes formative assessment, 
particularly in high enrolment online courses.    A second theme that emerged during the course of our 
review was that there is a fundamental shift taking place concerning how institutions and faculty view 
assessment within the teaching and learning process. 

The previous section of this report outlined in some detail both system-wide and institutional supports 
related to online assessment.  Our review of university teaching and learning centre websites and other 
websites (both commercial and non-commercial) for higher education, suggests that in addition to the 
assessment of learning outcomes, institutions and faculty involved in e-learning are beginning to 
embrace a broader range of assessment strategies that align with their students online learning 
experiences, and that these strategies are more student-centred, and flexible.    
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This shift in practice involves moving from a focus on summative assessment (assessment of learning) 
toward more formative approaches to assessment i.e. assessment as and for learning).  This shift also 
includes an interest in the application of standards to assessment practice and in the assessment of 
student readiness to engage in online learning. 

Our review suggests that there are a number of practices that are being adopted including: 

• The use of online self-assessments as study guides or ways for students to help deepen their 
understanding of a particular topic; 

• The use of team assessment tools as a way of gauging the effectiveness of collaboration 
among team members involved in online projects; 

• The development of rubrics to assess the learning and effectiveness of online discussions 
and other forms of collaboration; 

• Peer assessment (as noted in the description of two recent Ontario projects); and 
• The use of e-portfolios as a way of providing authentic evidence of student learning. 

These new approaches require students to demonstrate a number of competencies including problem 
solving and the ability to work in groups. 

Faculty members adopting these new approaches claim that there are a number of advantages.  Some 
of these are: 

• Improved learner engagement (presumably as a result of the variety and authenticity of the 
assessments used); 

• Choice in the timing and location of the assessments; 
• The ability to capture a wider range of skills;  
• Increased opportunities for students to act on feedback that they receive; and 
• More realistic assessment activities that are more closely related to tasks undertaken in 

world of work. 
 
Our scan of recent and relevant literature related to online assessment practice also suggests the 
following: 
 

• Quality standards for online assessment practice are becoming more prevalent in system-
wide initiatives and are being adopted by institutions globally; 

• Much of the current research related to online assessment focuses on peer assessment in 
collaborative learning environments64

                                                                 

64 See recent volumes of the International Review of Research in Open and Distance Learning and the Online 
Journal of Distance Learning Administration journals 

.  This interest extends to ‘flipped’ models of learning 
and massive open online courses or MOOCs.  There is a considerable body of research 
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related to the use of collaborative learning and peer feedback in regular classroom 
environments which is now being extended to online environments 

• Student readiness for online learning is also an important issue for institutions providing 
online learning programs.  Readiness has been linked to student satisfaction with online 
programs and the likelihood that students will successfully complete online courses and take 
additional online courses in the future;  

• There is an increased interest on the part of faculty and researchers in the use of 
assessment for a number of educational purposes.  For some time, the assessment of 
learning performance and learning outcomes has been the major focus of research in the 
US.  This is changing.  A recent study of 39 higher education institutions in the US which 
points to the need to emphasize assessment as a primary content area for the development 
of faculty involved in online course development and delivery.  As reported recently in the 
Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks (Meyer & Murrell, 2014) assessment of student 
learning ranked first out of 14 areas in terms of content for faculty development for online 
teaching suggesting that this is an area that is a high priority for future faculty development; 
and 

• There is an increasing emphasis on issues related to academic standards and integrity.  
Discussions of integrity often are linked to the means by which it is possible to ensure the 
authentication of online learners, particularly in high stakes assessment situations.  In 
addition, increase in availability of plagiarized essay repositories and services offering to 
create original essays, have given rise to plagiarism detection services.  Most often used is 
the TurnItIn service but there are many others including iThenticate™, Plagiarism Checker™, 
Plagiarism Detect™, Eve2™ (Essay Verification Engine), and SafeAssign™. 

Each of these findings is elaborated upon in the sections that follow. 

8.1. QUALITY STANDARDS 

Quality standards have emerged as an important consideration in the development of online 
assessment systems.  While this is particularly true in the United Kingdom and in the United States, 
there is also evidence that some Canadian organizations (e.g. eCampusAlberta) are also championing 
quality standards for online assessment practice. 

For a number of years, there has been an ISO technical standard in place which addresses a number of 
technical and software considerations associated with the provision of online assessments.  A number of 
universities have adopted the ISO standard including the University of Pennsylvania (Schaffer, 2012) and 
the University of Southampton65, and the University of Dundee66

                                                                 

65 

 to name a few. 

http://www.southampton.ac.uk/isolutions/computing/elearn/CAA/Policies-and-
Procedures/caa_policy_and_procedures_v3_3.pdf  

http://www.southampton.ac.uk/isolutions/computing/elearn/CAA/Policies-and-Procedures/caa_policy_and_procedures_v3_3.pdf�
http://www.southampton.ac.uk/isolutions/computing/elearn/CAA/Policies-and-Procedures/caa_policy_and_procedures_v3_3.pdf�
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The standard (ISO 23988:2007) establishes standards in the following areas: 

• Navigation and usability of assessments; 
• Preparation and transmission of assessment content and correct responses; 
• Transmission of test-takers details and responses; 
• Storage of assessment details by vendors; 
• Provision of information and practice materials for test-takers; 
• Assessment centre facilities; 
• Staffing at assessment centres; 
• Conduct of assessment sessions; and 
• Procedures in the event of emergencies, technical failures, and irregularities. 

While the ISO standards do not speak directly to accepted psychometric standards67

The WCET’s (2009) Best Practice Strategies to Promote Academic Integrity in Online Education provides a 
number of useful suggestions concerning how online assessment and evaluation should be conducted.  
Although some of the suggestions are obvious and have become commonplace practice at universities 
others are worth noting.  These are: 

 for assessment, 
they are aligned particularly in the areas of security and accessibility.  A recent article by Shaffer 
(Schaffer, 2012) provides a roadmap for using IT infrastructure to ensure the quality and integrity of the 
online assessment process including alignment of these processes to the ISO standards.  Among the 
many processes that Shaffer describes is a new user identification and validation process.  This process 
includes multiple ways that a student may validate their identity prior to exam administration.  Each 
step in the process is mapped against the ISO standards to ensure alignment.   

• Provide rubrics, or detailed grading criteria, for every assignment at the beginning of the 
course so students understand how they will be graded; 

• Train faculty on ways to use the settings on the college’s learning management system to 
reduce cheating; 

• Emphasize assignments that require written work and problem solving (e.g., essays, papers, 
online discussions); 

• Use a variety of assessment strategies (quizzes, short and long papers, test questions that 
require the application of a theory or concept); 

                                                                                                                                                                                                               

66 http://www.dundee.ac.uk/academic/Online%20Assessment%20Policy%202013.pdf  

67 See http://www.apa.org/science/about/psa/2013/10/revised-standards.aspx for the latest information on the 
revised APA Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing (to be published in 2014).  The standards deal 
with a number of issues including test construction, evaluation, documentation, fairness in testing, and testing 
applications, in addition to  

http://www.dundee.ac.uk/academic/Online%20Assessment%20Policy%202013.pdf�
http://www.apa.org/science/about/psa/2013/10/revised-standards.aspx�


40 | P a g e  

 

• After an assignment is due, have students post in the discussion board, describing the 
assignment and the research method used, a summary of conclusions and an abstract (a 
meta-learning essay); 

• Make assignments cumulative (students turn in parts of a project or paper throughout the 
semester); 

• Other than grades, do not provide students feedback on tests until all of the students in the 
class have completed them; and 

• Use proctored test sites where appropriate. (It should be noted that while using proctored 
test sites may be regarded as a ‘best practice’ it can also lead to an over reliance on 
traditional assessment methods which are not aligned with the pedagogical methods used 
in online courses and may in fact defeat the purpose of offering a particular course online). 
 

8.2. PEER ASSESSMENT AND MOOCS 

Assessment in high enrolment courses (including MOOCs) will often take some form of peer or self-
assessment.  One of the key issues that arises both in online and classroom based courses is the degree 
to which student and teacher opinions vary in situations where peer or student assessment is used.  
Recently, peer assessment in MOOCs has come to the attention of researchers who are interested in the 
impact of this formative assessment approach on the integrity of the educational experience. 

 
In large enrollment courses (including MOOCs) the use of authentic assessments is inhibited by the 
sheer size of the task.  A recent study by Mitros et al (Mitros, Paruchri, Rognosic, & Huang, 2013) 
attempts to address the issue by comparing three alternate forms of assessment: self-assessment, peer 
assessment, and the use of artificial intelligence systems.  The authors provide a potential solution 
which integrates all three types of assessment information (scores and feedback) as a way of maximizing 
accuracy and minimizing student and instructor effort. 
 
Suen (2014) in a recent article outlines a number of issues related to formative assessment practices in 
MOOCs including the degree to which peer assessment results are accurate and credible in the eyes of 
students.  Suen proposes a number of possible approaches that can improve the accuracy of ratings 
provided by students.  These include the Calibrated Peer Review™ system that is used at the University 
of California – Los Angeles (UCLA) and Suen’s Credibility Index, which attempts to further refine the 
CPR™ method.   Rater training and well-constructed rubrics are essential elements of reliable peer 
review systems.  Suen maintains that peer review, in spite of its challenges, is a valuable educational 
tool particularly in large enrollment courses such as MOOCs. 
 

8.3. ASSESSMENT OF STUDENT READINESS FOR ONLINE LEARNING 

An important consideration for online learning organizations is the degree to which students wishing to 
take online courses are ready to work in an online learning environment.   Much of the interest in 
determining student readiness stems from recent studies indicating that there are a number of factors 
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that influence student satisfaction with their educational experience (Schwartz, 2013).  High satisfaction 
has been linked to retention, student success, and persistence, and the likelihood that students will 
pursue additional courses (Kuo, Walker, Belland, & Schroder, 2013). 

The focus of readiness for online learning has shifted over the past decade away from technology 
readiness (i.e. the ability of students to use the technologies found in online learning environments) to a 
broader consideration of a number of other factors.  For example, the Penn State University system is in 
the process of developing a readiness assessment68 that will address cognitive style, motivation, literacy 
competencies, and social interactions in addition to technical skills.  Penn State is building on its existing 
readiness instrument69 that addresses self-direction, learning preferences, study habits, and technology 
skills.  Many online programs use some form of readiness assessment70 or acquire the services of an 
assessment organization71

8.4. FACULTY DEVELOPMENT RELATED TO ONLINE ASSESSMENT 

 to undertake readiness assessments of their students prior to program entry. 

It is clear that there has been a noticeable shift in the types of assessments that are used in online 
learning contexts, including the emergence of alternate forms of assessments and tools (e.g. peer 
assessment, e-portfolios, and rubrics).  This shift recognizes the importance of aligning assessment with 
the learning environment that students experience. 

Assessment research and practice has evolved over the past 50 years to include assessments for a 
variety of purposes.  These purposes are often classified as assessment as, for, or of learning (see 
Appendix 3 for a description of these three types of assessment).  While thinking of assessment in this 
way has emerged primarily through research related to regular face-to-face educational programs, 
online educators have begun to embrace this shift. 

As evidenced by the work of JISC, there is a strong movement in the UK toward alternate forms of 
assessment.  Institutions such as Staffordshire University, following JISC’s lead, have established 
assessment principles and policies (Staffordshire University, 2012) which include discussions about the 
purposes of assessment and a set of principles.  Among these principles are the following: 
 

• Assessments will be valid and reliable; 
• Information about assessment will be inclusive and equitable; 
• Assessments will address all of the program goals and outcomes; 
• Formative and summative assessment will be included in each level of a program; 

                                                                 

68 http://ets.tlt.psu.edu/learningdesign/assessment/onlinecontent/online_readiness  

69 https://pennstate.qualtrics.com/SE/?SID=SV_7QCNUPsyH9f012B  

70 http://www.merlot.org/merlot/viewPortfolio.htm?id=731796  

71 http://www.smartermeasure.com/research/assessment-details/  
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• Feedback will be an integral part of the assessment process; 
• Each program will include a variety of assessment types; and 
• Assessments will be designed in a way that minimizes opportunities for plagiarism. 

In Australia, the Transforming Assessment initiative sponsored by the Australian Learning and Teaching 
Council has resulted in a number of publications to support educators in their work related to e-
assessment.  Crisp (2011) outlines a number of assessment approaches and ways that faculty can use 
them in their practice in his Teacher’s Handbook on e-Assessment.  These approaches include the usual 
formative and summative approaches (the ‘tried and true’) but he also ventures into authentic e-
assessment outlining how role-play, scenario-based learning, gaming, artefact construction and virtual 
worlds can be used for assessment of, for, and as learning. 

There has been a shift in practice away from a reliance on assessment of learning (or summative 
assessment) in the US.  In a recent study of 1,202 institutions conducted for the National Institute for 
Learning Outcomes Assessment, Koh et al (Koh, Jankowski, Ikenberry, & Kinzie, 2014) found the 
following: 
 

• Stated learning outcomes are now the norm in US higher education; 
• The prime driver for assessment is the expectations of accrediting agencies; 
• There is significantly more assessment activity now than in the recent past; 
• The range of tools and measures to assess student learning has expanded significantly (the 

use of rubrics and portfolios have grown dramatically according to the authors); and 
• Provosts perceive substantial support on their campuses for assessment “even when 

institutional reward systems do not recognize such work” (p.3).  What this means is that 
there is organizational support for faculty to improve assessment practice but this type of 
work is generally not recognized for promotion. 

9. THEME 3: ACADEMIC INTEGRITY AND SECURITY IN ONLINE ENVIRONMENTS 

There is a strong interest in the global university community in a number of other assessment related 
issues that impact the practice of online learning.  These include but are not limited to grading practices 
in large enrollment courses, security and integrity (both academic integrity and the integrity of the 
assessment process), and the use of data analytics to inform decision-making and determine the degree 
to which students in online courses are successful. 

A scan of both the e-assessment literature and current practices as evidenced by the activities published 
on numerous university websites in North America, Europe, and Australia suggests a number of ‘big’ 
(and potentially contentious) issues that are under discussion concerning the practice of e-assessment, 
particularly in relation to large courses offered at a distance.  These issues include: 

• Academic integrity in online learning environments;  
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• Security and integrity of the assessment process (including integrity of grading processes); 
and 

• The use of data analytics to measure learning effectiveness in online environments. 
 
Each of these issues is elaborated upon in the sections that follow. 
 

9.1. ACADEMIC INTEGRITY IN ONLINE LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS 

A major concern often cited by critics of e-learning and online assessment is the presumed ease with 
which students are able to cheat.   There is certainly ample evidence to suggest that cheating at all levels 
of education and in both campus and online contexts is a significant issue.  For some the reasons for 
student cheating are the assessment systems themselves and not necessarily that students are ‘lazy’ and 
lack a moral compass, or that the demands of today’s society or parental expectations are too great 
(Lang, 2013).  Assessment systems can provide the kind of environment which enables cheating to take 
hold.  Badly designed assessments are often the culprit.  Lang (2013) maintains that single assessments 
(often using multiple-choice test items) and arbitrary grading criteria provide the conditions that result 
in cheating. 

There is a prevailing notion in some quarters that online learning is inferior to courses that are delivered 
in a face to face mode “because exam cheating is thought to occur more often in online courses” 
(Harmon, Lambrinos, & Buffolino, 2010).  While this assertion may have some validity in online courses 
that rely heavily on end of course or final examinations as the primary means of evaluating student 
achievement, current online practice has evolved, as outlined in earlier sections of this report, to include 
a greater emphasis on formative assessments that are less likely to be subject to cheating.   

At the same time, it is true that today’s technology affords students who are so inclined numerous 
opportunities to cheat in both online and campus environments.  In a recent study of the cheating 
behaviour and perceptions of undergraduate students, Watson and Sottile (Watson & Sottile, 2010) 
found that while cheating in online classes is similar to cheating  in regular classroom environments, 
they did express concern that students taking online quizzes were more likely to obtain answers from 
others.  To these authors the ‘fix’ for this problem was to change the assessment design in a number of 
possible ways: incorporate exam proctors, change the value of the assessment (i.e. reduce its value), or 
change the form of the assessment. 

SECURITY AND INTEGRITY OF THE ASSESSMENT PROCESS 

Maintaining the security of online assessments is an issue that is related to academic integrity.  It could 
be argued that the lack of security and integrity in the online assessment process is a contributing factor 
to academic cheating.  At the same time, and as noted earlier, cheating becomes a more serious issue in 
online high-stakes assessment situations where it is a challenge to confirm the identity of test-takers. 
The outcomes of high-stakes assessments have life-changing implications for test takers and therefore, 
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require “tight security, standardized-testing environments, and the most precise and informative testing 
methods” (Roever, 2001, p. 91).   This, of course, be used as a way of arguing for a de-emphasis on high-
stakes assessment and support for lower-stakes, formative assessment use.  While this shift seems to be 
taking place in post-secondary education, it is anticipated that high stakes assessments will continue to 
play a role in university courses and programs for some time to come.  

EXAMINATION PROCTORING 

In spite of the general shift towards alternate forms of assessment (i.e. formative, lower-stakes 
assessments), there will continue to be a need for end of course examinations in online programs.  
Many educational institutions have recognized this and have established examination centres in order to 
address potential cheating issues.  Large scale assessment organizations have used a combination of 
examination centres and technology to ensure that they can reliably identify test takers.  Others note 
that “replicating the academic integrity of a classroom by requiring online students to travel to a 
physical testing facility presents significant challenges and defeats the purpose of an online education” 
(Hayes & Termini, 2013).  However, testing centre invigilation remains the common standard in nearly 
all Canadian online university programs. A number of private companies have emerged that provide 
invigilation services for a wide variety of training, university and college courses.   Consortia also have 
come forward with services to support member post-secondary institutions.  For example, eCampus 
Alberta provides students with access to invigilated testing locations through its partner institutions72

 
.  

A number of Canadian universities and colleagues are currently working with commercial remote 
proctoring services (e.g. https://www.kryteriononline.com) that proctor exams in students homes 
through use of web cams, and provide unusual behaviour alerts, authentication and tools that shut 
down external resources (i.e. internet searching) on the students’ computer during examinations. 

Other commercially available online proctoring services include: 

• ProctorU73

• Respondus Monitor

 which involves the use of a webcam, high speed internet connection, and the 
use of real people in real time to monitor exam administration; 

74

The online test administration practices of the Educational Testing Service (ETS) are worth highlighting.   
ETS is an educational test developer and publisher of a number of online high stakes assessments such 
as the GRE, LSAT, and GMAT which are used in higher education for program entry decision-making 

 which involves locking down internet browsers during assessment 
administration.  Students use their own computers and webcams to record assessment 
sessions that are provided through the institutions learning management system. 

                                                                 

72 http://www.ecampusalberta.ca/current-students/exams-invigilation  

73 http://www.proctoru.com/  

74 https://www.respondus.com/products/monitor/  
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purposed.  Given the high stakes associated with these assessments, ETS has established rigorous 
processes for ensuring the integrity of its test centre operations globally.  ETS takes pains to ensure that: 

• Test centres are secure.   Applications to become a Certified Test Administration site are 
rigorously screened.   Facilities used must meet ETS standards related to Internet security 
protocols and encryption of communication channels.  

• Test centre staff and administrators are well trained.   Test centre staff and administrators 
are thoroughly trained and required to pass a certification exam. ETS provides policies, 
practices and procedures and conducts both announced and unannounced visits to test 
centres to ensure that the standards are being applied and maintained consistently in test 
environments around the world (ETS, 2013). 

• Test-taker rules and requirements are established and enforced at all test centres.  

TEST TAKER AUTHENTICATION  

Authentication of test-takers needs to be considered when using online proctoring services or when 
establishing examination centres. 

There are a number of authentication approaches that online authentication service providers use.  
These approaches vary in terms of the level of security they provide.  Alphanumeric, one-time 
passwords have been the primary methods of authentication and access control on the Web, however, 
“relying on passwords as the sole method of authentication has proven to be unsustainable and not 
secure” (Yudkin, 2013, para. 1).    

Options which provide an increased level of security include two-factor authentication, risk-based 
authentication, and multi-factor authentication (e.g. biometrics). Risk-based authentication uses 
behavioral and contextual risk profiling.  “Risk engines dynamically trigger additional layers of 
authentication only when needed.  If a high-risk or suspicious situation is identified, these engines 
require an additional authentication step from the user” (Yudkin, 2013, Risk-Based Authentication).    

For organizations whose applications could be a high-profile target (which is sometimes the case with 
high-profile, for-credit, and online university programs), out-of-band or multi-factor authentication 
should be considered. This approach requires at least two of the following: something one knows (i.e. 
password), something one has (i.e. authentication token) and/or something one is (i.e. biometrics) 
(Yudkin, 2013, Multifactor Authentication). 

While it is not the intent of this paper to go into the technical details surrounding end-user or test-taker 
authentication options, it is important to point out that there are a number of open source and 
commercial options available to universities interested in incorporating an authentication layer as a part 
of their online assessments.  In most cases, these authentication solutions can be incorporated into an 
existing learning management or assessment delivery solution. 

Open Source end-user authentication service providers include: 
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• OpenID75

• Shibboleth
; 

76

• Central Authorization Service
; and 

77

Commercial end-user authentication service providers include: 

 - used by educational institutions globally.  In Canada, UBC, 
the University of Waterloo, the University of Manitoba, Humber College, and BCcampus are 
institutional members. 

• Symantec78

• Signify
; 

79

• SecurEnvoy
; and 

80

 
.  

9.2. DATA ANALYTICS, EARLY WARNING SYSTEMS AND THE ASSESSMENT OF 
OUTCOMES 

Prineas and Cini (2011) outline an argument for the use of data analytics as a way of better 
understanding the impacts of the array of assessment tools currently in use in online programs.  The 
authors support their assertion with the following observations: 

• Learning management systems have the ability to provide data not only on what students 
learn but also on every learning activity that they are engaged in (it should be noted that it 
can be argued that the data an LMS collects on complex activities such as collaborative work 
is limited); 

• The design of many online learning programs is predominantly asynchronous with on-going 
assessment forming an integral role (as an aside, one could argue that the emphasis on 
what is termed ‘mastery learning’ in other contexts is not necessarily a good thing).   Prineas 
and Cini’s point is that these programs collect a lot of data and so there is no need to add-on 
layers of tests or to use rubrics (again, not necessarily a good thing); and 

• There is an emerging ‘best practice’ environment in online education that encourages a 
culture of on-going assessment and student evaluation.  This emerging culture will result in 
a significant pool of data which can be mined to determine the impacts of online learning on 
student achievement. 

                                                                 

75 http://openid.net/  

76 https://shibboleth.net/  

77 http://www.jasig.org/cas  

78 http://www.symantec.com/user-authentication  

79 http://www.signify.net/  

80 https://www.securenvoy.com/  
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Using data analytics as an early warning strategy is critical for addressing, as early as possible (i.e. in the 
first few weeks) which students are at-risk (as evidenced by poor performance on initial assessments, or 
non-participation or engagement in course and activities).  Student retention and performance is 
impacted by a number of factors as described earlier in the section on student readiness for online 
learning.  Data found within most learning management systems can also be used as a predictor of 
success or failure in online learning.   While some of the data that is linked to student performance may 
seem obvious such as the number of discussion and email messages posted and the number of 
assignments completed, Macfadyen and Dawson (2010) found that more meaningful data could be 
gleaned though an analysis of student learning communities.  This analysis can be used to identify 
disconnected students (i.e. those that are at risk) who are likely to drop-out or perform poorly. 

While there are both supporters81 of data analytics and detractors82

 

, we think that this area is one that 
should be considered for future research in Ontario through the proposed Open Innovation Network. 

  

                                                                 

81 http://www.educause.edu/ero/article/data-changes-everything-delivering-promise-learning-analytics-higher-
education  

82 http://mfeldstein.com/why-the-retention-early-warning-critics-are-wrong/  
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APPENDIX 1:  PROJECT DELIVERABLES AND PHASES 

The following information has been extracted from the project plan for the Assessment Supports Project 
and is provided in this Report for ease of reference. 

PROJECT DELIVERABLES 

The deliverables for this project are: 

1. Development of a workplan 
a. This work has been completed and filed with the Council of Ontario Universities on April 

4, 2014. 
2. Conduct of an environmental scan 

a. The environmental scan includes two components: a literature review and a review of 
current online assessment practices in selected Ontario universities and institutions in 
Canada, the US, United Kingdom, and Australia 

3. Production of Interim Report 
4. Production of a Final Report 

a. Recommendations in the Final Report will include implications for action and funding 
and an analysis of options for implementation (start-up costs and on-going support)   

PROJECT PHASES 

The following activities will be completed by the Project Team during the course of this project from the 
execution of the contract until project completion.   These activities are consistent with the Project 
Deliverables outlined in the request for Expressions of Interest for this project. 

There are three distinct sets of activities that constitute the majority of work related to this project.  
These are: 

1. Phase 1: Literature Review 
2. Phase 2: Review of Current Practices 
3. Phase 3: Recommendations and Cost Analysis 

PHASE 1 ACTIVITIES 

• Meet with the Advisory Committee to review and confirm the direction of the work for 
the Assessment Supports Project. 

• Review recent research literature related to exemplary assessment approaches in post-
secondary online learning with an emphasis on assessment in large enrollment courses. 
Our team of expert advisors will work with us to ensure our research review includes 
the key exemplars within the scope of our investigation. 

• Meet with the Quality Standards and Faculty Supports Project teams. 
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PHASE 2 ACTIVITIES 

• Identify key university staff in Ontario and establish a meeting schedule to collect data 
concerning current online assessment practices. 

• Identify key university or post-secondary system staff in two other Canadian provinces 
(Alberta and British Columbia are proposed) and establish a meeting schedule to collect 
data concerning current online assessment. 

• Identify university systems/institutions in the United States (two states), the United 
Kingdom, and Australia (and other relevant jurisdictions as identified in the course of 
the research) for research and study. 

• Produce an interim report outlining progress concerning the collection of data required 
to establish the baseline status of online assessment practice in Ontario and other 
jurisdictions and a review of relevant literature.  

• Conduct expert review of Interim Report to ensure that our analysis reflects the leading-
edge of research and practice in this area. 

• Provide the draft Interim Report to the COU. 
• Meet with the Advisory Committee to discuss the findings outlined in the Interim 

Report.  
• Meet with the Quality Standards and Faculty Supports Project teams. 

PHASE 3 ACTIVITIES 

• Complete the baseline review of current online assessment practice in Ontario and 
selected jurisdictions.  This review will include research from the UK, Australia, and 
other parts of the world including innovative models and work that is going on in other 
sectors adds considerable value to the utility of the review.   

• Complete the review of recent research literature pertaining to online assessment 
practice especially as this relates to assessment in the context of collaborations for 
shared delivery of online courses. 

• Meet with the Quality Standards and Faculty Supports Project teams. 
• Develop a set of recommendations in relation to the findings including implications for 

action and funding and an analysis of options for implementation. 
• Develop a cost analysis for both start-up and on-going supports. 
• Provide the Final Report and Recommendations to the COU. 
• Meet with the Advisory Committee to discuss the Final Report. 
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APPENDIX 2:  JISC CHECKLIST FOR INSTITUTIONAL SELF-ASSESSMENT 83

 
 

1. Strategy and policy  

• Is your institution's approach to assessment and feedback articulated in institutional strategy 
and, if so, at what level institution-wide or devolved?  

• Is your assessment and feedback strategy underpinned by educational principles?  
• What guidance exists to help staff apply the principles in practice? 

 
2. Academic practice  

• Does your institution use consistent templates for assignment briefs, assessment criteria, 
marking rubrics etc?  

• How and when do academic staff e.g. programme teams discuss and compare approaches to 
feedback?  

• Does your institution use any audit tools to analyse tutor feedback?  
• How do part-time teaching staff develop an understanding of the programme wide approaches 

to assessment and feedback?  
• What opportunities are there for student/tutor dialogue around feedback?  
• Are academic staff able to view past feedback for a particular student? 

 
3. Learner engagement  

• How are students inducted into assessment and feedback practices and encouraged to develop 
assessment literacy?  

• What mechanisms for learner self evaluation are promoted and supported?  
• What mechanisms for learner peer evaluation are promoted and supported?  
• How are learners involved in dialogue around developing assessment and feedback practice?  
• Do students have access to personalised information about assessment and/or feedback 

deadlines for submission and/or returned work?  
• Are students able to view all of their past feedback in one place? 

 
4. Curriculum design  

• Does your institution have any policies relating to the number and type of assessments per 
module/course?  

• Are learning outcomes for specific modules and courses mapped to scheduled assessments?  
• Does your institution use any modelling tools to look at the balance of formative/summative 

assessment and the scheduling of assessments across modules and courses?  
• Does your institution have a full overview of its assessment activity and the implications of 

submission peaks on administrative support and IT systems?  

                                                                 

83 Extracted from (JISC, 2013) p.42 
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• Does your learning design implement educational principles e.g. ‘Help clarify what good 
performance is’ in a teacher centric or a learning centric way?  
 

5. Employability  
• Does your institution use a range of assessment types that mirror actual working practices in the 

relevant discipline?  
• Is the development of student self and peer evaluative capability valued as an important 

attribute of employable graduates?  
• Does your institution involve employers in determining what should be assessed? 

 
6. Processes and technologies  

• Does your institution have a policy on online submission and/or feedback/marking?  
• Does your institution have consistent processes relating to the submission, marking and return 

of assessed work? 
• Do staff have ready access to information about available technologies and ways in which they 

can support assessment and feedback practice?  
• Are students able to employ an appropriate range of technologies in producing assessed work?  
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APPENDIX 3:  ASSESSMENT PURPOSES 

Assessment for learning is often is used in a diagnostic or formal manner to check students’ 
understanding and determine adjustments to instruction that are needed to promote understanding.  
This form of assessment is also often referred to as formative assessment.  Evidence collected may take 
many forms including portfolios, works in progress, tests and quizzes, and observation. 
 
Assessment as learning involves goal setting by students and as a consequence a greater ownership by 
students in monitoring their own progress.  Assessment as learning usually occurs throughout the 
learning process.  In other words, it is not an ‘event’ but rather part of the learning process.  Providing 
ongoing feedback to students throughout the learning process is an essential feature of assessment as 
learning. 
 
Assessment of learning is often thought of as summative assessment to which a mark or grade is 
assigned.  The mark or grade may be in relation to a standard or in relation to the performance of other 
students depending upon institutional policy. 
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