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We acknowledge with respect the Lekwungen peoples

on whose traditional territory the university stands

and the Songhees, Esquimalt and WSÁNEĆ peoples

whose historical relationships with the land continue

to this day.

As some of us may not physically be in Victoria for this talk, I encourage 
you to visit https://native-land.ca/ to discover more about the traditional 
territories in your area, wherever in the world you may be.
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A sudden shift to online teaching

• Among other concerns, what about assessments?

• No proctored in-person exams…

• …and students have the internet at their fingertips.

• ‘Standard’ measures may not seem fair (e.g. tightly timed exams), 
foolproof or accurate.

• If we want assessments that students engage with honestly…

• What’s the way forward?
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“We need to […] design trauma-

informed curricula that help 

emotionally exhausted and 

wounded students engage with 

complex materials, and abolish 

punitive measures in syllabi that 

limit students’ autonomy to 

prioritize their health.” 

– Leigh Bloch



My story: ECON 180, Summer 2020

• Required course for many engineers

• 100-level, but taken in 2nd to 4th year

• 300 of UVic’s best problem solvers

• Everyone’s stressed and short on time

• Without being unfair, how do I get mark variation?

• How do I get marks correlated with understanding?

• How do I prevent cheating?

• How do I get all this done with limited TA support?
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Why do students cheat?

• Too much work and too little time

• Frustrated & run into roadblocks

• The material is irrelevant

• The material is not engaging

• We can do something about that.

• What inspired my approach was…
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Synchronization in Assassin’s Creed IV: Black Flag

• Fulfil main objective: 80% synchronization
• 1 optional objective: 90% synchronization
• 2 optional objectives: 100% synchronization
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Grading at UVic

• Minimal Command: D
• Adequate Comprehension: C/C+
• Full Engagement: B-/B/B+
• Mastery: A-/A
• Beyond course expectations: A+

Source: Uvic Calendar

(At least) two uses:

• Question design: allow 
students to self-select into low 
effort, high effort groups.

• Grading: ‘Bucket’ grading that 
is less precise, but accurate & 
fast
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The idea in outline

Have regular versions of 
questions with minimal 
frustration. Do these, 
get a ‘full engagement’ 
mark.

01
Have challenge versions of 
questions that are more 
work, BUT designed to be 
personally relevant & ‘fun’. 
Do these, get a ‘mastery’ 
mark.

02
Use accurate but not 
precise ‘bucket’ grading for 
each question. Use 
spreadsheets to streamline 
marking

03
Publish long-form answer 
keys & rubrics. Establish 
‘no cherry picking of 
marks’.
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The regular question: minimize frustration

• Ask yourself: WHAT am I assessing here?

• Better: also write it down on the assignment (for once, students pay attention to learning 
objectives!)

• The ONLY reason a student should get docked is for genuinely failing to meet the learning 
objective.

• Make EVERYTHING that is NOT about that objective as easy as possible:

• Not testing math, and math is needed? Automate the math for them.

• Not testing Excel, and they need to use it? Set up things for them in Excel.

• Possible confusion about what the final answer should look like? Include a solved variation 
of the problem, with the crucial steps hidden.

• If feasible, tell them where to look for help or practice problems for the question (lecture, 
end of chapter problem numbers, etc.)

• Also: consider a Bob Ross ‘Joy of Painting’ style video walkthrough…
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Each assignment had a ‘what I’m looking for’ section….
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• From an ECON 180 student companion spreadsheet.
• Here, I ONLY wanted to make sure they understood the concept of worst/best case scenarios, & could 

choose the appropriate parameters.
• Accurate calculations were beside the point, so I automated them.
• The Challenge version of the same question did NOT get this help… but they could look at the simpler 

version for inspiration if they were stuck.
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From a sample 
answer to a regular 
question, written 
into the assignment 
itself.
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The challenge question(s): fun & relevant

• Pick something that is obviously relevant to student lives.

• I asked them to consider Sam, an engineering student in their discipline 
wanting to know where to (distance-)study and work.

• Initial data-gathering low-stakes assessment  ‘bonding’ with Sam.

• It’s not a textbook problem, it’s YOUR creation.

• Example was carried through the whole term.
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Facilitate creativity

• Personalization  a claim on the
problem.

• Pepperoni pizza: copying homework’s 
not a big deal.

• Using someone else’s toppings… ‘Ew! 
Why’d they pick THAT?!?’

• Allow them to customize a problem 
they want to solve  we’ll see a lot of 
work done.

• (Sometimes, too much!)

“It’s not a problem, it’s my problem.”

17



Project 1 (Data gathering)

18



Project 2
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Project 4 (Last question in the course; summation of all that has gone before.)
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What worked

• Spontaneous feedback from an ECON 180, Summer 
2020 student (shared with permission):

• "yes, they were time consuming – but I think they 
were way better than having to write an exam –
closer to applying and integrating economics into 
our daily lives and how we could integrate it into our 
engineering lives moving forward”.

• Students were excited about their projects.

• Students appreciated the reduction in non-learning-
objective-related frustrations.

• Few complaints about grading. Most seemed to find 
it clear & fair.

• Final marks showed good variation, only slightly 
higher than in a ‘regular’ term.
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What didn’t work

Students doing WAY too much work for 
challenge questions. Important to set limits.

Some very standard textbook-style questions with ‘harmless’ assumptions broke down when 
students tried to use real-world data. Not obvious beforehand. Consider ‘early access’.

Some questions had pointers on where to find help (e.g. [Lecture 11] tags). These should have 
been expanded on. Point them to exact practice problems to ‘grind’.

Students were happy with the grading scheme, EXCEPT for the lack of a clear path to 100%.

More on this in a bit. First, about grading…
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‘Bucket’ grading

Only assign ONE grade per 
UVic grade category. (I used 
0,58,68,78,88,100)

Each question has a maximum 
grade: in ECON 180, 78 for 
regular questions, 88 (or 100) 
for challenge questions.

Student does fine? Gets the 
maximum grade for the 
question. Otherwise: drop a 
grade category (or more).

Hard for TA to tell a 78 from a 
75, but telling a 78 (full 
engagement) from a 68 
(acceptable) is much easier.

23



Trading off precision for 
accuracy - & over the course 
of many questions, can still 
get a lot of mark variation.

Image: Avijit Hazra
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The Path to 100%

• At first, 100% was going to be reserved for exceptional work.

• Students would earn either 78 or 88 on questions, & a 15% m.c.
repeatable quiz component could bump them up a grade category.

• Students REALLY wanted a path to 100%.

• Solution: Show me you know the material well enough to teach it.

• Complete the Challenge question with absolutely no errors, & write the 
answer like an answer key, with no steps missing & every step explained.

• Students found this reasonable, fair, AND too much work. No 
complaints, but almost no takers, either.
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The TA Spreadsheet

SAME ‘FRUSTRATION-FREE’ 
APPROACH APPLIES TO TAS.

MY VIEW: TASHIPS AREN’T 
JUST JOBS – THEY’RE PART 

OF THE PROFESSIONAL 
PIPELINE FOR ACADEMIA.

MAKE EVERYTHING NOT 
INVOLVED WITH GRADING 

AS EASY AS POSSIBLE:

CREATE TEMPLATES, 
AUTOMATE CALCULATIONS, 
COLOUR-CODE FOR INPUTS, 

COMMENTS, ETC.

SPREADSHEET: CAN BE 
COPY-PASTED INTO 

COMMENT FIELD ON LMS.

Additional benefits:
• Can store & copy-paste common comments, leading to more feedback in less time.
• Students appreciate the detailed breakdown of their marks.

My request to TAs: “Always include a comment that is kind, and that 
is true.” – Very popular with both TAs & students!
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Publish a long-form rubric/answer key

• Helps cut down on frustration (& complaints)

• Helps with learning

• Means that most re-mark requests will be for genuine errors, plus:

• ‘No cherry picking’ rule: If a student asks for a re-mark, they need to 
point out exactly where they think the errors are, but I’ll re-mark the 
entire assignment, exactly as written, in strict fairness, correcting ALL 
errors in marking, +ve AND –ve. Student marks may go up OR down.

• Rule adopted from Robert Gateman @ UBC.

• I also point out that in my course, with no target class average, the ‘lazy’ 
error for the TA is to give too many marks…
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“In an age of 
performative cruelty, 

kindness is punk as f---. 
Be punk as f---.” 

–D. Abraham
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