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Chapter in brief 
Assessment design is an integral part of learning design. This work came to life due to the demand
for alternative ways of assessing students highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter
presents a summary of ten principles for alternative assessment in higher education. The chapter is
divided into four sections. In this first section, I locate myself and describe the context of the
chapter. In the second section, I provide a brief background of why this chapter is needed. In the third
section, I describe the theoretical frameworks that inspired my work. The last section contains a
description of each of the principles. Within the description, there are concrete examples and
resources that will help readers in the process of rethinking their assessment design. This chapter is
significant to higher education educators as well as educational developers.

Introduction
In 2020, the move to remote learning imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic reminded educators that we need to explore
other options when it comes to assessing students’ learning. Exams are not equitable as they carry the notion that all
students have the same opportunities for success (Singer-Freeman & Robinson, 2020). Additionally, the pandemic
showed educators that it is possible for students to demonstrate their learning in more meaningful, engaging and
equitable ways.

The pandemic induced many changes. On the surface, educators saw concerns about assessment proctoring and
academic integrity. On a deeper level, educators noticed changes related to flexibility, timing and equity. The uncertainty
of the geographical location and home duties of the students implied that assessments needed to be more flexible;
which in turn implied that instructors needed to consider that students should be able to take the exam at a time that
worked for them.
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Instructors also had discussions about students’ learning and constructive alignment. Those changes paved the way
for deeper changes or a paradigm shift. There was now an opportunity to think about assessment differently and to
discuss how to reconceptualise or redefine assessment. Questions arose: What would higher education look like
without exams? What could educators do better, and how could we do it?

This chapter presents a summary of ten principles for alternative assessment in higher education. Work on the
principles was inspired by my own personal teaching and educational development experience and designed around
evidence-based approaches. The chapter is divided into four sections. In this first section, I locate myself and describe
the context of the chapter. In the second section, I provide a brief background of why this chapter is needed. In the third
section, I describe the theoretical frameworks that inspired my work. The last section contains a description of each of
the principles. I end the chapter with a summary of the goal of the chapter.

Locating myself and my interests
As I reflect on my view of the world, the word “journey” comes to mind – a journey across an educational divide and a
journey across multiple identities. I grew up in a working-class family in Lebanon. Inside me, I hold both a working-class
and an academic mindset, the latter of which was acquired later in life. I started my career working in the K-12 system
and now I work in higher education. I am also a woman who is considered a visible minority in Canada. English is my
third language. All my life experiences define the way I view and experience assessment.

In my academic career working in universities in Canada, I have worn many hats. In the last 13 years, I have been a
teacher, an instructional designer, an educational developer and an assistant professor. In the last two years, as an
academic developer, I have worked with instructors from several disciplines to create more meaningful assessment
plans for their courses. I have encountered many instructors who are looking for new ways to assess students and
many of my discussions with them have revolved around allowing students to demonstrate their learning. The idea to
provide instructors with information about how they can assess their students differently brought this chapter to life.

Locating the assessment and student contexts
It is also important to describe the assessment context in which this chapter originated. With the pandemic preventing
institutions from conducting face-to-face exams, instructors were searching for alternative ways of assessing students.
It is important to note that in this particular assessment context, the use of proctoring software was discouraged and
limited; instructors were instead encouraged to find an alternative means of assessment that did not add stress to the
students and supported academic integrity.

The instructors I worked with taught a diverse body of students. The diversity of the student body is too large to
describe in one paragraph, but I have tried to include some of the characteristics. Students belonged to different
demographic groups, consisting of undergraduate and graduate students, international and domestic, in Canada and
abroad, native English speakers and English language learners, neurodiverse and neurotypical, and traditional and non-
traditional students. Students also belonged to different socio-cultural backgrounds and different learning
exceptionalities. The diversity of students impacted the choice of assessment, as the students did not have the same
access to technology and/or other resources.

The changes incurred by the pandemic allowed for conversations on reframed academic rigour, the cultural relevance of
assessment, assessment bias and equity in assessment, among other topics. I recall chatting with educators about
assessment in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) and whether bias exists in these settings.
The pandemic also brought forth discussions about the mental stresses that equity-minded educators undergo and the
need to have these conversations in a community where they feel they are not alone. The pandemic allowed these
important conversations that educators were not having before to surface. Undoubtedly, these conversations will
change the face of assessment in higher education in years to come.
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Traditional exam-based model: Why change is needed
Conventionally, a uniform timed exam for students has been considered the objective way of measuring learning.
Higher education leadership and instructors have used exams to obtain an objective assessment of students’ learning
Although concerns have been raised about inequities in assessment (Montenegro & Jankowski, 2017), exams are still
the primary mode of assessment. Curtis and Anderson (2021) summarised the state of assessment, noting that
“assessment in the classroom is one of the most highly guarded and protected aspects of higher education and one of
the last holdouts of sole faculty ownership” (p. 56). Traditional assessment favours one type of knowledge, one way of
demonstrating that knowledge, and one type of language. It is time and location-specific.

Studies have highlighted several concerns related to traditional forms of assessment. The first concern is that exams
are not as objective as they claim to be. Orr (2007) and Sadler (2009) questioned the objectivity of exams. Struyven et
al. (2005) found that exams encouraged surface rather than deep learning; while Kellaghan and Greaney (2019) found
exams failed to measure the various skills included in the curriculum, which was also corroborated by Bloxham (2007).

A second concern with exams is that it marginalises students for several reasons. Kellaghan and Greaney (2019) found
that exams marginalised indigenous students and students from poor socio-economic backgrounds. Hartley et al.
(2007) found that exams presented gender bias and Burke and Jackson (2007) found that the traditionally recognised
structure of a good essay was deeply gendered. Similarly, Hounsell (2007) found that exams marginalised diverse
students

Despite the many examples that I provide in this chapter, alternative assessment remains at the periphery of traditional
assessment practices, which continue to occupy the central location. The dominant approach of a single, one-way
transmission of knowledge (traditionally from instructor to student) enforces peripheries. Traditional assessment
rewards one type of knowledge and views all students as the same, without careful consideration of the following kinds
of factors that put them at a disadvantage.

Schedules.
Racism.
Digital divide.
Dominant culture versus diversity (e.g. minoritised students, international students, non-traditional students).
Mental health and physical well-being.
Social connectedness, sense of belonging and motivation.

These are only a few examples of factors that put students at the periphery of traditional assessment, which considers
all students to have the same chance of success in one-size-fits-all exams.

An alternative assessment framework: Overarching theoretical
approach
I explored several theoretical frameworks for alternative assessment. No single, overarching framework covers all the
aspects I wish to address. I have therefore used multiple frameworks as a basis for articulating my 10 principles.

The most relevant theoretical framework I have drawn on in developing my 10 principles is Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) (CAST, 2018). Like UDL, my work is rooted in a social justice framework and I aim to address the
dynamics of oppression and privilege in my design. I draw upon theories of multiculturalism, critical pedagogy and anti-
oppressive education as social justice frameworks. The principles are also inspired by a feminist approach to education
(Noddings, 1984).

I propose a framework for alternative assessment that takes students who are at the periphery into consideration and
helps educators design for the success of all students, thus not leaving any student at the periphery. This approach
allows instructors to minimise gaps and create a welcoming space to connect all students. I invite instructors to
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consider the following 10 principles and their applications in the design of alternative assessments. These 10 principles
are practice- and evidence-based; incorporate the ideals of equity, diversity, and inclusion; and include elements of
innovation in teaching and learning. In addition, the principles are a result of advancements in technology and the
possibilities of online education, as well as a recognition of the importance of engaging students. In the next section, I
present each of the principles, give a few theoretical and practical examples, and offer recommendations for those who
do assessment design.

Ten principles of alternative assessment
Figure 1 presents a graphic visualisation of the 10 principles of alternative assessment. Alternative assessment takes
multiple forms and is authentic, equitable, flexible, renewable, interdisciplinary, co-created, continuous, culturally
responsive and engaging. Each of these 10 principles is explained in detail below. 

Figure 1

Ten principles of alternative assessment 

Principle 1: Alternative assessment uses a variety of forms and mediums
You can check for students’ understanding in a variety of ways apart from the traditional exam or essay. Technology,
social media and multimedia have opened doors to a myriad of ways that students can demonstrate their learning.
Similarly, projects have taken on a whole new dimension where community focus and service learning are woven into
the design. Have you been thinking about removing the exam from your course? Depending on your learning objectives,
you could ask your students to interview a classmate or expert, create a blog to reflect on their learning or record a
tutorial.

438



If you are unsure of the appropriate medium to use to assess students, a first suggestion is to give them a list of
assessment mediums that they can choose from (Garside et al., 2009; Mogey et al., 2019; O’Neill, 2011, 2017). A
second suggestion is to ask the students what assessment would help their learning. Alternatively, you could combine
those options, giving students a range of choices and allowing them to suggest one that works for them. For 35
alternatives to traditional assessment, consult A Guide to Alternative Assessments (Elkhoury, 2020).

Principle 2: Alternative assessment is authentic
Authentic assessment replicates real-life situations. These situations include examples learners might encounter in
their current life (Frey et al., 2012) or situations that might come up in their future jobs (Gulikers et al., 2004). In addition,
authentic assessment is designed to allow students to use the skills needed in professional life situations (Mueller,
2005). Authentic assessment also includes activities that are meaningful to the students (Mueller, 2005). Based on
these characteristics, the goal of authentic assessment is to prepare students for real life and in our fast-changing
world part of that goal is to prepare them for a changing world.

When moving to the design of authentic assessments, consider using real, contemporary examples. In your quest for
contemporary topics of interest, refer to Google Trends or trends pages on social media platforms (e.g. Twitter). This
information will allow you to gauge contemporary events and interests. To give students more autonomy, an approach
is to guide them to choose a topic of interest and use assessment to explore that topic. It is a great way to motivate
learners by allowing them to bring their selves, life circumstances and values to the classroom (Wlodkowski & Ginsberg,
2017).

One way to design authentic assessments is to use an experiential learning assessment. For instance, you could allow
the students to find a community partner. Are you teaching your students to code? You could ask them to find a
community partner such as a library or museum that would benefit from coding a program that would address their
needs. The best approach to design is to ask yourself what evidence would allow you to know that the intended learning
has occurred and design around that expectation (Bull, 2015).

The University of Tennessee, Knoxville (n.d.) has more information on different types of experiential learning. If you wish
to learn more about authentic assessment, I recommend exploring Ashford-Rowe et al.’s (2014) eight critical questions
as a baseline to evaluate what constitutes authenticity within assessment activities. Finally, Mueller (2018) has also
created a helpful framework for designing authentic assessment.

Principle 3: Alternative assessment is equitable
Designing alternative assessment that is equitable is a journey. The conversation on equity and assessment has
expanded since I started this work and one thing I am sure of is that there is much still to be done. In this section, I
describe my work designing a massive open online course on equity in assessment design.

Equity in assessment is a broad concept that implies designing assessments that allow every student the opportunity
to succeed. Work on equity starts with oneself. It is important to examine positionality and bias in the design process.
In addition, through assessment, you can help students build a community and have a sense of belonging. Another
approach to equity in assessment is to provide equitable feedback, such as by building feedback literacy in your class
early on. Students come from different feedback cultures and respond differently to cultural feedback. You can try to
ensure that your feedback is free of cultural references and ambiguous English.

You can read more about equity in assessment in Montenegro and Jankowski’s (2020) report, A New Decade for
Assessment: Embedding Equity Into Assessment Praxis.

Principle 4: Alternative assessment is flexible
Flexibility can take many forms at different levels. Flexibility in assessment recognises that students have a wide range
of inflexible responsibilities, both academic and personal, and many professionals consequently provide alternatives to
them. Rumsey (1994) explained that flexible assessment practices “can accommodate the scope of knowledge and
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skills encompassed by the assessment criteria, the variations in context in which assessment may be conducted, and
the range of needs and personal situations of potential candidates” (p. 20). Wood and Smith (1999) distinguished nine
methods that allow instructors to be flexible in assessment: flexibility in components, style, tools, feedback, grouping,
weighting, content and marking. Collis and Moonen (2011) suggest that flexibility consists of offering different options
for the “how, what, where, when, and with whom” (p. 15) students partake in learning.

Giving assessment choice to students has been explored in various studies. Adams et al. (2017) found that giving
students choice in their assessment increased their motivation and supported inclusion. Other studies found that
choice of assessment has great potential to support equity of assessment in diverse student cohorts (Garside et al.,
2009; Mogey et al., 2019; O’Neill, 2017). Most recently, O’Neill and Padden (2021) found that giving students choice in
their assessment increased engagement and empowerment. In addition, students favoured a wider range of
assessment than teachers perceived (Morris et al., 2019). Educators have multiple approaches to flexibility in
assessment. Mealy (2018; 2019) show how they applied flexibility in assessment over two consecutive years. In 2018,
Mealy asked students to decide on what type of assessment they wanted in the first week of the course. In 2019 and
following students’ feedback, Mealy adjusted the approach and students could make decisions on a week-by-week
basis. Leung and Kier (2017) gave students three grading schemes to choose from, whereas Pretorius et al. (2017)
used a combination of allowing students to make decisions and providing them with choices. Smith (2021) redesigned
his course with no deadlines during the pandemic to allow students to manage workload.

If you wish to know more, you can consult Ryerson University’s (n.d.) Flexible Learning Resource; Teesside University’s
(n.d.) blog post, “Flexible assessment for a hybrid model”, which offers best practices for flexible assessment; and
“Flexibility in Assessment” in de Bie and Brown’s (2017) Forward with Flexibility. Additional practical examples of how to
use choice in assessment can be found in UCD Teaching and Learning’s (2010) A Practitioner’s Guide to Choice of
Assessment Methods Within a Module.

Principle 5: Alternative assessment is renewable
In a panel I organised for students to give their insights about the alternative assessment they experienced during the
pandemic, one of the students indicated that the most meaningful assessment they had experienced was creating a
Wikipedia page for the course. When asked why, the student indicated that they felt that the assessment was not
forgotten after the submission, and they could build on it throughout the semester. They also felt that the assessment
was not written only for the instructor’s eyes. Most importantly, the student said that they could go back to the
assessment while taking other courses and make modifications. The student was happy that what they had written
could reach a wide audience.

This example demonstrates the idea behind renewable assessments. First, students are no longer consumers of
knowledge; they are also producers of knowledge. Examples of renewable assessment include creating a website,
tutorial or even an open textbook with your students. You can see multiple examples of how instructors have created
renewable assessments in Bruff’s (2013) blog entry on students as producers and in Wallis’s (n.d.) “Renewable
assignments” chapter in Structured Renewable Assignments.

Principle 6: Alternative assessment is interdisciplinary
Interdisciplinary learning is defined as a process by which “learners integrate information, data, techniques, tools,
perspectives, concepts, and/or theories from two or more disciplines to craft products, explain phenomena, or solve
problems, in ways that would have been unlikely through single-disciplinary means” (Mansilla & Learning, 2017, p. 289).
Interdisciplinary assessment allows students to make connections between the different pieces they are learning about.
Interdisciplinary assessment helps prepare students for the 21st century (Klein, 2018) and allows them to develop a
global view. Ringby and Duus’s (2017) article about using an innovation camp in health education is a good example of
interdisciplinarity.
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Principle 7: Alternative assessment is co-created
Partnership is an important aspect of alternative assessment. Partnership in this context is twofold, including
partnership with and among students. Pedagogical partnership is “a collaborative, reciprocal process [whereby] … all
participants have the opportunity to contribute equally, although not necessarily in the same ways, to curricular or
pedagogical conceptualization, decision making, implementation, investigation, or analysis” (Cook-Sather et al., 2014,
pp. 6–7). In brief, students’ partnership in assessment implies that students involved in assessment must be a part of
the entire process. It also implies that students cannot simply be recipients of assessments, they must be central to the
practices in the classroom.

Researchers who have explored the concept of students as partners, such as Cook-Sather et al. (2014), provide a
wealth of information on the benefits of this approach for both the educator and the students. Hinchcliffe et al. (2021)
published a student partnership in assessment guide, in which you can find practical examples. Student Partnerships in
Quality Scotland (Sparqs, n.d.) has a participation matrix in its staircase exercise that will help you reflect on the role of
students.

Partnership among students is also an important aspect of alternative assessment and allows educators to build a
pragmatic sense of community in which students get to know and appreciate one another. This partnership can support
students during difficult moments and build connections beyond the assessment.

I have collected a list of examples of what you can do to involve your students as partners in your assessment. One
option is a class-constructed assessment rubric, in which you can include your students in the construction of the
rubric. This practice will help you gain an understanding of the different interpretations that students have of the criteria
and the descriptors. It also empowers students to feel that their voices are being heard. You can always start by
reviewing an existing rubric with your students instead of creating one from scratch.

Another idea is to use partnership in questions; for example, you could ask your students to provide assessment
questions. Students can use these questions for practice and you can choose some of them to include in the
assessment. If you are asking students to do presentations, you can ask them to provide assessment questions after
their presentation. These questions could be circulated to students to practice, and be used in the assessment.
PeerWise Publications (n.d.) provides a number of examples of co-created assessments on its website.

Decide together with students on the grading scheme, medium of assessment, deadline and the content of the
assessment (a topic students are interested in). When giving feedback on assessments, involve students as partners.
This involvement requires getting feedback from students on your assessment. You can also seek feedback on the
syllabus. For example, provide a shared document link to the syllabus and ask students to provide comments. Another
way to co-create assessment with students is to seek anonymous feedback from them on the assessment. A good
practice is to curate the information you receive from the feedback, share it with your students and let them know what
actions you will take.

Principle 8: Alternative assessment is continuous
According to Hernández (2012), continuous assessment holds a formative function for feedback and summative
assessment for grades. In addition, there are no additional tasks for a final exam – the assessment and the course
tasks are the same. Continuous assessment strengthens the feedback function, as it allows time for students to
incorporate feedback before the next assessment and avoid last-minute cramming that happens usually before a final
exam (Trotter, 2006).

Continuous assessment reminds me of a discussion I was having with an instructor who was worried that the students
were skipping a whole assignment that was worth 20% of the final grade. The assessment required them to learn a skill
that was used only for this assessment. As a result, students who were not invested in learning that skill skipped the
whole assessment. During my conversations with the instructor, we both realised that it was a standalone assessment;
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skipping it did not impact the class. To avoid this situation, you can use continuous or embedded assessment where
students need to use the knowledge learned in the assessment to continue learning throughout the course.

For more information on continuous assessment, check out Bjælde et al.’s (2017) article on continuous assessment in
higher education in Denmark. Coimbra Group (2018) also has an informative White Paper chronicling current trends in
assessment in Europe.

Principle 9: Alternative assessment is culturally responsive
Culturally responsive pedagogy acknowledges the significance of culture on student learning (Ladson-Billings, 1994).
As Strange and Banning (2015) state, student cultures “can play an important role, for good or otherwise, in introducing
students to and maintaining their engagement in the learning process” (p. 53). Culturally responsive assessment also
creates opportunities for students to experience deep learning by honouring their prior knowledge and experiences.
Adjacent and complementary to culturally responsive assessment are culturally sensitive assessment and culturally
safe assessment.

Many significant studies have been conducted on cultural responsiveness in assessment, of which I would like to
mention a few to ground this discussion. First, it is important to understand the cultural disconnect and the fallacies
related to culture and assessment. To learn more about this topic, you can explore Estrin and Nelson-Barber (1995),
who outlined three aspects of cultural disconnect in assessment: (1) over-reliance on Eurocentric context and content
within assessment instruments; (2) tension between individual versus collaborative strategies for assessment task
completion, and (3) fixed versus flexible pacing and timelines for assessment completion. Sedlacek (1994) has
identified five fallacies related to culture and assessment, stressing that most measures have not been designed with
non-traditional or underserved populations in mind.

Alternative assessment is also culturally relevant. The student body is becoming increasingly culturally, linguistically
and ethnically diverse. Our students’ diversity influences the way they perceive information and make sense of it. Work
on creating culturally responsive assessment is a journey of reflection and action.

Creating culturally responsive assessment starts with knowing your student population. Who is enrolling in your
programmes? Where do your students come from? Departments usually have this information. Equally important is
the evaluation of your current assessment practices and choosing appropriate assessment tools or approaches
that offer the greatest chance for various types of students to demonstrate their learning. Assessment results
should benefit students from all backgrounds and advance the collective interest in student success.
Language also plays an important role. Make sure that you are using language that is appropriate for all students
when developing learning outcomes, acknowledging students’ differences in the planning phases of an
assessment, and developing or using assessment tools that are appropriate for different students.
Students must see themselves within the field and believe in their ability to achieve in order to form an attachment
to the course content. Sharing research findings conducted only on white populations, for example, marginalises
some students. Give all students a voice and appreciate their input and experiences.
Make sure your feedback is culturally responsive and consider collaboration with local communities to expand your
reach.

Principle 10: Alternative assessment is engaging
There are many recommendations about the importance of making your lessons engaging for all students. Engagement
can take many forms, such as creating fun, collaborative learning and interactions with peers, educators and the
community. Part of making your lessons engaging includes designing engaging assessment. Given that other aspects
of engagement, such as collaboration, interaction and community, have been covered in previous subsections, I focus
here on engaging, fun and creative assessment.

A scan of the literature shows that many instructors have used creative assessments to engage and motivate their
students. Of the many examples, I describe using social media and gamification to engage learners. Content in social
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media takes multiple forms: short videos, a limited number of characters, longer posts, visual posts or strictly
professional posts. You can engage learners with social media content or social media–like content, meaning that
learners can create the content but not necessarily post it online. One example I particularly like is asking students to
create a meme about the course content. I then take two minutes to go over the memes at the beginning of the next
class. This technique serves to engage students in a fun way while also reviewing the content.

Gamification in assessment uses elements of games in the assessment design. Gamification is known to decrease test
anxiety (Pitoyo, 2019) and increase learners’ motivation and engagement (Menezes & Bortoli, 2016). Approaches to
gamification in assessment are varied, such as choose-your-own-adventure, badges, unique reward systems and
checkpoints. Elements of gamification can be seen in everyday life, such as progress bars, the galaxy achievement
system in Khan Academy and trophies in Snapchat.

In this subsection, I highlight the choose-your-own-adventure approach to gamified assessment. This concept debuted
in the 1970s and became popular in the 1980s. Lately, it has been popularised in Netflix’s newest Black Mirror film,
Bandersnatch (Sims, 2018). The interactive nonlinear approach has been used in books, tutorials, quizzes,
presentations and orientations. For example, the choose-your-own-adventure approach has been used in education for
medicine and pharmacy (Scott et al., 2021), anesthesia (Buhl et al., 2021), podiatry (Wilson-Stewart, 2017), engineering
(Edington et al., 2020), and theology (Duperon, 2017).

For more concrete examples of how to design choose-your-own-adventure assessments, I recommend Stachowiak’s
(2015a; 2015b) two-part blog post on her personal experiences. Tucker (2020) also has an engaging blog post on
designing a choose-your-path learning adventure.

Conclusion
The goals of this chapter were threefold. First, I wanted to raise awareness about alternative assessment and stimulate
conversation about its characteristics and potential for increased student learning. To that end, I have presented the 10
principles of alternative assessment as a practical blueprint. Second, I have grounded the 10 principles in research and
praxis. They are based on common standards used by educators and designers, and I have given examples to help
educators apply them.

The principles are a work in progress. Most importantly, the principles are stronger when they are contextualised. I
expect them to evolve when instructors apply them in their contexts. I call on instructors to explore the strengths and
weaknesses of these principles and to share them with the community. I also encourage instructors to seek feedback
from students and to reflect on them. Finally, we need to acknowledge the central role that institutional support and
institutional resources play in encouraging instructors to explore alternative assessment.

Now it is time to continue the conversation about alternative assessment to meet the third goal: raising awareness of
the peripheries that sit at the border of traditional assessment and that disadvantage some students. For this goal, each
of us has a part to play.
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