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Abstract  

The shift to distance education during the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the potential and 

preference of online learners for remote assessment. Yet, concerns about academic integrity, 

especially with tools like ChatGPT, prompted a reevaluation of remote evaluation methods. 

Universities responded by returning to on-campus exams or relying on technological 

surveillance, with the limits of such approaches from a pedagogical and values perspective. This 

research offers a third path, re-imagining with the main stakeholders in higher education 

(teachers, students, institutional leaders, and pedagogical experts) what quality remote 

assessment could look like in the future. To address this, we took a collaborative speculative 

design approach. The two-day workshop comprising 34 education stakeholders identified four 

key characteristics of quality remote assessments: (1) ensuring authorship, (2) designing 

meaningful assessments, (3) fostering a feeling of autonomy, and (4) reducing stress by fostering 

a feeling of competence and giving space for failure. We show that the last three characteristics 

align with the first two psychological needs of Self-Determination Theory (SDT), autonomy and 

competence. Thus, by designing assessments with such characteristics, teachers will support 

autonomous motivation and, consequently, engagement, performance, and academic integrity. 

However, the third need of SDT, relatedness, was largely overlooked and should be considered 

in further work. The results also highlight the need for structure and a space for failure, which 

may thwart autonomous motivation. Teachers must carefully balance these seemingly 

contradictory requirements of remote assessment design. Finally, the collaborative nature of the 

research led to a change in the practice of some participants. 

 

Keywords: Remote assessment, online assessment, speculative methods, academic integrity, 

motivation, self-determination theory 
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The move to entirely distance education during the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the 

feasibility and student preference for remote assessment (Cross et al., 2023). However, cheating 

is a primary concern for teachers, students, and institutions. Are remote assessments measuring 

the individual student’s achievements? Will the value of the diploma be upheld? These worries 

were heightened by the release of ChatGPT in November 2022, a freely accessible AI chatbot 

able to answer all questions eloquently, if not always correctly. For online universities, carrying 

out quality remote assessments is one of the central pedagogical challenges they are currently 

facing. Three main reactions to these changing conditions in higher education have been a return 

to on-campus examinations, increased technological surveillance, and re-designing assessment. 

Given the specific needs of online students and the limits of what can be tested in time-

constrained, pen-and-paper exams, on the one hand, and the issue of trust in a heavily proctored 

environment on the other, we chose to focus on the third option, taking a collaborative and 

speculative approach. In a two-day workshop, 34 participants (20 women, 14 men) representing 

the different stakeholders in higher education (teachers, students, institutional leaders, and 

pedagogical experts) from 10 European and North American institutions collaborated to imagine 

what quality remote assessments could look like, reacting to speculative scenarios and designing 

prototypes using speculative design. 

 

Four overarching themes emerged from the workshop. The first theme focused on the 

issue of authorship and how it can be authenticated at a distance, either through oral exams or by 

paying attention to the learning process. The three following themes concerned designing 

meaningful assessments, supporting autonomy, and reducing stress through a feeling of 

competence while maintaining a space for failure. These findings partially align with the 

established values of validity and fairness in assessment, although the question of reliability is 

missing (Forsyth, 2022). However, the novelty is the focus on motivation, with the last three 

features clearly aligned with the basic psychological needs that support motivation according to 

self-determination theory (SDT) (Ryan & Deci, 2020). In the workshop, motivation was little 

explicitly discussed. Traditionally, the external motivators of rewards and punishment were 

considered sufficient for students to engage in the assessment tasks. However, workshop 

participants suggested ways of supporting autonomy and competence, which have been shown 

by SDT to foster autonomous motivation and positively affect student engagement, interest, and 

performance (Ryan & Deci, 2020), all valued behaviours in relation to assessments.  However, 

participants also highlighted certain factors essential to distance learning, such as structure and 

space for failure, which may conflict with autonomous motivation.  

 

In the next section, we discuss the question of cheating and current approaches to remote 

assessment. Then, we describe our collaborative and speculative method. In the third section, we 

share the results of the workshop. Finally, we discuss how SDT offers a framework for designing 

assessments and the need to balance it with other online education requirements, such as 

structure and space for failure.  

 

Before we continue, a clarification of terminology. Online assessment refers to 

assessments taken using digital tools and technologies via the internet or intranet and may be 

carried out at a distance or on-campus. Remote assessments are conducted at a distance, without 

https://doi.org.10.24059/olj.v29i2.4309


27 

 

Online Learning   Volume 29   Issue 2   June 2025 

 

 

geographical constraints (other than an internet connection). Nowadays, they usually include the 

use of technologies to share the results, although the actual work may be done on- or offline.  

Both types may be synchronous or asynchronous. 

 

Current Approaches to Remote Assessments and Academic Integrity 

The landscape of academic integrity and assessment methods is evolving rapidly. This 

section offers a brief overview of academic cheating, its causes, and the three main approaches to 

solving these issues.  

 

Contract cheating has become so widespread (Newton, 2018) that it has its international 

day, “International Action Against Contract Cheating,” and the UK parliament legislated to ban 

essay mills (Media Officer, 2022). In the case of remote assessments with open access to 

Generative AI, the opportunities for cheating have increased (Jantos, 2021). However, research 

on the evolution of cheating over the last few years remains limited and does not always point to 

an increase in cheating (Baillifard & Martarelli, 2023). Moreover, a large Australian study 

showed that cheating was more prevalent in invigilated exams than in  take-home assessments 

(Bretag, et al., 2019). Historically, the perception of what constitutes cheating has been fluid. 

Practices such as using calculators in exams, once prohibited, have now become permissible 

(Bulletin Officiel, 2018). Rules may also vary, depending on the level of study (e.g., the use of 

reference management software such as Zotero). As cognitive testing levels and learning 

objectives change, so do the conditions of the exams. Thus, the conditions of remote exams are 

not fixed but need to be adapted to a course’s specific context and objectives.  

 

Research on academic integrity focuses on three main areas and remains practical: the 

measurement of cheating, its causes, and potential solutions. A plethora of factors have been 

studied, including students’ understanding of what constitutes cheating, the presence of an 

honour code, academic level, stress, gender, age, previous grades, dissatisfaction with the 

learning environment, the normalisation of cheating, language barriers, institutional approaches 

to cheaters, field of study, teaching medium, and the expected outcomes of cheating (Gallant, 

2022; Newton, 2018). As for solutions to cheating, they include holistic approaches such as 

training students about ethical conduct and proper use of sources, educating teachers on detecting 

cheating, as well as introducing legal and institutional strategies.  

 

Faced with the ongoing issue of contract cheating and the new challenge posed by Large 

Language Models (LLMs), universities and teachers have taken three main approaches: returning 

to on-campus exams, including pen and paper assessments, introducing online proctoring, and 

trying new approaches to assessment.  

 

Returning to On-Campus Exams 

Following the end of social distancing and lockdowns due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

most traditional universities and some online universities (e.g., UNED, Anadolu Open 

University, or Universidade Aberta) returned to on-campus exams, although often maintaining 

elements of continuous assessment. After ChatGPT was introduced, some even called for the 

return to pen-and-paper exams (Cassidy, 2023). However, it seems challenging to offer valid 

assessments of all learning outcomes in a mode far removed from most learning and working 

experiences. Moreover, in the very large study by Bretag et al. (2019), students reported 
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engaging in more contract cheating for invigilated exams (particularly in those including 

Multiple Choice Questions) than take-home assignments. Thus, the return to tabletop exams is 

not a cure-all. Moreover, the mission of distance universities is to serve populations that cannot 

attend traditional universities due to work, family, health, or location constraints. Offering the 

possibility of completing their studies entirely remotely, including valid assessments, appears 

essential to student success. 

 

Introducing Technological Surveillance 

The second option is a high-tech approach to remote assessment. Educational 

technologies (Ed Tech) today promise a solution to all our problems, and higher education is no 

exception. In the face of plagiarism, collusion, or contractual cheating, Ed Tech offers digital 

solutions, such as plagiarism detectors or online proctoring. While online proctoring companies 

promise secure exams, research often contradicts their claims (Bergmans et al., 2021). Synthetic 

text detectors are unreliable; OpenAI retracted its own within six months due to inaccuracy 

(Kirchner et al., 2023).  

 

Moreover, these technologies create a surveillance culture, forcing students to be 

monitored “for their own good” and the smooth running of higher education (Ross & Macleod, 

2018, p. 238). In addition, these technologies are not neutral and affect the relationship between 

teacher and student (Lee & Fanguy, 2022). Trust is at the heart of the educational relationship, 

necessary to dare to ask questions, take risks, or accept feedback. However, the systematic use of 

fraud detection tools turns the students into a priori suspects, altering this relationship. What is 

more, in education, the means contribute qualitatively to the character of the results produced 

(Biesta, 2007; Carr, 1992). Will imposing surveillance on students during their studies mean they 

will be more accepting of surveillance in society and the workplace? Finally, academic integrity 

cannot be limited to not being caught; it is a fundamental value of the academic world and 

beyond and, therefore an essential pedagogical issue (Carless, 2009; Carter & Blanford, 2016; 

Townley & Parsell, 2004). However, there are deep concerns when considering changing 

assessments, even when the current format does not meet the learning needs. Trust needs to be 

built on all sides (Carless, 2009). Moreover, there is no single best solution.  

 

New Approaches to Remote Assessments 

We start from the fundamental question of the core purpose of assessments in a rapidly 

changing world. Information is ubiquitous, technologies can perform tasks at increasingly more 

sophisticated levels, and the problems to be solved are complex (e.g., the climate crisis). New 

assessment paradigms aim to engage with these changes to better prepare students for citizenship 

and work (Bearman et al., 2020). Assessment is a complex or wicked problem with multiple 

purposes (Forsyth, 2022) and ever-changing contexts. In higher education, quality assessment 

should promote higher cognitive learning, be sustainable, spaced, authentic, and reflective, offer 

students agency, encourage critical thinking, and allow the exploration of new avenues while 

representing knowledge in diverse ways (Bayne et al., 2020; Boud, 2000; Boud & Falchikov, 

2007; Carless, 2009; Gough, 2013; Ibarra-Sáiz et al., 2021). Moreover, if the university is, 

among other purposes, to prepare students for working life, then it must teach them to work 

under similar conditions, including collaboration and the use of tools (Dawson, 2020). These 

new assessment forms emphasise preparation for living and acting in a changing, complex world 

(Morin, 2014, 2015).  
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Rather than focusing on surveillance, detection, or LLM avoidance, this research seeks to 

re-imagine what quality remote assessments might look like in a digital world. Using a 

speculative approach, we open the range of possibles while highlighting the questions that need 

to be addressed.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

SDT offers a valuable framework for discussing our results around the questions of 

motivation and the basic needs of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. We briefly present the 

theory first conceptualised by Ryan and Deci (1985, 2020) in the 1970s and backed by 

substantial empirical research, and will return later to discuss it in relation to our findings.  

 

Motivation was described by Maehr and Meyer (1997, p. 373) as reflected in the actions 

and affects of a person, as “seen in the direction, intensity, persistence and quality of what is 

done or expressed.” However, not all types of motivation lead to the same engagement and 

outcomes. For our purpose, motivation can be separated into two main types: controlled 

motivation and autonomous motivation.  

 

According to Deci and Ryan (2008), controlled motivation (including external regulation 

and introjection) concerns behaviours linked to an external locus of causality, whether through 

external rewards (e.g., grades) or punishments (e.g., failing a course) or the more internalised 

rewards of self-esteem or avoidance of anxiety and shame. Autonomous motivation includes 

intrinsic motivation, when students engage in activities for their own sake (Audrin & Coppin, 

2022), driven by genuine interest and enjoyment, but also autonomous external motivation, when 

students have internalised the locus of causality and recognise the value of an activity or find it 

congruent with their own values and interests.  

 

Autonomous extrinsic motivations share with intrinsic motivation the quality of being 

highly volitional, but differ primarily in that intrinsic motivation is based on interest and 

enjoyment people do these behaviours because they find them engaging or even fun, 

whereas identified and integrated motivations are based on a sense of value—people view 

the activities as worthwhile, even if not enjoyable. (Ryan & Deci, 2020, p. 3 italics in the 

original).  

 

Research has shown that autonomous motivation leads to greater interest, engagement in 

activities, persistence, and enhanced performance (Deci & Ryan, 2008). Externally controlled 

motivation, in contrast, leads to a greater feeling of pressure and lower levels of interest and 

performance, especially at higher cognitive levels (Grolnick & Ryan, 1987).  

 

Most importantly for our purpose, SDT affirms that autonomous motivation can be 

fostered (or thwarted) by the environment. The level of autonomous motivation is strongly 

related to meeting three basic psychological needs identified as a sense of autonomy, 

competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2020). Ryan and Deci 

describe autonomy as a student’s sense of initiative and ownership over their learning, as 

opposed to being controlled through the external pressure of rewards and punishments. 

Competence is the feeling of mastery or of being able to succeed. It is supported by optimal 
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challenges, positive feedback, and growth opportunities. Relatedness is linked to the feeling of 

belonging when teachers and peers are respectful and caring. When these fundamental 

psychological needs are fulfilled, research has shown that students exhibit greater autonomous 

motivation and are thus more engaged, interested and persistent, take a deeper approach, carry 

out more challenging activities, have better academic results, cope better when they fail, and 

generally enjoy higher levels of well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Ryan & Frederick, 1997).  

 

 

Motivation is not a stable, personal characteristic of learners but is complex, multifaceted 

and sensitive to the changing context (Hartnett et al., 2011). Numerous studies in education and 

across cultures have shown that when we design environments to support these needs, students 

reach higher levels of autonomous motivation, leading to positive assessment outcomes. 

However, it is also noteworthy that thwarting these needs (e.g., via performance goals, deadlines, 

or a controlling environment) is not neutral but reduces motivation, self-esteem, risk taking on 

the one hand, and increases loneliness, frustration and cheating on the other (Bartholomew et al., 

2011; Bartholomew et al., 2011; Deci et al., 1999; Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Kanat-Maymon et 

al., 2015). 

 

A Collaborative and Speculative Method  

to Re-Imagine Remote Assessments 

When researching education futures, traditional evidence-based research does not offer 

the possibility to imagine multiple alternative approaches. In “Why What Works Still Won’t 

Work: From Evidence-Based Education to Value-Based Education” (2010), Biesta shows that 

there are knowledge, efficacy, and practice deficits when traditional scientific methods are 

applied to education. The first two points are particularly relevant when looking at the future. 

First, the world changes as a result of our interventions, and the objects of research do not remain 

untouched. Scientific experiments can show what has worked in the past (which is valuable and 

needed knowledge) but without assurance that it will continue to work in the future. There will 

always be a knowledge deficit about the effect of an intervention in the future. Moreover, 

education systems are “open, semiotic and recursive” (Biesta, 2010, p. 500), an action in 

education does not have a linear, deterministic consequence, but at most probabilistic, always 

complex, leading to an efficacy deficit. We therefore, took an approach better adapted to the 

purpose of the research: a collaborative speculative design method often used when studying the 

future of universities (Mitrović et al., 2021; Ross, 2023; Staley, 2019).  

 

Speculative design methods offer a means of “exploring and creating possible futures 

under conditions of complexity and uncertainty” (Ross, 2018, p. 197). These are not necessarily 

futures to strive towards but a diversity of possibilities for thinking about how things could be 

(Facer, 2016). While traditional design is about breaking down problems and solving them, 

speculative design feeds on imagination. It aims to open up new perspectives on what are 

sometimes called wicked problems (McCune et al., 2023) to create spaces for discussion and 

debate about alternative ways of being. Design speculation can act as a catalyst for collectively 

redefining our relationship to reality (Dunne & Raby, 2013, p. 2). We move away from the 

deterministic approaches of ed tech companies and forecasting reports to offer alternatives based 
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on the values and principles of the stakeholders in higher education. Particular attention is given 

to ensure a diversity of voices and critical discussions around these imagined futures are 

constitutive of the method. For a more detailed discussion of the epistemology of future 

education research, see Ross (2023) or Carbonel (2021).  

 

Speculative methods do not claim to offer universally applicable outcomes, they may 

offer unrealistic, ideal, or dystopian designs. Moreover, the outcomes will depend on the 

participants and context. However, these visions can “offer new ways at looking at issues, and 

they can surface issues that may not be otherwise visible” (Ross, 2023, p. 183) and thus inform 

the decisions of teachers, programme directors, and institutions. Moreover, the process itself 

affects the participants and their future practices.  

 

The speculative research method follows the four steps outlined in Ross (2023): a 

speculative question, an object-to-think-with, an audience to engage with, and a means to capture 

and analyse the design decisions and reactions to the object. An anonymised version of the work 

documents and collected data is available here: https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVMhQ9F6o=/   

 

A speculative question: What might characterise quality remote assessments in a digital 

world? 

 

An object to think with: Participants engaged in various ways with the question of 

remote assessments. On the first day, we worked on defining cheating and academic 

integrity. Then we used three scenarios to imagine ideal (or dystopian) assessments for 

the future, considering the points of view of an online student, a teaching team, and an ed 

tech-rich university. On day 2, participants developed remote assessment prototypes 

choosing one of three approaches: a traditional instructional alignment approach, a 

superhero design approach, and a speculative design approach. See the Miro board for a 

complete presentation of all the activities and prompts.  

 

An audience to engage with: “What and whose knowledges are being used to create 

these ideas of the future and where are the absences” (2021, p. 19) affect the outcome of 

the work. Therefore, careful attention was paid to ensure a broad representation of all the 

stakeholders within higher education. However, this had to be balanced with keeping a 

group size that allowed for meaningful collaboration. The response to the invitations was 

unexpectedly positive, given the significant time commitment, leading to 35 confirmed 

participants and just one cancellation. Thirty-four academic community members (20 

women, 14 men) engaged individually and asynchronously and then met on campus for a 

two-day workshop in spring 2023. The participants included ten higher education 

teachers, ten pedagogical specialists, six university managers, five distance university 

students, two university staff members (faculty managers), and one high school teacher. 

The institutions represented were the universities of Basel, Edinburgh, Lausanne, and 

Lund, Gymnasium am Münsterplatz (Basel), HES-SO Valais-Wallis, IDIAP, Open 

University (UK), TELUQ (Canada) and UniDistance Suisse. The fields covered included 

artificial intelligence, economics, education (including two assessment specialists and a 

researcher in speculative methods), history, languages, law, philosophy, physics, and 

psychology.  Participants spoke English (the primary language of the workshop), French 

https://miro.com/app/board/uXjVMhQ9F6o=/
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and German. These were the official positions and affiliations of the participants, 

although most combined multiple hats. Voices from outside higher education (potential 

students, civil, political, and economic society members, etc.) were not represented and 

would probably have brought a different perspective. However, for the purposes of this 

work, it was necessary to focus on those with more direct and immediate experience of 

pedagogical assessment issues. Participants took part as researchers in the process and 

were offered the opportunity of being co-authors of the paper. The work was carried out 

in line with the Ethics Commission guidelines of UniDistance Suisse. 

 

A means to capture and analyse the design decisions and responses to the object: the 

discussions and prototypes were recorded and collected on the Miro board. The analysis 

used Braun and Clarke’s (2012) six-phase approach: becoming familiar with the data, 

generating initial codes, combining the codes in overarching themes, the coherence and 

accuracy of the themes relative to the data, a definition of each theme, and the final 

report. Following an independent analysis, the authors then shared their codes and, after a 

few iterations, agreed on the four overarching themes. The accuracy relative to the data 

was rechecked by the authors and through a peer review process with five participants 

(four teachers and one pedagogical specialist) from the workshop. 

 

Results 
 

The data analysis highlighted four overarching themes concerning the characteristics of 

quality remote assessments: ensuring authorship, designing meaningful assessments, fostering a 

feeling of autonomy, and reducing stress by fostering a feeling of competence and giving a space 

for failure. We describe the solutions and recommendations of the workshop participants for 

each issue.  The findings are summarised in Table 1 below.  
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Table 1  

Highlighted Characteristics of Remote Assessments 

 

 

Ensuring Authorship 

A primary concern of all participants was to ensure the validity of assessments in relation 

to authorship. Does the exam or assignment measure the knowledge and skills of a given 

student? Two main solutions were offered: oral exams and attention to process.  

 

Oral exams give greater assurance that it is the student themselves that is being evaluated. 

Several teachers in the workshop had already switched to this format despite the time constraint 

with large cohorts. Examinations can be exclusively oral or a viva as a follow- up to a written 

assignment so as to include the development of writing skills and the deepening of understanding 

linked to writing.  
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The second suggestion was to pay attention to the process. For learning to happen, 

students need to engage deeply and persistently with the task. This process is absent when 

someone or something produces the output for you. Thus, focusing on the process becomes even 

more important when the output, e.g. an essay, can be generated reasonably well by a Large 

Language Model (LLM) within seconds. In the assessment prototype P1, for example, the 

teacher included a reflection by the students on their learning process, expectations, difficulties, 

and findings. Although LLMs can also produce convincing reflective writing, discussions 

throughout the research and writing process between teachers and students can help ensure the 

student is doing the work. Others suggested scaffolding a large assignment by breaking it down 

into smaller tasks throughout the semester. This helps teachers better know the students’ work 

and ensure authorship. It also encourages regular work throughout the semester, which may be 

more difficult in online education settings when students have competing demands on their time, 

and education often comes after family and work obligations. Finally, a participant suggested 

that students hand in their written work with a full editing history (e.g. using Etherpad or Google 

Docs).  

 

The question of authorship and academic integrity was hotly debated. What should 

students be able to do alone? When should tools be allowed or even become part of the learning 

objectives? The answers depend on the course, the learning objectives, the overall context, and 

the values and principles of the teacher. 

 

Designing Meaningful Assessments 

The essence of creating meaningful remote assessments was a dominant theme across 

most prototypes and suggestions. The terms meaningful or worthwhile assessment includes 

several key elements: 

 

Relevance of Topics: Assignments that engage students are grounded in relevant topics. 

For instance, a task requiring students to research sustainable electricity consumption in 

Switzerland involves applying class concepts and using creativity in finding solutions. 

 

Skill Development: Assessment tasks can be made meaningful if students see the skills 

they develop as useful, in particular for their future jobs. A human resource management 

task involved students analysing a company’s HR policy and suggesting practical 

solutions. In a master’s course in psychology, students created online experiments and 

then collected and analysed the resulting data. Meanwhile, higher education instructors in 

a digital course were asked to select platforms, share them via QR codes, and address 

privacy issues—a set of tasks of immediate applicability in their roles as teachers. 

 

Engaging Real Audiences: Genuine engagement increases the authenticity of a task. 

Suggestions included discussing a topic with family members, addressing real-world 

stakeholders, or sharing insights with peers. 

 

Explaining the Rationale: In all cases, explaining the rationale of an assignment 

emerged as central. This is especially true for tasks with little intrinsic interest, such as 

content that requires memorisation. For instance, one teacher shared with their first-year 
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students the feedback from the third-year students on the relevance of memorising the 

basic facts of psychology early on.  

 

The arrival of AI in academic and professional realms is reshaping the landscape of what 

needs to be taught and learned. While some argued for more content learning due to the ever-

increasing amount of knowledge available, others focused on lifelong learning or critical 

analysis. There is ongoing uncertainty about what might be delegated to AI versus what students 

should personally master. Moreover, it raised the question of whether higher education should 

assess foundational knowledge (as per Bloom’s taxonomy) or focus on advanced skills like 

analysis and creation. There is no one-size-fits-all answer. Therefore, educators must articulate 

their rationale transparently to gain student buy-in and inspire genuine engagement. 

 

In summary, designing meaningful assessments means aligning them with worthwhile 

topics and competencies, engaging real audiences, and explaining their relevance. Even when a 

task lacks intrinsic appeal, a clear explanation of its purpose can foster student engagement. 

Moreover, with AI redefining the workspace, educators must continuously reassess what is 

taught and evaluated to maintain relevance.  

 

Fostering a Feeling of Autonomy 

The notion of autonomy—encompassing initiative and ownership of one’s studies—was a 

significant focal point, articulated through three interlinked themes: choice, flexibility, and 

discussions around academic integrity. 

 

Choice in Assessments 

Participants underlined the importance of incorporating elements of choice. This could 

range from the choice of format (be it an essay, video, or platform, for example) to the topic 

(within the confines of the module), the approach, the tools employed, and even the specific 

learning objectives of the module. For instance, in prototype P1, students were tasked to select 

their audience and platform and explain the rationale behind these choices. “Any means of 

communication is fine: written, filmed, recorded, oral, drawing comics, object + explanation, 

metaphor, art piece…” In this same group, participants also highlighted that choice had to go 

with responsibility, and students should be able to justify them. 

 

Flexibility in Learning 

Intertwined with choice, flexibility is especially crucial for distance learners, who often 

juggle multiple responsibilities. A novel proposal was the concept of “just-in-time assessments,” 

allowing students to take exams when they feel prepared. This offers students the autonomy to 

manage their study schedule based on other commitments. This idea extends to a more adaptable 

course structure, where modules are not bound by semesters but are instead paced according to 

students’ needs. However, participants rapidly mentioned the potential pitfalls of this approach. 

Synchronous class sessions risk losing their meaning, academic interactions and support may 

become challenging when students are at varied stages, and the sense of belonging to a cohort—

with the resilience it offers—might disappear. 
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Autonomy in Relation to the Context of Assessment  

An enhanced understanding of, and involvement in, academic rules can foster greater 

autonomy. Participants suggested that if students not only grasp the rationale behind specific 

rules but also take part in shaping them, it could engender a sense of ownership. One group 

defined cheating as “breaking the contract which students and teachers agreed on.” This implies 

that teachers and students have discussed and agreed on the rules. One idea posited that students 

might choose whether or not to utilise Large Language Models (LLMs) for a given task, 

contingent on their learning outcomes. They would then declare their choice, and evaluation 

criteria would be adjusted accordingly. 

 

In summary, multiple approaches can be employed to grant students autonomy in 

assessments. While autonomy is pivotal, students must also show responsibility for their choices 

and be given ample support.  

 

Reducing Stress by Fostering A Feeling of Competence and Giving a Space for Failure  

During the activity on developing assessment prototypes, all five students selected the 

Superhero design group (they were spread across different groups for all other activities). Their 

conversation centred on stress during assessment, as depicted in Figure 1. The students clearly 

associated assessments with heightened stress and focused on ways of mitigating it. They 

emphasised the importance of thorough academic and technical preparedness, as well as the 

necessity of allowing room for mistakes. Some teachers had a more nuanced perspective on 

stress during exams, considering it was sometimes necessary to be able to perform under 

pressure. Participants noted that this should then be an explicit learning objective, with some 

questioning the equivalence of stress during exams and in a work environment.  
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Figure 1  

 

How to Manage or Control Stress 

 
Both students and teachers underscored the role of timely and relevant feedforward and 

feedback. The superhero design poster prominently featured phrases like “regular feedback.” 

“super-speed learning platform,” and “formative evaluations.” Through such feedback 

mechanisms, students can ascertain their current standing, identify areas of strength, recognise 

what requires further effort, and find paths to improve. Students felt that feedforward could 

enhance learning and alleviate stress. Participants also emphasized the importance of transparent 

criteria. In the discussions involving the high-tech university scenario, participants suggested 

using AI for personalised assessment, which could help students evaluate their progress and 

access tailored recommendations based on learning analytics—available “24/7.” Peer feedback 

was recognised as valuable, teaching students to evaluate other student’s work and better 

evaluate their own in the future. However, experience showed that its effectiveness depends on 

careful attention to the process and teacher support. The challenge of providing individualised 

support to large student groups emerged as a significant impediment to quality assessment. Some 

educators prioritised feedforward during the semester and just a grade for the final exam. Ideally, 

a teacher’s cohort would comprise 10 to 20 students. However, some suggested AIs could 

generate personalised feedback in the future. 

 

The group using speculative design methods to develop prototypes also noted the “need 

to build the approaches to learning and working that are necessary (we don’t assume students are 

all ready and willing to work in these open-ended ways).” Scaffolding learning activities can 

help build a feeling of competence. “Splitting” assessments was suggested, although too many 

assessments could also become an issue. The previously mentioned just-in-time assessments also 
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allow students to take the exams only when they feel ready. Being well-prepared also pertains to 

technology, especially in remote learning environments. Students voiced the necessity for tech 

support, clear guidelines, advice, and hardware provisions. One student suggested the possibility 

of offline examinations. 

 

Despite students seeking a sense of “comfort and security,” learning inevitably 

encompasses elements of “ambivalence, risk-taking, and discomfort.” Opinions diverged on 

addressing failure—some advocated for “no learner left behind,” while others believed in limited 

timeframes for success. Grading approaches varied, including standard or criterion-referenced 

grading but also norm-referenced strategies. Participants suggested continuous assessment 

(rather than a single time-limited table examination at the end of a module), multiple low-stakes 

(or no stakes) assignments or dropping the lowest grade(s). The module’s atmosphere was also 

considered important in supporting risk-taking: “acknowledging how students feel and finding 

ways to reassure.” Fostering competence while accommodating failure is paramount to learning, 

posing a challenging equilibrium for teachers. 

 

Our results focus on four broad areas of intervention to design quality remote 

assessments. The first focuses on control, ensuring authorship of the work while supporting 

learning as teachers pay attention to the process. The three other areas, meaningful assessments, 

a sense of autonomy, and reducing stress through a feeling of competence, are all closely related 

to motivation and SDT. These are obviously not the only elements of quality assessment but part 

of a holistic approach. Moreover, discussions highlighted the importance of balancing these 

needs with other aspects, such as the need for structure, responsibility, and space for failure. In 

the following section, we discuss the role of motivation in assessment and the conceptual 

framework self-determination theory can offer when designing assessments.  

 

Discussion and Conclusion 
 

Traditionally, assessment design focuses on the issues of validity, reliability, and fairness 

(Forsyth, 2022). These characteristics were mentioned in the workshop and remain relevant. 

However, participants also highlighted the importance of meaning, autonomy, and competence in 

assessment design. These can help reinforce validity and fairness. Ensuring reliability may 

become more challenging, but fruitful approaches could include aiming for an expert agreement 

through moderation when evaluating non-similar assignments, or rethinking evaluative criteria in 

relation to trustworthiness, as in Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) work on evaluating qualitative 

research. In the following discussion, we show how meaning, autonomy, and competence relate 

to SDT and autonomous motivation. We shed light on the lack of attention to the third 

psychological need, relatedness. We then qualify these needs that must be balanced with 

structure and space for failure in the case of higher education. Finally, we mention the effect on 

the actors of the current research.  

 

In the educational sciences literature on assessment, there is little explicit attention on 

creating assignments that foster motivation. External loci of motivation through rewards (grades 

or self-esteem) or punishment (failing a course, anxiety or shame) have long been considered the 

main source of motivation to complete an assignment, based on behaviourism (Skinner, 1965) 

and social exchange theory (Emerson, 1976). Our results show a shift from focusing on 
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controlled extrinsic motivation to fostering autonomous motivation. The participants’ 

suggestions, such as giving choices, discussing the relevance of a task, and ensuring flexibility, 

increase the student’s feeling of autonomy. In the same way, the actions suggested to reduce 

stress, such as providing clear information, giving feedback, scaffolding tasks, and ensuring 

technological readiness, support a feeling of competence in students. As described in the theory 

section, supporting autonomy and competence increases autonomous motivation. It thus can lead 

to greater interest, engagement, resilience and finally to higher performance, in particular for 

higher-level cognitive tasks. Autonomous motivation is not only related to meaningful tasks but 

can also be induced for uninteresting ones if students understand the importance of the activity 

(Deci et al., 1994). Moreover, Kanat-Maymon et al. (2015) have shown that greater autonomous 

motivation leads to less cheating both in experimental and real-life contexts. Park (2020) also 

showed that students cheated less when intrinsic goals were met. Finally, Sutherland-Smith and 

Dawson (2022) argue that when students are asked to do meaningful assignments and are 

supported by teachers through feedback and thus interested and motivated to do the work 

themselves, they are less likely to cheat. Therefore, the recommendations highlighted during the 

workshop support two of the psychological needs of SDT, leading to greater autonomous 

motivation and, thus, better learning performance and less cheating.  

 

The third psychological need of SDT is relatedness and belonging. However, the focus so 

far has been on the individual student working alone. Learning is a social activity; knowledge is 

constructed in a specific socio-material context (Kuhn, 1962/2012) and social interactions with 

teachers and peers help support long-term engagement and resilience. Garrison et al. (1999) and 

the subsequent research (Garrison et al., 2010) on the community of inquiry framework  

highlight the importance of both social and teacher presence in distance teaching and learning. 

Moreover, Ryan and Deci (2000) underlined that encouraging a feeling of relatedness helps 

students deal better with failure. Finally, if we are preparing students to become active citizens 

and workers, collaboration and communication are fundamental skills. We expect professionals 

to discuss their work with others, use resources, get feedback, and incorporate all these into their 

final work. This should also be valued in higher education learning outcomes (Boud & Bearman, 

2022).  

 

Although a caring atmosphere was considered important (“kindness, generosity, and 

empathy”) by the workshop participants, relatedness and belonging were less explicitly present 

in the workshop discussions. Exams were often expected to measure the knowledge and skills of 

an individual student working alone. Further research on the role of relatedness and belonging 

and how it affects motivation, engagement, and learning outcomes, in the context of remote 

exams would be useful. A fifth row on supporting relatedness could then be added to Table 1.  

 

The characteristics of quality remote assessments highlighted in the workshop are thus 

supported empirically and theoretically by SDT and foster deeper learning and greater academic 

integrity. However, participants also noted important factors for remote assessments that may 

thwart the basic psychological needs: the need for structure and a space to fail.  

 

A sense of autonomy must be balanced with structure, particularly in distance learning. 

Ryan and Deci (2020) highlight the need for structure, as distinguished from control: “Whereas 

controlling behaviours pressure students to behave or achieve, structure entails setting clear 
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expectations and goals, having consistent rules and guidelines, and providing informational 

support for engagement and rich efficacy feedback.” (p.4) These align with the workshop’s 

recommendations. However, teachers also emphasised the role of deadlines, which have been 

shown to negatively affect performance and interest in the task (Amabile et al., 1976). The 

debate was left open during the workshop with the idea that deadlines help students stay on track 

with their studies within a busy schedule vs. “just-in-time exams,” taken when a student felt 

ready, even if they did not fit within the semester timetable. The balance between autonomy and 

structure in remote assessment in higher education depends on the context. However, a better 

understanding of how guidelines and structure affect motivation in distance learning would be 

beneficial.  

 

The second discussion point is the balance between the need for a sense of competence 

and that of a space for failure. SDT research emphasises the importance of positive feedback and 

suggests, for example, “[s]tructuring tasks for small but consistent wins” (Sutherland-Smith & 

Dawson, 2022, p. 97). However, failure, and not only minor mistakes, is integral to a deep 

learning process and positive feedback does not always support the learning process (Juul, 2013; 

Kapur & Bielaczyc, 2012; Pépin, 2018). How can teachers support both a sense of competence 

and leave space for failure? Some ideas included creating an atmosphere of support and trust or 

explaining the purpose of failure (Kapur & Bielaczyc, 2012). A related concept is psychological 

safety, which was extensively investigated in occupational research focusing on learning in work 

teams (Frazier et al., 2017; Newman et al., 2017). Newman et al. (2017) named it a “key 

cognitive state that allows learning processes to occur”(p. 532), and the meta-analysis by Frazier 

et al. (2017) found a clear association between psychological safety and learning behaviour. In a 

psychologically safe environment or team, people are not afraid to voice their opinions, take 

risks, make mistakes, ask for help, and give feedback (Edmondson, 1999; Turner & Harder, 

2018). Fostering a psychologically safe environment in the (virtual) classroom, even within an 

assessment setting, could thus be a good path towards more space for failure.  

 

Finally, in the methods section, we mentioned that one of the purposes of speculative 

approaches was that it affected the actors, leaving no one unchanged. As participants shared their 

prototypes at the end of the workshop, most mentioned changes they had made to their 

assessment forms, sometimes at the margin, sometimes more fundamentally. The day after the 

workshop, one participant wrote,  

 

I came away with ideas for my teaching practice, and the cross-fertilisation of views 

really helped me to step back and look at my own practice, without losing sight of my 

ultimate objectives. Already yesterday, I spent the whole evening working on my 

planning for next year using the elements that this seminar has given me. I did the same 

thing this evening. 

 

In conclusion, although the speculative design approach does not offer a universal 

solution or measurable best practices, it opens up the field of possibilities, illustrates the 

complexity of remote assessment and offers avenues for reflection. Ensuring authorship and 

fostering autonomous motivation were seen as central to creating quality remote assessments by 

the participants in the speculative design workshop. By fostering autonomy, meaning and a 
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feeling of competence, teachers can support greater engagement and help reduce the risk of 

cheating. These factors also help support both validity and fairness of assessments. 

 

Much work remains to be done, including measuring the impact of autonomous 

motivation in assessment on engagement and skills development, defining the meaning of 

cheating in a digital world, the question of consistency and evaluative criteria when representing 

knowledge in different ways, or the relative weights of agency, competence and belonging in 

relation to assessment.  
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