
 

 

 

Evaluation Report: ExamOnline trial 
School of Biology 

 

Student evaluation survey 

The student evaluation survey was divided two parts: 

 A first part comprising evaluation of the venue, computer equipment, interaction 
with software interface and overall experience of the online exam. 

 A second part, to be completed by students after receiving feedback, in which 
students evaluated the process of accessing marker’s feedback via ExamOnline 
as well as the timeliness of the process.  

 

A total number of 21 students (out of 21) completed the first part. The total number of 
students who completed the second part of the survey was…  

 

First part: software and logistics 

 

It is significant the fact that 4 of the 21 sampled students disclosed needing adjustments 
to undertake their academic work/exam. However, a cross-tabulation analysis undertaken 
for the four students shows that they found easy and convenient to use a School´s 
computer (it is assumed that, if needed, adjustments for the online test took place) and 
only one the students requiring adjustment agreed to have preferred to use their own 
computer. The cross-tabulation analysis also evidences that the students needing special 
adjustment were able to cope well with the online exam experience and agreed that the 
overall experience was positive.  

 

Because the survey did not record the type of disability/adjustment reported by the 
students and how the disability may affect students’ spelling and typing, it is not possible 
to infer conclusions on how the software would support different types of disabilities. 
Although ExamOnline does not currently support a spell checker function, during the trial 
students were able to use the spell checker add-on of the browser. However, dyslexic 
students undertaking online exams in which no spell checker is supported may be marked 
down for poor spelling if anonymous marking is implemented.  

 

Survey results indicate that, in terms of venue and logistics, students found the computer 
lab and distance between computers inadequate to minimize the typing noise (61% of the 
students agreed that the distance was inadequate, 14% neither agree nor disagree and 
only 23% students agreed that the distance between computers was adequate). Typing 
noise from nearby computers was reported as distracting by 57% of the students, while 
only 38% of the students agreed not being distracted by the sound of typing. For large 



groups of students it is recommended asking students to bring ear plugs to minimize the 
typing noise. 

 

The most reported issue concerning the venue was that students were able to see the 
peer’s answers on screens located in front of them. Since the trial exam used the 
“Essay/Extended answer” question, the likelihood of students being able to cheat or 
plagiarize the exam was minimal and it would have been easily spotted by the marker. 
Room dimensions and proximity of computer screens should be taking into consideration 
when planning exams on a large scale, in particular for most of the short question types 
supported by ExamOnline (MCQ, short answer, multiple selection, gap fill, matching, 
ranking, etc.). Even using the “Essay/Extended answer” question, students may receive a 
visual clue of what they are expecting to write by reading peers’ answers on screen. As a 
matter of fact, one of the students raised in the additional comments that he/she  “was 
able to see how much other people had written and how they had structured their 
essays”. Students may also find distressful to see if their peers are ahead of them typing 
the easy.   

 

With regards to the interaction with the software interface, students reported finding 
ExamOnline easy to use and navigate (90% of students), with only two students having a 
neutral opinion (neither agree nor disagree) on software interface. Because students in 
the sample were mostly younger than 22 (90% of the total) and, therefore, the expectation 
is that students become computer literate as part of their general education background, 
86% agreed that they are faster typing than hand-writing, and several students providing 
additional comments that they found easier and faster to type the exam instead of hand-
writing it.  

 

One of the survey’s questions was aimed at identifying if online exams modify the time 
allocation pattern according to which students spend their exam time. 57.1% of the 
students agreed that they spent a lot of more time modifying the text than they would 
have done in a handwritten exam. Because students belonged to the same age group 
and course cohort, further trials involving mixed aged groups, national and international 
students, as well as different disciplines (e.g. humanities) are required to identify how 
ExamOnline may alter the way in which students spend their exam time and how the new 
time allocation may influence their analytical and academic writing skills. 81% of the 
students were already familiar with online exam applications (mainly online MCQ) so it 
would be insightful to repeat the trial experience with a group of students and a discipline 
in which learners are new to online examination (e.g. Humanities).  

 

The inclusion of a spell checker function raised mixed feelings among students: 23.9% 
had no opinion, while only 52% would have preferred if the software had a spell checker 
function. Although students were able to use the spell checker add-on of the browser, 
further trials with different groups of students (including dyslexic students) are required 
before deciding if a spell checker should be consider a “must-have” feature of the 
software assessment criteria or not. 

 

The software trial included attaching external files (i.e. a scanned diagram) via the 
ExamOnline interface. Only two students of the total indicated that it was not easy to 
attach the diagrams using the software interface. This feature should be tested more 
thoroughly in order to assess additional workflows such as: 

 How ExamOnline can handle more than one attachment per student 

 Additional admin tasks involved in the management of those attachments 



 How markers can access to more than one attachment as part of the marking 
workflow. 

 

With the limitations and constraints explained in previous paragraph, students’ perception 
of the online exam experience was positive as agreed by 87% of the students and with 
only two students showing no opinion on the matter. 90% of the students would like to use 
ExamOnline in future, in opposition to only two students who did not want to use it in 
future. The two students based their choice on personal circumstances and attitudes: 

  “I strongly believe that the default exam process with the good old paper and pen 
is a more fair procedure. All students should be obliged to write fast enough, not 
to type fast enough” 

 “I am much faster in writing exams” 

and  the exam logistics (computers too close, one of the student would have preferred to 
bring their own equipment). However, both students agreed that the software was easy to 
use and navigate, and that they found easy to attach diagrams. 

 

Software evaluation 

The functionalities assessed fall into the following categories: 

1. Grammar 

2. Permissions and roles  

3. Authoring and managing question banks 

4. Moderation and marking workflow 

5. Access to external verifiers 

 

1) Grammar 

In November 2016, ExamOnline does not support a spell checker function and the 
roadmap for this development is decided by the University of Dundee, one the main users 
of the software. Some academics at Dundee have said they would like this as a feature, 
but it has not (as yet) risen to the top of their priorities. It would definitely have to be an 
option (rather than universally available in all tests), because consider that the software 
should not be correcting examination responses at all.  

 

The company is currently considering two approaches: 

 Correct as you type (like in Microsoft Word): While this is the “modern” approach, 
it has the disadvantage of being potentially distracting, and more importantly if 
doing the spell checking via the server of putting a lot of extra load on the network 
and the server. 

 Run the spell checker only when the candidate clicks on a spell checking button. 
This is the preferred option, as it would not be distracting for those students who 
do not wish to enable the function yet can support students requiring special 
adjustments such as disabled students. 

There are also two possible technical implementations that may also have an impact 
depending on whether the hosting is done by the University or the software provider: 

 Spell checking is carried out on the client (i.e. in the web browser). To support this, 
a copy of the dictionaries would need to be downloaded along with the test at the 
beginning. These are quite big files, typically around 1Meg each, and on the 



server. This approach (downloading the dictionaries) has the advantage that spell 
checking will continue to be available even if the network is down for a period of 
time during the test. 

 The client (i.e. web browser) contacts the server when it needs to run a spell 
check. This has the advantage that the client does not need to download the 
dictionaries (they remain on the client), but does mean the network must be 
functioning for spell checking to work. In those cases where the network is down, 
the spell checking would not be available with this model. 

 

2) Permissions and roles 

 ExamOnline supports the following types of roles and permissions: 

 

 Candidate: Students taking part in the exam, they can only reply to the questions 
once the exam is delivered.  

 Administrator: They can author questions, create new question banks and manage 
the question banks, deliver an exam and mark 

 Marker: They can only mark 

 System administration:  They have full access to the settings and configuration 
options of the system 

 

In addition to roles, ExamOnline supports a limited organisational hierarchy in which each 
account has three different hierarchical levels: 

 Organisation (e.g. The University of Edinburgh) 

 Department (e.g. Biological Sciences, History, etc.) 

 Group (e.g. Institute for Academic Development) 
 

Because the software trial was hosted by the vendor, no staff members of the LTW-EDE 
will granted full system administration options so it is not possible to evaluate the workflow 
and administration tasks involve in the creation of bulk users accounts (including students 
accounts and the enrolment of users into groups. 

 

3) Authoring and managing question banks 

 

Administrators within the same group have full access to each other’s questions and 
tests, and so can collaborate on question and test writing. The workflow for creating new 
questions, adding questions to the question bank and authoring a test is simple and 
straightforward, as in similar software products such as Speedwell or QMP.  

 

 



 

 

Within the same hierarchical group, questions can be grouped into folders and question 
banks: 

 

A folder can contain more than one question bank and it is possible to create subfolders 
within a folder. By using a combination of folders, subfolders and question banks, it is 
possible to define academic taxonomies to simplify the process of administering the 
question bank/s used by particular courses or programmes. The authoring interface of 
ExamOnline uses a “search” function that allows author to identify questions relating to a 
particular subject or academic discipline by looking at the question metadata. There is not 
an option so that the same question is shared by different question banks. However, 
using the search function and the information provided in the question’s metadata, it is 
easy to identify if a similar question has been already authored and made a copy of the 
question to the new question bank.  



 

It is not possible to restrict the access to particular folder/s or question bank/s to a 
particular set of administrators. This role should be assigned with caution as both 
academic and support staff will have to share the same role within a hierarchical group. 

 

ExamOnline supports two different workflows for authoring and managing tests. It would 
be up to the University or school to select the workflow model: 

 

 Autonomous workflow model: Academics within a group author, administer and 
deliver (schedule) “their” tests themselves. This workflow is suitable for small scale 
projects and groups. 

 Centralised workflow model: One or more centrally based system administrators 
who are responsible for creating and administering all the tests across all 
departments. This approach would be more suitable if the ExamOnline is adopted 
across School as an exam online management software. 
 

ExamOnline does not support separate processes for adding questions to a test and 
moderating the test before is made live via the “Delivery” menu. Moderation of exam 
questions have to be undertaken very much ad hoc and agreed between the different 
administrators who form part of the same group. For large institutional groups, during the 
exam peak period in which different online exams are scheduled during the same time 
period and for different programmes,   

 

System administrators can access all test/questions/etc. for the organisation. 

 

4) Moderation and marking workflow 

 

ExamOnline does not support double marking (blind marking or not) or moderation 
workflow at the moment. Tests can be double marked but markers will see each other 
comments and the marking interface shows who awarded the marks/comments and 
when. For large scale exams (e.g. School of Life Sciences in Dundee with 150 markers), 
ExamOnline does support any way of  recording changes made during moderation other 
than as a marking comment. Likewise, there is no of preserving the initial grade awarded 
if it has been changed by moderation (other than by remembering to include that in the 
moderator comment).  

 

The vendor is currently working in collaboration with the University of Dundee (one of the 
main users) in order to implement a moderation workflow by the end of the academic year 
2016-2017. 

 

The design of the moderation workflow comprise four different scenarios: 

 Scenario 1: One marker plus a moderator only. The moderator determines the 
final mark and all answers/marking are moderated. 

 Scenario 2: One marker plus a moderator only. The moderator determines the 
final mark; only a sample of candidate answers are moderated 

 Scenario 3: Two markers and a moderator. All candidate answers are second 
marked and moderated. 



 Scenario 4: Two markers and a moderator. Only a sample of candidate answers 
are marked and moderated. 

 

The vendor provided the workflows for the four scenarios which are currently being 
discussed with the University of Dundee (see figures 1 to 4).  

 

Each of the models requires a system administrator allocating markers/moderators to 
tests. This has the disadvantage that, If not automatic or bulk operations are supported, 
allocating large sets of markers to different tests can be time consuming. The role of 
administrator cannot create new accounts or assign markers to groups. 

 

On the other hand, the manual allocation of markers to tests present the following 
advantages: 

 It provides administrators with fine grained control over which markers can access 
and mark which tests, and in what role (i.e. marker, second marker, moderator).  

 It implicitly addresses the issue of permissions – administrators will be able to 
allocate markers from (for example) Life Sciences to mark tests from (for example) 
the School of Medicine with no need to make copies of tests or configure specific 
permissions.  

 

It seems likely that ExamOnline defines a new role for the second marker (for the 
scenarios in which there are more than one marker). However, this role has not been 
clarified yet as there are two main approaches: 

 The second marker marks blind (i.e. they cannot see the marks or comments 
awarded by the first marker). They simply provide an additional mark (and 
optionally comments) for each candidate response, in the same way the first 
marker did. 

 They can see the marks and comments awarded by the first marker, and are 
basically checking/validating these, and only indicating where they disagree with 
the marking. 

 

The permissions for the role of moderator also needs to be clarified as ExamOnline would 
not be able to address sampling during the marking process with the current roles of 
administrator and marker: If sample-based moderation is used, moderators should be 
able to decide how the sample process is determined. The moderation process should 
also consider which information is provided to external examiners, and how (i.e. on-
screen or on paper), as well as the different levels of information that markers can see 
during the moderation process 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Figure 1. Scenario 1 

ExamOnline Marking and Moderation WorkFlow - DRAFT
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Figure 2. Scenario 2  
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Figure 3. Scenario 3  

ExamOnline Marking and Moderation WorkFlow - DRAFT
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Figure 4. Scenario 4 
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5) Access to External verifiers 

 

The only way to provide external examiners access to marking in ExamOnline is creating an account in the 
system and enrolling the examiner/s within a group as a marker. This involves granting them permissions to 
edit the marking. There is another possibility which is downloading the marked assessment as a pdf file for 
each of the student. This can be done as a bulk operation as students’ results are downloaded as a pdf file. 

 

The vendor is considering the possibility of creating a special role for external examiners in future. 

 


