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1. Introduction
1.1 [bookmark: _Hlk108597808]The initial lockdown of the UK from 24 March 2020, due to the Covid-19 pandemic, had significant implications for universities in the way they delivered their teaching to students and the ways they carried out assessments and examinations.

1.2 At City, all in-person, on-campus teaching was moved online from 23 March 2020 and, with the exception of several programmes delivered by the School of Health Sciences (SHS) where clinical skills and practice-based assessments were required, all assessments and examinations planned for the remainder of the 2019/20 academic year that required students to be on-campus, were replaced by alternative forms of online assessment.  

1.3 For programmes of professional study delivered by the City Law School (CLS) and SHS, the requirements and arrangements for these alternative forms of assessment were agreed with the respective professional bodies.

1.4 In moving to alternative forms of online assessment, City strove to develop fair, compliant and robust online assessments that were equitable with on-campus assessments in terms of academic integrity.

1.5 Though the extent of Covid restrictions varied at different times throughout the remainder of the 2019/20 and 2020/21 academic years, online assessments and examinations continued to be carried out during these academic years.  This audit review has sought to identify the lessons that can be learnt from our experience of carrying out online assessments and examinations in these years.
2. Terms of Reference
2.1 The purpose of the audit was to: 
i. identify lessons to be learnt and opportunities for improving the delivery of on-line assessments to support the delivery of a positive student experience; and
ii. produce a written report detailing lessons learnt and making recommendations for enhancing the delivery of on-line assessments and examinations. 
2.2 The audit considered the following aspects: 

· Consideration of alternative methods of assessment; 
· Student input; 
· Staff and Student communications;
· Student support during assessment;
· IT infrastructure;
· Online submissions, grading and feedback; and
· Future approaches to on-line assessments.
3. Findings and observations
4. 
3.1	Consideration of alternative methods of assessment
3.1.1 In March 2020, the City President invoked Ordinance B.1.3. which enabled Senate Assessment Regulations to be suspended and permitted Contingency Senate Regulations to apply to provide a framework to allow progression and award during the Covid period during which time the integrity of the assessment process was compromised.
3.1.2 Where assessments could not be conducted as originally intended, the Contingency Regulations permitted assessment to be undertaken in line with approved Alternative Assessment and Safety Net Principles which also set out the progression requirements for students during the contingency period.
3.1.3 Subject to meeting PSBR requirements, the alternative assessment principles:
· suspended assessments for Year 1 undergraduates who were progressed to Year 2;
· reduced the assessment load for Year 2 undergraduates and extended compensation to all alternative assessments that replaced face-to-face examinations;
· reduced the assessment load for Year 3 (and Year 4) undergraduates, set the pass mark for remaining assessments at 40% and designed alternative assessments where face-to-face examinations were due to take place;
· [bookmark: _Hlk111117555]for postgraduate taught programmes, suspended face-to-face examinations and permitted deadlines for assessments to be extended and forms of assessments changed, including replacing with either a 24-hour minimum open book examination or coursework; and
· permitted dissertation supervision to take place online.
3.1.4 For programmes with external Professional Body requirements beyond the control of the University, redesigned assessments were subject to what was allowed by the Professional Body.
3.1.5 A no detriment “Safety Net” principle was applied which:
· for undergraduates who had passed their current stage, provided them with a modified stage average which was the average of their marks for assessments completed up to 16 March 2020; and
· for postgraduates who had passed their current stage, provided them with a modified stage average which was the average of their marks for assessments completed in terms not affected by Covid. 
3.1.6 The Assessment Regulations were again suspended, in March 2021, for the 2020/21 academic year and revised Contingency Senate Regulations were introduced. These Regulations were based on recommendations made by the University’s Student Attainment and Assessment Working Group in collaboration with the Students’ Union. The 2020/21 Contingency Regulations provided for two types of mitigation approaches:
· the “main mitigation package”, which aimed to provide proportionate support for students without compromising underlying academic standards and learning outcomes and involved:
· relaxing Extenuating Circumstances rules;
· holding Interim Assessment Panels to review student marks;
· increasing the number of modules eligible for compensation of marks; and
· discounting up to the lowest 30 credits of modules from the programme stage’s contribution to the final classification;

· the “school-specific package”, which provided mitigations to meet either PSRB requirements or the specific nature of the programmes offered by the school.

3.2	Student input
3 
· 
· 
3 
3.1 
3.2 
3.2.1 Student input to the changes made to assessments and examinations due to the moving to online teaching from the start of the Covid lockdown periods in March 2020, was channelled through the Students’ Union. 
3.2.2 As referred to above, the Student Attainment and Assessment Working Group worked with the Students’ Union to produce recommendations on modifications to the University’s Assessment Regulations that were incorporated into the approved 2020/21 Contingency Senate Regulations on Assessment. 
3.2.3 To come to the position where the Students’ Union were able to contribute to the framing of the Contingency Senate Regulations, they conducted a number of surveys, focus groups and analysed data available in its Advice Service case management system, Student Staff Liaison Committee minutes and other internal sources.  The Union produced a number of reports which included recommendations on assessments and examinations.  These included: 
· Student Voice Report Term One 2020/21 which recommended that no assessment be held with a completion window of less than 24 hours and the abandonment of group assessments for the duration of remote learning. 
· Student Voice Report End of Year Report 2020/21 which considered the progress made in each of the Schools to the recommendations made in the Term One Report and made the following additional recommendations: 
· Better coordination between module leaders to set staggered submission deadlines in order to avoid a clustering of deadlines;
· Schools should provide for a 24 hour window of time to complete examinations, and if this is not possible, coursework should be considered as an alternative form of assessment.
· Student Voice Report Term One 2021/22 which again looked at the progress made in each of the Schools to the recommendations made in the previous reports and recommended a commitment from the University to remove clustered deadlines, commitments by Schools to expand assessment practice and the provision by Module leaders of further guidance on assessments including: 
· Course prerequisites expected to be assessed; and
· Finalised dates for examinations and coursework to be announced as early as possible at the start of Term. 
· No Detriment Survey Report which, reflecting student views, recommended drawing on best practice at other institutions to devise a “no detriment” policy which best suited City students’ needs, conducting assessments through coursework rather than examinations and making online examinations 24-hour and open book, wherever possible. 

3.2.4 Though input from students was not sought in the initial stages of moving to online assessments and examinations, several of the Schools sought feedback from students at the end of the 2019/20 academic year, and during the following year, on what had worked well and what had not. This feedback was incorporated into changes the Schools made to their approach to online assessments and examination for the 2020/21 year.

3.3	Staff and Student communications
3 
3.1 
3.2 
3.3 
3.3.1 From the very outset of the Covid pandemic affecting teaching, working and assessments and examinations at City, there were regular weekly and bi-weekly emails to all members of staff to inform them of the impact on working lives. The early communications were addressed from the President and these, after a couple of months, became Coronavirus Guidance emails. Where the emails included reference to assessments and examinations, the information they gave was general, rather than specific, on what was required for the preparation of online assessments, that changes to assessment regulations were in progress, and the progress being made during the assessment period.
3.3.2 Communications to students was primarily conducted by centrally produced emails which were supplemented by additional email guidance and clarifications from the Schools.  An example of these communication was the email dated 3 April 2020 to undergraduate students which was the third in the series of student update emails.  That email provided an update on what steps City was taking to change the way assessments would operate for the rest of the 2019/20 academic year and advised that Schools would be contacting students with further information on their specific programmes. The email covered:
· the Fair Principles Approach;
· the approach to assessments for the remainder of the academic year;
· the impact of Professional Body requirements;
· the next steps being taken and when these would be communicated;
· the suspension of the Extenuating Circumstances process and the introduction of the new Supporting Your Academic Success process; and
· the topics that still needed to be confirmed.
3.3.3 In addition, Student Guidance on Assessments was published on the Student Hub. This explained, inter alia:
· the Assessment Board process;
· the student’s right to appeal;
· how students would find out about their revised assessments and the schedule for them;
· how students can get their transcripts and will get their degree certificates;
· how students can complain;
· the Academic Misconduct process and how to avoid “contract cheating”;
· City’s no detriment approach and safety net policy;
· the process to be followed if the student is unable to complete their assessments due to Covid;
· what students should do if they do not have appropriate IT equipment ot internet connectivity;
· who to contact for advice; and
· what students with an Individual Learning Plan should do.
3.3.4 Across the board during the audit, however, Schools commented on the problems with the timeliness and clarity of the communications sent to both students and staff. Typical comments were:
· The process to “clear” centrally produced emails to students with Schools led to delays in those emails being sent out.
· The emails sent out from the Centre tended to be of a generic nature which required follow up emails from the Schools to clarify what would actually be happening in their School.
· Much of the content of the emails did not apply to SHS so they needed to be caveated that they did not apply to that School. Bespoke emails, therefore, had to be issued by SHS.
· Guidance for staff was often issued late in the day and also tended to be very generalised leaving Schools to decide how the guidance would be applied.
· As most communications to students were by centrally-produced emails, there was no way of Schools knowing that they had been sent to all the relevant students or that they had been read by the students.
· Many of the communications were quite lengthy and, sometimes, the key messages they were intended to convey were buried deep within them.
3.2 [bookmark: _Hlk111118690]
3.3 
3.4 

3.4	Student support during assessment
3.4 
3.4.1 Feedback received during the audit from Schools and Student Supports indicated that moving assessments and examinations online were seen as being advantageous for students, who were able to do more for themselves that otherwise would have required extra time. In particular, for students with disabilities, online assessments were more efficient as they removed access barriers and improved confidentiality. As a consequence, the disabled students’ attainment gap improved.
3.4.2 Nevertheless, several Schools commented about student anxiety and mental health issues. Schools put in place support mechanisms as best they could but commented that it was more difficult to provide support when a student was at home rather than in an exam room. Students reported that, if they had problems, it was not easy to get the right support and they often found it difficult to get in touch with tutors.
3.4.3 At the outset, not all students were set up to be able to work effectively from home and working from home proved more difficult for students who were in shared accommodation, were in a domestic violence environment or who lacked a suitable laptop or had poor internet connectivity.  Where possible, such students’ needs were met from the Digital Hardship Fund.

3.5	IT infrastructure
3 
3.1 
3.2 
3.3 
3.4 
3.5 
3.5.1 For online assessment and examinations, City relied on its own version of Moodle which has a resilient architecture designed to cope with multiple simultaneous submissions. The Examinations IT Team closely monitored how Moodle was coping with the volumes, and noted that there were no major issues; but there was some slowdown as was expected.
3.5.2 Set exam durations caused problems and some Schools commented that there were issues when a lot of students were uploading work at the same time.  Students starting at different points in the day within the 24 hour exam period and being encouraged to write their paper offline before uploading to Moodle, eased the IT infrastructure workload.
3.5.3 Two Schools, CLS and SMCSE, used the Proctortrack[footnoteRef:1] system to ensure integrity of examinations because of Professional Body requirements. The following shortcomings were noted: [1:  Proctortrack is a remote proctoring system that uses artificial intelligence and automation to provide proctoring in online testing settings.  It is always checking the identification of online test-takers and identifying and preventing academic cheating. It enables educators to verify the student taking an exam or ensure the integrity of an online assessment and examination process. Proctortrack is able to:
keep track of any unwanted smartphone usage;
recognize other gadgets, including wearable devices, and detect and record any unusual changes in a student’s physical conduct;
restrict copy/paste/print options, blacklist unauthorised websites and URLs, and flags any screen capture attempt; and
identify irregular or abnormal activities of the student’s screen, including screen mirroring.] 

· City acquired Proctortrack expediently through Co-Sector, which was a more expensive method than direct acquisition;
· Though Proctortrack can be integrated with Moodle, the system had been set up as an overlay to Moodle rather than be integrated into it, so it was possible for students to go onto Moodle without being monitored by Proctortrack. To overcome this, monitoring took place to identify students who were not signed on to Proctortrack so that they could be contacted by their School and advised to do so; and
· though Proctortrack monitored the student’s activity during the examination, it was not possible to monitor who was actually submitting the papers; and
· Proctortrack required a rigid approach for its use – it could not easily recognise when students were taking comfort breaks nor make allowance for students with disabilities.

3.6	Online submissions, grading and feedback
3 
3.1 
3.2 
3.3 
3.4 
3.5 
3.6 
3.6.1 Moodle was used for the submission of assessments and examinations and, in two Schools, this was supplemented by the use of Proctortrack aimed at ensuring the integrity of the examinations (see above for comments on Proctortrack).
3.6.2 The positive effect of this for City was, as mentioned above, that it was City’s own version of Moodle that was used which has a resilient architecture that was designed to cope with multiple simultaneous submissions. Despite this, there was some slowing to the system processing speeds and issues were encountered when, with set examination durations, a large number of students were trying to upload their work at the same time.
3.6.3 This issue was addressed by:
· the introduction of the 24 hour examination period that enabled students to commence their work at staggered times; and
· encouraging students to write their papers and examination answers offline, rather than online in Moodle, and upload them at the end of the allotted period – additional time was added to the allotted duration to allow for the uploading of their work.
3.6.4 It was pointed out to Internal Audit by the Examinations Team that Moodle was not the only examination software available, and they suggested that other software might be better.  This should be looked into.
3.6.5 One negative aspect, in particular, was apparent. All Schools commented that the move to online assessments and examinations, and in particular the move to 24 hour examination periods, resulted a significant increase in incidents of suspected academic misconduct which required investigation.  In the first year, many of the suspected incidents were concluded to be as a result of poor academic practices rather than misconduct caused by lack of clarity on how students were expected to act.  Several Schools commented on the additional resources that were needed to investigate the allegations and, at least one School, took a less intensive approach to such investigations due to insufficient investigatory resources.
3.6.6 As regards gradings, several of the initiatives introduced to accommodate the move to online assessments and examinations would have had an impact on consistency of gradings between pre-online years and online years:
· the Contingency Senate Regulations for 2019/20 relaxed the assessment and examination requirements for students in that academic year – see “1.  Consideration of alternative methods of assessment” above;
· the no detriment “Safety Net” principle introduced provided undergraduate and postgraduate with modified stage average gradings;
· the Contingency Senate Regulations for 2020/21 modified the 2019/20 assessment and examination requirements and introduced two types of mitigation approaches – the “main mitigation package” and the “school-specific package” (see “1.  Consideration of alternative methods of assessment” above for more details).
3.6.7 On a more practical level for the marking of papers, most Schools commented that tutors found the online marking of papers that had been created electronically was easier than marking hand-written papers, though there was still a “hard-core” of tutors that preferred to print out the submissions and mark them manually.
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4. The Way Forward
4.1 Before the end of the 2021-22 academic year, and prior to full data being available in terms of the experience for that year, anecdotal evidence indicated an urgent need to agree high level principles to inform assessment design in particular to meet programme approval deadlines. The Education and Employability Board tasked a small group of Associate Deans Education and Professional Service experts to recommend a set of workable principles that would enable consistency across the University, build on the positive trajectory of change of learning from the pandemic, and clarify exceptions for specific discipline areas.

4.2 The published Principles – Learning, teaching and assessment delivery principles: 2022-2023 – stated the following in respect of assessments and examinations: 

· We will ensure that all assessments are led by learning outcomes, are authentic and appropriate to the students’ graduating discipline. This means that City will continue to reduce the overall assessment load and reduce the reliance on examinations as part of our assessment strategy.
· All assessments should continue to be submitted and marked online, and wherever possible they should be designed as coursework. There will be exceptions to this where on campus examinations would be deemed necessary and/or appropriate. In such instances a School-based process with institutional oversight would review and approve exceptions to online assessment based on the following criteria:
1. assessments that are practical in nature and require an element on campus or in a placement setting;
2. assessments that respond to published PSRB requirements;
3. assessment that involve particular quantitative or knowledge-based material where the discipline or subject matter requires it; or
4. where an online assessment would be deemed pedagogically or disciplinarily inappropriate for alternative reasons. 
· There may also be exceptions where online examinations would be deemed appropriate. In such cases the following principles should be consistently applied:
1. Examinations of a qualitative nature should take place in a four to six-hour fixed assessment window on Moodle, with the indicative length being timed from the point at which the examination is started by the individual student. The fixed assessment window should ideally take place between 8am – 6pm UK time to ensure students receive technical support.
2. Examinations of a quantitative nature should take place at a scheduled time on Moodle and have an additional half hour allowed over and above the indicative length to support technological access.
3. Administrative support must be available to students for the duration of the window of all online examinations.
4. Facility on campus must be made available for student to complete an online examination should they require it, to ensure fairness of access (public health guidance permitting).
5. Programmes should consider the length of any fixed assessment window and where it is deemed appropriate this window should be lengthened in order to ensure students are fairly supported.

4.3 Translating a set on Principles into everyday practices and procedures that take into account the needs of the University and of its students requires Schools and Student Services in collaboration with the Students’ Union to work together to develop solutions that are consistent across all Schools.  As a first step, in June 2022, a “Deep Dive” review of the challenges to be overcome and the opportunities to be seized was undertaken under the leadership of Professor Susannah Quinsee, Vice-President (Digital and Student Experience). The review involved representatives from each of the Schools, from Student & Academic Services, LEaD and the Students’ Union.

4.4 The “Deep Dive” review identified a number of sticking points that would need to be resolved[footnoteRef:2] and set out a small number of next steps that will need to be undertaken in order to inform further the change process, including hearing from the student perspective, identifying quick wins and identifying the scale of the needed change. [2:  Sticking points:
Having different assessments occurring at the same time and timings of assessment conflicting with course work.
Student examination anxiety.
Lack of ownership in decision making leading to inconsistency in assessment design or method for similar modules
Lack of awareness of what student is doing week to week / school to school
How to build during the year, the preparation of assessment – to help build student confidence and awareness and to set out reasonable adjustments that can be made.
Significant resource issues impacting opportunities to change.] 


4.5 The following specific next steps are being planned:

1. For the 2023/24 academic year, implement a review process of Assessments at City 
0. Collate current data of assessment design and mode across Schools
0. Design a review Panel of Assessments at City
1. Terms of Reference including key objectives and membership to be agreed

2. By the end of October 2022, undertake a research project on the student experiences of Assessments at City 
0. World Café day led by Pam Parker and Irene Ctori
2. Ethics are currently being written for approval 

5. Conclusion
5.1 Though most students are returning to on-campus teaching in 2022/23, the Learning, teaching and assessment delivery principles: 2022-2023 show that there is still a place for online assessment and examinations.

5.2 Based on the findings of our Lessons Learned Review, we would fully endorse and support the approach to assessments and examinations as set out in the Learning, teaching and assessment delivery principles: 2022-2023, and the next steps being planned to translate these Principles into everyday practices. 

5.3 In addition, we would suggest the following should also be considered:

a. there should be greater consistency across Schools to their approaches to assessment and examination design and methodology. Inconsistencies can lead to confusion amongst students, particularly those that are taking modules within their programme that are delivered by a different School, and can affect perception of fairness across Schools;
b. decisions on online assessments and examinations should be made and communicated to staff and students at an as early a time as possible. Late in the day decision making and communication can add to levels of student stress and anxiety which, in turn, affects their mental wellbeing; 
c. key messages contained in communications to students and staff should be summarised, in bullet-point format, at the start of the communication so that the importance of those messages are emphasised;
d. whether Moodle is the best platform on which to conduct online assessments and examinations;
e. if some examinations require proctoring, whether there is a more effective and efficient proctoring software available other than Proctortrack.  Whatever proctoring software is used, it should be fully integrated with the software being used conducting the assessments and examinations, be that Moodle or an alternative; and, finally
f. a recognition that online assessment and examinations is likely to result in the identification of increased incidents of academic misconduct. Schools need to have adequate resources made available to them in order to both identify instances of possible academic misconduct and to investigate those cases. 


Kind regards
Steve Stanbury
Director of Internal Audit
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