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Alternatives to Examinations 
 
The COVID-19 circumstances are likely to impact student learning, their capabilities and their wellbeing. This 
will be particularly acute as we approach the end-of-semester final examinations. While the University is 
currently exploring an institutional licence for an online invigilated examination system, there is a need to 
rapidly consider other reasonable alternatives to exam-based assessments. 
 
This document suggests methods for assessing content in an online learning and teaching environment, 
which would normally be assessed in a face-to-face invigilated examination. If the suggestions below, do not 
address all of your concerns, please contact the LTO (LTO@nd.edu.au) and we will work with you to find 
appropriate solutions. 
 
In the coming weeks, the LTO will provide further resources on alternative assessments that are conducive 
to online learning for a whole range of assessment types.  
 
What are reasonable alternatives to examinations? 
 
It is important to recognise that any alternative to the invigilated examination must meet professional 
standards, assess learning outcomes and ensure academic integrity. However, recognising the special 
circumstances that students currently find themselves in, they should also ensure accessibility, fairness and 
equity. 
 
The five suggestions below are examples of alternatives to examinations that aim to address all of these 
criteria. However, they cannot exactly replicate the invigilated examination or in-class tests.  
Whatever alternative you implement, it is important that you:  
 

- Seek approval from your Dean (or from whatever person/committee normally oversees assessment 
approval in your School); 

- Ask colleagues to peer review your changes to ensure that content validity is maintained (i.e., that 
you are still assessing the learning outcomes), and that the new format is fair and equitable to all 
students; 

- Read your revised instructions to students to check for clarity (where possible); 
- Advise students about the changes and what is expected in the new assessment. 

 
1. Take home exams in which you set the questions or tasks and ask the students to submit their 

responses online within a set period of time.  As with normal take-home assessments students will have 
access to hard-copy and web-based resources to respond to the set questions. Therefore, the 
assessment questions would move away from focussing on recall and lower-order requirements - which 
can quickly be answered via Google – to higher-order application and synthesis type questions. Take-
home exams should require students to demonstrate how they use information rather than reiterate 
what they have learned.  

 
2. Timed release of examination papers or online assessments which use the *time-release features in 

Blackboard (e.g. tests) or Turnitin (e.g. long answer questions, essays).  For example, you can release the 

mailto:LTO@nd.edu.au


 

2 
 

exam paper via Turnitin at midday with a cut-off for submissions of a Word document by 4pm. To 
enhance academic integrity, you could release different (but equivalent) papers to different groups of 
students at the same time.  You can also advise students that you will run ‘spot checks’ or mini-vivas 
with a sample of the student population. You can add a reflective component asking students to reflect 
on concepts discussed earlier in the semester or ask students to create and upload a video diary 
explaining their reasoning to an exam question and grade this reflection (i.e. demonstrating their 
application of knowledge). 

 
* Note: times on Blackboard and Turnitin are Fremantle time, a crucial detail to be aware of when using 
time-release tests. 

 
3. Online proctored exams are already available in some Schools such as those using the ExamSoft 

application. We are looking to make this available across the entire University and while this could be 
used as a long-term solution it will not provide a solution for all exams this semester. Schools already 
trialling this software will be able to provide invaluable insights into the strengths and weaknesses of 
this software which will inform the LTO’s efforts to provide institution-wide support. 

 
4. Online time-restricted exams using Blackboard quiz is the least-best option in the current 

circumstances. Replacing a three-hour exam with a three or four-hour online test in Blackboard is a 
high-risk alternative if students are required to be online for the entire exam without any Internet 
interruptions, and/or have to share computing resources in their home. Given the current 
circumstances, this option cannot be supported as a summative assessment. However, shorter online 
revision quizzes leading up to a final summative assessment can assist students with time-management 
and staying on task (e.g. weeks 10, 13 and exam week). Furthermore, academic integrity for this type of 
alternative assessment cannot be assured (i.e., there is no way to check that the student has not co-
opted another person to do the assessment for them), 

 
5. Replacing the examination with a different type of assessment. There are a range of additional 

strategies you could adopt: 
 
- Reconsider the weightings of assessments: There is still time in the semester to introduce different 

assessment activities, and therefore to change the length and weighting of the final examination. 
One three-hour exam for example, may be better assessed as a take-home assessment in week 10 
(plus a viva or reflection task).  
 

- Reconsider whether a time-restricted closed book exam is absolutely critical right now: Consider 
whether testing time-pressured professional capabilities must be done this semester. Might the 
invigilated time-restricted assessments that were done last semester be a sufficient test of student 
performance? Or could they be carried out next semester? 
 

- Defer or re-schedule deadlines allowing students more time to complete work, particularly if they 
are ill. Deadlines for the return of assessed work - with feedback - may also need to be reconsidered 
where staff are ill or have been adversely impacted by COVID-19 restrictions.  

- Change the mode of submission: Work that was formerly submitted in hard copy should now be 
submitted electronically through Blackboard. Student videos can also be submitted electronically. 
Some work, such as physical artefacts, may still be problematic. In such cases you could consider 
whether it would be possible for students to video their work, explaining the artefact. Resources are 
available in the LTO webpages that explain how students can upload videos in the assessment 
feature of Blackboard. 
 

- Communicate changes to assessments to students, and consider support requirements: Explain 
why and how assessments have changed, and how these changes will better support student 
learning in these uncertain times. Where the changes require students to produce work in a new 
format – e.g. a video or a viva, provide opportunities for practice. Provide ways for students to ask 
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questions about the assessment, such as a Collaborate/Zoom session specifically devoted to 
assessment advice; or a dedicated online discussion forum for asynchronous communication. It is 
also useful to create your own video explaining the task, including possible pitfalls and uploading 
this to Blackboard. Also, communicate changes to all staff involved in the assessment including 
tutors (and sessionals) and learning support staff.  
 

- Consider an alternative form of assessment (see the section on ‘Assessment in Practice’ on the LTO 
Webpage ‘Resources and support’. 
 

 

Decision Tree for Examination-based Assessments 

The following graphic, which has been distributed by The Australasian Council on Open, Distance and e-

Learning (ACODE), is a useful tool to help you determine the best course of action to take in considering 

alternative assessments: 

 

 

https://www.notredame.edu.au/staff/work/LTO/online-learning/resources

