
Elective Feedback in an Online Assessment MSc Course 

 

Online Assessment (OA) is a course delivered wholly online to a cohort of postgraduate students 
undertaking the University of Edinburgh's MSc in E-Learning.  The students tend to be professionals 
in the education sphere undertaking the MSc part-time in parallel with their busy commitments.  

In Semester 2, 2008-09, the assessment for OA consisted of a 50% final critical review of online 
assessment focused on a theme, subject area or an assessment design for professional practice.  
The second piece of assessment was a 50% wiki assignment which included an innovative approach 
to feedback.   

The wiki assignment aims were twofold – to support and enrich students' evolving grasp of the theme 
of online assessment with material that was helpful, informative and thought-provoking, and to give 
students direct, first-hand experience of an innovative form of online assessment.  Students helped 
build the wiki throughout teaching, with regular contributions ranging from creating entries, editing, 
adapting, re-organising or commenting on entries.  At the end of the course, students submitted 
examples of their contributions and a 1000-word reflective commentary on the strengths and 
challenges of wiki-based assessment. 

Students were briefed about the nature of the assignment initially in the course handbook.  The 
process of building a wiki and the use of the wiki as an assessment tool were discussed (via the 
WebCT discussion board tool) from the start of semester and as issues arose through the semester.  
In particular, discussions focused on wiki building processes such as group goals, values, concerns, 
collaboration techniques and technical problems and solutions and on assessment issues such as 
assessment criteria, assignment formats and students' concerns with this very new form of 
assessment. 

There is a strong ethos of detailed, fast feedback on summative assessments in the MSc 
programme. The concept of feedback was visited often throughout the course, particularly in a 
subject section on e-feedback.  Notions of informal feedback, feed-forward, peer feedback and self 
reflection were regularly connected to the wiki experience.  Since the course and the assessment 
form were new, students and tutors negotiated an elective feedback option prior to submission that 
two-thirds of the class took up.  Students were able to elect to submit their work two weeks prior to 
the final deadline.  Tutors agreed to return this work within 7-10 days.  Tutors commented on the 
work as they would do a final assignment.  This included the use of the comments facility in Word 
throughout the assignment and a summary paragraph or two indicating key areas for development 
and relating the current work to the assessment criteria.  Students were then able to edit existing wiki 
entries and their reflective commentary in light of the feedback and submit the final assignment at the 
agreed deadline.  

Since this elective feedback would constitute an additional load on tutors’ time, students and tutors 
agreed that those students who took up this elective feedback option would receive minimal feedback 
on their final submission.  This, however, proved to be more difficult to achieve than anticipated as, 
where students had substantially changed their work, there were new (and, to the tutors, interesting!) 
opportunities within the assignments to respond to. 

Overall, although students found the wiki process and assignment challenging, there is much 
evidence that this form of assessment and feedback proved useful – with students achieving high 
grades, engaging reflectively with the process, responding positively in course evaluations and 
making use of the wiki long after the course had been completed. 
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