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INTRODUCTION 
Online academic programs are becoming more 
prevalent across Canada. Currently, 82% of 
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The Role of Online Assessment 

Assessments play a major role in students’ experiences within a course. The primary goal of assessments 
is for students to demonstrate their achievement of the course learning outcomes (Boud, 2010), for 
formative feedback, a grade, or for a pass. However, they are much more than that. Often, assessments 

are the biggest source of motivation for students and drive 
their decisions of when and how to study (Boud, 2010; 
Olofsson et al., 2011). In online environments, students may 
incorrectly assume that they will not have to dedicate as 
much effort to learning course material or completing 
assessments, because they are no longer in a traditional 
course (Kebritchi et al., 2017). While certainly, some 
traditional assessment methods do not fit within an online 

environment, effective, rigorous assessments can be facilitated online. When designing a course online, 
particular care should be given to the assessments to ensure the activities that students do are effective 
at meeting their learning outcomes but fit within the online space 
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Validity and Rigour 

Online assessment can and should have the 
same academic rigour as face-to-face 
assessment; it still needs to align with 
course and program learning outcomes, 
provide valuable learning opportunities for 
students, and have a level of excellence for 
students to work toward (Vlachopoulos, 
2016). 

Transitioning to Online 

Converting a course from a face-to-face to online format, or creating a new online course, can inspire 
instructors to reflect on and improve their course design and teaching practices. Investigating how to 
develop courses online can expose instructors to teaching and assessment methods that are novel and 
interesting to them (Bennett et al., 2017). Certainly, there is a risk of instructors using online assessment 
without adequate pedagogical justification, for the sake of using technology and appearing innovative 
(Abubakar & Adeshola, 2019; Sweeny et al. 2017). However, when institutions provide resources and 
pedagogical development opportunities for instructors who want to teach online, instructors can avoid 
ineffective teaching choices and using technology just to appear modern (King & Boyatt, 2014).  

Formative Feedback Opportunities 

 One of the most highly reported benefits of online assessment is the ease associated with providing 
detailed feedback to students (Daradoumis et al. 2019, McLaughlin & Yan, 2017, Rolim & Isaisas, 2018). 
Feedback can be given in different formats in an online environment, such as written, audio-recorded, 
or video-recorded (Johnson & Cooke, 2016); this 
diversity can improve the accessibility of 
feedback for some students.  Instructors and 
students both highlight their appreciation for 
timely and frequent feedback (Dermo, 2009, 
Khan & Khan, 2019, Redecker, Punie & Ferrari, 
2012). In general, students are more motivated 
and tend to achieve higher grades when 
formative feedback is available (Redecker, Punie 
& Ferarri, 2012).  Instructors can utilize automated feedback on certain types of assessments, which 
reduces their workload, particularly in large classes (Abubakar & Adeshola, 2019). For example, online 
assignments can have built-in hints or feedback that can become available when students submit a 
wrong answer.  

Top Benefits of Online Assessment 
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Accessibility & Flexibility 

Students and instructors also appreciate the accessibility of online assessments (Lei & Gupta, 
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Instructor Workload 

Online courses tend to be “front heavy”, meaning they 
require instructors to invest a lot of time and effort at 
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Planning Your Online Assessments 

What concerns do you have about 
online assessment? 

 

How will you address them? 
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PRINCIPLES OF EFFECTIVE ASSESSMENT 
All assessments, whether they are online, blended, or exclusively face-to-face, can be guided by the 
same principles of effectiveness (Earl, 2013). Evidence-informed assessments are key to improving the 
overall quality of students’ learning experiences (Heinrichs et al., 2015). See the Taylor Institute Guide 
5-,3,)2'W&,)0,8$.*'/%&'M**.**>.)+'%/'6+-3.)+*Z'4."&),)2 for an in-depth discussion on the principles of 
effective student assessment. These principles encourage authenticity, transparency, and intentionality 
within assessment practice.  

COMMON ONLINE ASSESSMENT METHODS: 
STRATEGIES & RECOMMENDATIONS  
There are many different ways of effectively assessing students’ learning online. The methods listed on 
the following pages are some of the more commonly used and researched, and they translate across 
many disciplines, levels, and class sizes. There is also growing research on strategies to mitigate the 
associated difficulties of assessing students. Other recommendations have been collected from 
experienced instructors and instructional designers. As with any set of recommendations, not all of 
them will be helpful in a given situation, so the reader will have to decide which of them are most 
applicable to their course. When designing assessments, consider the context of the course, the 
workload for students, the availability of teaching assistants (TAs) and instructors, the technological 
requirements, and the alignment with learning outcomes.  

General Recommendations for Online Assessments 

o Start planning and designing assessments early. Ensure that all materials are available by the 
first day of class and that important resources are easy to find in the LMS (Beebe et al., 2010; 
Page & Cherry, 2018). 

o Instructions, rubrics, and expectations need to be clear and complete (Ardid et al. 2015). 
Provide a space for students to ask questions, such as a discussion board, so that all students 
have equal access to information.  

o Use a variety of assessment types to allow students the opportunity to demonstrate their 
understanding in different ways (Sato & Haegele, 2018).  

o Interactive and higher order learning opportunities can increase engagement with assessments. 
Provide videos, simulations, case studies or other resources to get deeper engagement from 
students (van de Heyde & Siebrits, 2019).  

o When providing formative feedback, use action-focused statements that give students 
suggestions for future work (Drury & Mort, 2015). Non-specific feedback is less helpful to 
students than specific, detailed comments.  

o Have a plan for promoting academic integrity in the online environment
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Discussion Boards 
Discussion boards are forums within a LMS where students can make posts and reply to one another. 
They can be used for full-class discussions or small-group pieces. Many online courses use a discussion 
board as part of the academic writing of a course. On the discussion board students debate issues, add 
their personal experience and perspective, build on one another’s ideas, analyze case studies, and so on.  

From the literature 
o Maintain continuous discussions throughout the course to help students build relationships 

with one another and stay focused on the course content (Blackmon, 2012).  

o Provide specific topics and facilitate the conversations to keep them on track (Champion & 
Gunnlaugson, 2017). 

o Provide personalized feedback early in the course to give students guidance on how to make 
their discussion points effectively (Hortsmanshof & Brownie, 2011). 

o Limit the number of words students can use in each post (eg- 500 words) to encourage them to 
be succinct when making their points. It also makes regular discussion posts more manageable 
around other course assessments (Hortsmanshof & Brownie, 2011).  

o Rotate students as facilitators or other roles to encourage participation and engagement (Xie, 
Yu & Bradshaw, 2014).  

o Find the correct weighting for discussion board activities so students prioritize them without 
making the grade so high that it reduces the authenticity of discussions (Cheng et al., 2013). 

Challenges 
o Students’ will make separate, unrelated posts, rather than have an actual conversation 

(Champion & Gunnlaugson, 2017). 

o Many students are nervous about their peers reading and commenting on their writing 
(Hortsmanshof & Brownie, 2011). 

o Students can struggle with accepting critical comments on their posts, or feeling that their posts 
got fewer comments than their peers did. This attitude can make discussion boards feel 
competitive rather than collaborative (Sato & Haegele, 2018). 

o Students do not provide strong feedback or comments, and discussions remain surface level. 
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be provided to groups mid-way through the exercise to prompt students to reconsider their 
original position.   

o Monitor posts (or have students take turns monitoring posts) for inappropriate use 
(Hortsmanshof & Brownie, 2011; Xie, Yu, & Bradshaw, 2014). 

o Provide samples of appropriate feedback.  Discuss how to respond to feedback early in the 
semester (Sato & Haegele, 2018).  

o Encourage students to ask thoughtful questions in their responses to one another to spark a 
conversation (Cheng et al., 2013). 

o To reduce the workload of grading, ask students to select their best few discussion posts for 
grading at the end of the semester. A self-assessment component, where students explain why 
they chose these posts, can be included. 

o Have students self-assess themselves mid-way through the course. 

o Occasionally do “Twitter-style” discussion posts (limit posts to 140 characters) or multi-media 
discussions (photo, audio, etc.). These methods encourage students to be succinct and can be a 
fun break from writing and reading long discussion posts. 

 

 

Online Exams  
We define online exams as unproctored tests or quizzes that students can complete from any computer, 
rather than exams done on a computer in a controlled, supervised environment. Usually, online quizzes 
are done within the LMS.  

From the Literature  
o Frequent, low-stakes quizzes can help students engage with material throughout the course 

and prepare them for larger assessments, particularly when they are given regular, detailed 
feedback on their performance (Sweeny et al., 2017). 

o Start with practice tests using the test-taking platform before completing a quiz on the same 
platform so students can become comfortable and familiar with its use (Khan & Khan, 2019).  

o Two-stage exams, where students must complete a short, ungraded practice exam, receive 
feedback, and correct wrong answers before starting the graded exam, can give them 
confidence and improve achievement (Voelkel, 2013).  

o Ensure that questions are not confusing for students, who will not be able to ask for 
clarification as easily as they could in a face-to-face exam (Ardid et al. 2015). For example, ask a 
colleague or TA to review questions before using them on an online exam. 

o Use features within the LMS that help deter cheating on multiple-choice tests, such as question 
pools, changing numbers in mathematical questions, and randomizing the order of questions 
(Boitshwarelo et al. 2017). 
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Essays/Written Assessments/Projects 
From the Literature 
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o Ensure there are opportunities for reflection within the course, so students can add these 
elements to their portfolio. Provide some guiding questions for reflection.  

o Be flexible (within limits) of how students present their ePortfolio. For example, students may 
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TRANSITIONING ASSESSMENTS FROM FACE-TO-
FACE TO ONLINE 
Online assessments do not have to be radically different to those used in face-to-face courses. Many 
assessments can be transferred to the online space.  A few considerations should be made during this 
transition process.  

o Time Management: Online courses tend to be front-heavy, requiring a lot of preparation before 
the start of the course. Assessment descriptions, rubrics, and supporting resources all need to 
be ready for students from the first day of the semester. However, the amount of work does not 
diminish afterwards. Although there is no physical classroom, it is the instructors’ role to be 
present and accessible for students and to monitor their progress (Beebe et 
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ONLINE ASSESSMENT IN ACTION 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Example 1: Discussion Boards in Introductory Social Work 

Dr. Hieu Ngo, Faculty of Social Work 

Course Information: SOWK 201: Introduction to Social Work is an online course that discusses the 
foundations of the theory, practice, and ethics of social work. Eighty to 100 students take the course 
each semester.  

Assessment Method: At the start of the semester, students pick a case study from a variety of 
options. These cases are real examples of scenarios in which their social wo
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Example 2: Online Research Papers in Graduate Education Studies 

Dr. Barbara Brown, Werklund School of Education 

Course Information: Dr. Brown teaches research and specialization courses for students in the 
Interdisciplinary Master of Education (MEd) program. Most ME
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Translating Assessments from Face-to
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Giving Clear and Effective Feedback 

The RISE model is one of many ways to format both instructor and peer feedback. This model structures 
feedback around four main components (Wray, 2011). The following table outlines the feedback levels 
and the types of prompts associated using the RISE model. 

Feedback Level Suggested Prompts 
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The next table 
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SUMMARY 
Regardless of the context, effective and rigorous assessment is essential in higher education. It is a 
means of fostering students’ learning, motivating their engagement, and evaluating their achievement. 
Designing and implementing good assessments requires thoughtful consideration of the students, the 
discipline, the course content, and the learning outcomes. In online courses, instructors also must 
consider how technology will interact with each of these factors.  

Research has highlighted some of the benefits, challenges, strategies and good practices of online 
assessments. These should be utilized within a specific context when developing new assessments or 
when transitioning assessments from face-to-face to online. This guide has outlined these practices, and 
provided pragmatic suggestions for the design process in the hopes of encouraging thought and 
reflection for instructors. However, it is just the start of the process. Assessment design is an iterative 
process and should be continually evaluated for effectiveness.  
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