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ABSTRACT
The shift to online assessment during the pandemic has generated debates on 
academic integrity, also highlighting good practice in supporting students and staff. 
Academic integrity is commitment to six fundamental values: honesty, trust, fairness, 
respect, responsibility, and courage and academic misconduct refers to practices 
that are not in keeping with these values and this commitment. There seem to be 
two dominant threads in such debates in higher education: one involves promoting 
creative design of authentic assessment and guidelines to students about institutional 
expectations concerning academic offences such as plagiarism and collusion; the 
other provides technological and practical safeguards to protect academic integrity. 
In this paper, we report on the outcomes of a project that evaluated in 2020 the pivot 
to online assessment at the University of London, UK. Our focus is academic integrity 
in distance learning environments by exploring the key themes of student and staff 
perceptions, and related pedagogical issues. We propose a set of measures that can 
enhance students’ perception of academic integrity and institutional approaches to 
mitigate against academic offences.
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This paper was presented at the ICDE Virtual Global Conference Week 2021: Upskilling and 
upscaling for quality Open, Flexible and Distance Learning (OFDL) during the week of 25 - 29 
October 2021, and the contribution was preselected for publication in Open Praxis. 

INTRODUCTION
The shift to online assessment in higher education has generated debates on academic integrity 
(Farrell 2020), also highlighting good practice in safeguarding the assessment process. Academic 
integrity is commitment, even in the face of adversity, to fundamental values: (1) honesty, (2) 
trust, (3) fairness, (4) respect, (5) responsibility, and (6) courage. Academic misconduct refers 
to practices that are not in alignment with these values and this commitment. Academic 
integrity is often referred to in a more specific context of supporting students to avoid academic 
misconduct (QAA, 2020a; 2020b). There seem to be two dominant threads in such debates 
which are far from complementary. One involves promoting creative design of assessment 
to support academic integrity by employing the fundamental assessment principles, i.e., 
authenticity, inclusivity, validity and reliability. It also involves clear guidelines to students about 
expectations of institutions around referencing, plagiarism and collusion. The other thread 
provides technological and practical safeguards to protect academic integrity such as online 
invigilation software (proctoring systems), text-matching software which identifies either similar 
or exact matches between submitted student work and other digital material, moderation of 
marking, and the use of mechanisms such as vivas to verify student academic work.

Research on academic offences has focused mainly on technical challenges, rather than 
ethical and social issues (the latter has been researched in more depth in traditional 
assessment methods, e.g., Wright 2015). Some scholars seem to combine both threads above, 
by recommending online synchronous assessments as an alternative to traditional proctored 
examinations, while still maintaining the ability to manually authenticate (Chao et al. 2012). 
In these assessments, different formats are designed to test different types of knowledge, 
e.g., quizzes are designed to test factual knowledge, practice to test procedural knowledge,
essays to assess conceptual knowledge, and oral for metacognitive knowledge. Additional
measures that have supported academic integrity involve offering a randomised access to
multiple question banks or essay questions as a mechanism to reduce the propensity to cheat,
by reducing the stakes through multiple delivery attempts (Sullivan 2016).

Pre-pandemic, the delivery of online assessments and examinations was via options such as 
bring your-own-device models where laptops are brought to traditional lecture theatres or 
examination centres, the use of online invigilation software on personal devices in locations 
selected for online assessment or the use of prescribed devices in a classroom setting. The 
primary goal of each option has been to balance the authentication of students and maintain 
the integrity and value of achieving learning outcomes.

According to Butler-Henderson and Crawford (2020), as institutions begin to provide higher learning 
flexibility to students with digital and blended offerings, there is a scholarly need to consider the 
efficacy of the examination delivery mode options. In the case of assessment via invigilated 
examinations, universities have been far slower to progress innovative solutions despite growing 
evidence that students prefer the flexibility and opportunities afforded by digitalising exams (ibid.). 

With the onset of the pandemic, the options for the delivery of timed assessments narrowed 
significantly across the Globe. The paper explores the outcomes of a project at the University 
of London that evaluated the pivot to online assessment. Students at the University of 
London are distributed across over 180 countries, studying at a distance. During the Covid-19 
pandemic, students had to move to online assessment in place of conventional examinations 
and approximately 110,000 exams events were impacted by closure of exam centres. The 
institutional assessments which were delivered online in 2020, had been prior to March 2020 
designed as pen and paper fixed time examinations taken in local examination centres all over 
the world (the university’s established examinations standard practice). In the pivot to online 
assessment, three overall types of online examination were used: proctored exams, fixed time 
unseen closed book style exams and unseen but open book exams with a longer response 
time. An ‘open-book timed examination’ is an assessment method designed to allow students 
to refer to either class notes and summaries or a ‘memory aid’, textbooks, or other approved 
material while answering questions under controlled conditions (Bristol Institute for Learning 
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and Teaching, n.d). The response time referred to the submission window, i.e., the time the 
students had to complete and submit their answers. This varied from 24 hours or several 
days. In terms of content, changes in most cases consisted of moving to open book exams, 
redesigning questions to discourage plagiarism (including self-plagiarism from student’s 
previous assessed work). The rationale was to reduce reliance on rote learning and introduce an 
element of flexibility and ease anxiety by establishing windows of submission of variable length. 

METHODOLOGY
The project aimed to collect data about and generate understanding of this transition to online 
assessment, at the University of London, primarily from the perspective of the experience of 
the students who have been affected and those who examined them. The primary aim was to 
answer a fundamental question: What was the impact of the transition to online assessment 
on the experience of students and student outcomes? To this purpose, our methodological 
approach comprised (Hatzipanagos et al. 2020):

1. A survey with a target audience that was estimated at 30,000, including all students
who had booked to take exams in the summer of 2020. A total of 8,595 responses were
received during the survey live period, with an overall response rate of 29.5%.

2. A survey with a target audience of 621 examiners. A total of 176 responses were received,
with an overall response rate of 27%. As the examiners completed their marking online,
rather than marking paper exam scripts couriered to them, we had the opportunity to
explore the experience of the academic staff undertaking the marking.

3. Semi-structured interviews with 22 students, selected from the survey target audience (14
undergraduates and 8 postgraduates) to investigate issues identified in the student survey.

The quantitative data collected via the surveys of students and examiners were analysed and 
dominant themes were identified. The qualitative data based on interviews with students 
were also transcribed and analysed. The interviews offered the opportunity to explore in depth 
student attitudes to online assessment and elaborate on emergent themes in the survey. This 
paper focuses on supporting academic integrity in distance learning environments by exploring 
the key themes in student and staff perceptions about integrity, academic offences, and related 
pedagogical issues. The following sections describe the findings of our investigation. 

STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS 
ADVANTAGES OF ONLINE ASSESSMENT

66% of students reported in the survey that they preferred to continue with online assessments. 
Overall, students indicated they had a positive experience with the online assessment. 
Advantages were mainly perceived to be flexibility and lower cost (inc. savings on travel and 
accommodation to attend examination centres). The added advantage of moving to the online 
assessment for most students was having extra time to complete their exam, when open book 
exams allowed a longer response time.

SUBMISSION WINDOWS

Assessment timeframes ranged from one to four hours for the original in examination hall papers 
but shifted to between one hour and seven days for completion of the online assessments. 
Responses to the time extension of the submission windows have been mixed. Whereas for 
some students the longer submission window was an advantage, for others having additional 
time was not viewed as a positive change as it was anxiety-inducing and thought it might 
encourage academic offences.

Students who received a long submission period were significantly likely to suggest the online 
format makes no difference to cheating risks, and unlikely to believe it increased risks. However, 
there was clearly a perception amongst some students that extended time given to complete 
an exam (i.e., more time than is ordinarily given in a written exam at an examination centre) 
could increase the risk of cheating. Students suggested the extra time might allow students 
to look up model answers or communicate with others. Responses also provided insight into 
students’ views around academic offences. Students who received a short submission period 
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were the group more likely to suggest it decreased risk (8%). Students receiving a medium 
submission period were significantly likely to believe online assessment increased risk. 

ACADEMIC OFFENCES AND PLAGIARISM

A random open sample of 1750 responses was thematically coded to understand students’ 
experiences and perceptions. Of these responses, 3% suggested concerns with cheating or 
a lack of invigilation, and 3% indicated concerns with plagiarism. 4% of this coded sample 
suggested satisfaction with invigilation or a lack of cheating concerns. The findings are 
based only on the small sample of students who expressed concerns in this area and is not 
representative of the whole sample.

The open book exam format was thought to potentially encourage cheating by some students. 
In addition, some students were confused as to how they could use materials during their 
exam. They felt uncertain around what was permitted or not to avoid plagiarism and about 
an ethical code around cheating, which should be articulated, discussed and embraced by the 
students. Examples of comments illustrating these views were: “The University never actually 
made it clear what ‘cheating’ was…. A lot of my worry about these exams is that I don’t know 
if my code of ethics is the same as other students”.

Six interviewees reported cheating concerns in relation to students seeking help from either tutors or 
peers. Ultimately, students were concerned about how others’ cheating would impact their grade. 
Many comments suggested a need for more invigilation, simply to address processes that should 
be in place. simply because there appeared to be a lack of processes in place to ease concerns.

RECOGNITION OF QUALIFICATIONS AND ACADEMIC OFFENCES

Overall, students agreed that the recognition of their qualification would not be negatively 
affected by the online examinations as universities across the world responded to the 
pandemic by the pivot to online assessment and the requirement to embrace alternative forms 
of assessment. Open comments suggested that a minority of students recognised that the 
potential for increased cheating risks might negatively affect recognition of their qualification, 
or impact grades. A number of students stressed the need to maintain the credibility of their 
programme if online assessment were to continue and underlined the importance of making 
academic integrity a key issue in online examinations in order to retain credibility for their 
qualification. In this respect, it was agreed that continued reassurances around the security 
and invigilation process could be beneficial.

EXAMINERS’ VIEWS
A majority of examiners seemed to welcome the move to mark typed examination scripts, 
compared to handwritten scripts, as the latter tend to be more legible and easier to access. 
Over half (51%) of examiners said the move to online assessment helped students achieve 
higher academic standards in submitted work than previously. 

We asked examiners to identify the top adjustments they would recommend the University 
makes for future online assessment to minimise academic offences. The dominant responses 
were for all exams to be converted into an open book format which beyond re-writing the 
content of the exams would make use of text-matching software during submission and for 
exams to be invigilated if necessary. The open text comments in the survey called for greater 
levels of (a) student training on academic integrity to avoid plagiarism and collusion and (b) staff 
training on identifying plagiarism. An area that was identified as requiring improvement if online 
assessment is used by the university in the future flagging of answers for possible plagiarism.

SUPPORTING INTEGRITY IN ONLINE EXAMS
In addition to reflecting many natural situations, where professionals may have access and expected 
to use diverse reference sources, open book exams seem to support students avoiding academic 
misconduct. Developing assessment activities that allow students to demonstrate the application 
of their knowledge in relevant contexts can be effective in reducing collusion and cheating. 

The major solutions to be worked towards the transition to online assessment include either an 
infrastructure with online invigilation software which controls identity and proctoring processes, 
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along with communication and/or a partnership with programme teams in (re)-designing 
assessment to support academic integrity. The use of proctoring systems appears to receive a 
mixed reaction from students (De Santis et al. 2020) and presents significant hurdles as far privacy 
and identity control are concerned. The adoption of open book exams has to take into account 
disciplinary differences, e.g., open book exams are more suitable in some subject areas than others, 
and professional accreditation regulation, in particular in disciplines such as Law and Accountancy.

Supporting students to understand the ways in which they should approach the inclusion or 
not of words and work, which is not their own, has been important in preparing them for online 
assessment. This includes redefining the regulations institutions have in place. For example, 
where an institution may have clear rules about the equipment and resources a student can 
take into an examination hall, rules for online assessments may include additionally the use 
of text-matching software for all submissions and requirements for clear signposting by the 
student to indicate where others’ words are being quoted. 

Online assessments over extended time-periods, for example, 24 hours or more, can be 
challenging for students with little experience of this format. Some students in our study 
indicated that they needed guidance on to how utilise this time effectively. To support this, 
a variety of innovative resources and adaptations to the assessments were introduced. For 
example, using word counts per question or per exam give an indication of expectations and 
resources that help students to develop approaches to time-management, concept-mapping 
and managing wellbeing during assessment are useful student supports.

Clear communication, particularly around academic integrity expectations is required. It 
is useful to illustrate how academic integrity is maintained for example by using interactive 
quizzes, providing opportunities for question and answers about online assessment, and 
providing practice opportunities. Giving students an opportunity to try out the digital system as 
well as examples of the new assessment question types are important in scaffolding student 
opportunities for success and to reduce stress. Having helplines and enquiry systems and 
backup routes to submit work before during and after the assessment is important as students 
may face technical issues including electrical outages or loss of WIFI. 

Table 1 presents a summary of actions taken by the university in response to the recommendations 
of the project on the evaluation of online timed assessments to support academic integrity. 

RECOMMENDATIONS FROM EVALUATION ACTIONS TO SUPPORT ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

Communication strategy is agreed early and a 
detailed and coordinated communications plan 
is developed which includes timely and relevant 
information for students, examiners and other 
internal stakeholders.

Communications were coordinated with programme 
teams to provide a timely, accurate and clear 
communication communications approach. 

Students who requested special exam arrangements 
had separate communications and adjustments to 
timelines for submission were facilitated. 

A review into best practice of how students are 
inducted into the online examinations process is 
carried out and shared with Programme Directors.

A short course for students has been developed 
covering referencing requirements, a quiz on 
plagiarism, a quiz on what Turnitin can do, and 
how it is used. Complemented with wellbeing and 
support for students preparing for assessments.

Student experience communications directed 
students to the course. 

Students and training resources are developed. 
The use of webinars as a vehicle for delivering this 
training should be maximised.

Considerable and careful redevelopment of the 
General Regulations, Admissions Notices and other 
information that is student focused took place. This 
included programme specific communication in 
additional to general communication. 

Programme specific videos produced by several 
programme teams and webinars used with students. 
Virtual Learning Environment (VLE) drop in and Q&A 
sessions were run by programme teams. 

A short course was developed to support student 
use of speech to text/text to speech software (this 
is relevant for some students with special exam 
arrangements, but also for the wider student 
population). 

Table 1 Actions taken to 
support academic integrity. 

(Contd.)
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CONCLUSIONS
In conclusion, our investigation gathered data to assess the success of alternative assessments 
and the future of assessment in distance learning environments, particularly where online 
exams are employed to assess student learning. The move to online assessment instigated 
an urgent review of assessment practices in distance learning environments. In these 
environments the standard practice before the pandemic i.e., invigilated unseen exams that 
were the mainstay of distance learning providers, needed urgent measures so that students 
did not get disadvantaged in the unprecedented circumstances of the pandemic. 

Our evidence indicated that the transition to online assessment has facilitated changes and 
innovative practice in approaches to assessment because of the increased use of online exams. 
This has implications for how institutions approach academic integrity in assessment practice 
going forward. The move to online assessment requires:

(a).	 A significant re-design of assessments so that they are fit for purpose to address the 
needs of students in an online environment. As far academic integrity is concerned, 
there has been a significant push towards open book exams, as they offer significant 
benefits in helping students to avoid academic misconduct.

(b).	 Preparing students to participate in online assessment involves innovations by 
developing online exams behaviours to avoid plagiarism and collusion. This includes 
training resources and induction of students into online assessment, both from the 
technological and pedagogical point of view.

(c).	 Developing approaches for students to work with assessments in a wider range of time
frames and formats than traditional fixed time examinations in exam centres. This should 
include time management skills and ability to work effectively within a given timeframe.

The introduction of alternative forms of assessment created opportunities to redesign 
assessment and institutional frameworks within which students succeed and progress. 
Positive attitudes to online assessment are highly likely to increase in the future worldwide as 
network infrastructure improves along with student and staff confidence in virtual working.  
Higher education institutions are presented with the opportunity to move examinations online 

RECOMMENDATIONS FROM EVALUATION ACTIONS TO SUPPORT ACADEMIC INTEGRITY 

Identification of examination format and mode: 

a. Will the exam be fixed time or open world/
course work? 

b.	 Will the exam be invigilated? 
c. Will both exam centre and online exam for the 

same course/module be possible?
d.	 Do the choices a – c meet regulatory/

professional body requirements?
e.	 In what way will the examination format change 

(for example shorter exams, fewer questions, 
MCQs)?

Wide range of approaches were identified from short, 
fixed times (1 hour) to longer timing (24 hours) and 
in some instances assessment available for 24 hours, 
however students were given a fixed time (e.g., 3 
hours) from opening of the assessment. 

Open book/open world format was established.

For those examinations requiring invigilation the 
institution engages online examination software that 
assures examinee identity and examination proctoring.

No proctoring was used in summer 2021. All online 
timed assessments were delivered on the VLE. 

The institution reviews online marking platform to be 
used and considers the examiner voice in designing 
the marking process, including an online induction 
for examiners, and at minimum a ‘getting started 
with online exams’ pack of information.

Extensive work was undertaken to ensure a more 
efficient and user-friendly examiner experience. 

Guidance documentation for examiners, to help 
them on the VLE, was re-designed to enable much 
easier navigation and included a ‘quick guide’ for 
each individual programme. 

Training materials for Examiners were developed – to 
support understanding of how to use Turnitin for 
example. 

Professional development on assessment design 
to support academic integrity, is offered through 
professional development.

On-going.

In addition, a resource for examiners on how to use 
Turnitin was developed. 

Continue to work with international regulators in 
understanding local expectations and requirements 
regarding face to face or online assessments.

On-going.
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in a planned and on a permanent basis. This has to be done however in consideration and 
mitigation of the risk to academic integrity. Future research and development should consider 
further pedagogical innovations for responding to academic offences rather than institutional 
punitive arrangements and overreliance on technological solutions of authenticating and 
monitoring online assessment environments.
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