
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

After much discussion, review of our own data and review of the literature, the Department of Psychology 
is using the forward-only format for multiple choice/short answer exams in some courses.  The reasons are 
outlined below but they relate to test validity, fairness, equity, and pedagogy. We fully recognize that the 
online testing environment is novel, unfamiliar and therefore potentially stressful to students: We describe 
below our efforts to address some common student concerns. 

PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT STATEMENT ON FORWARD ONLY TESTING 

As a department in the Faculty of Science, and a department that studies human behaviour and assessment, 
the Psychology Department has reviewed literature on on-line assessment and collected and reviewed our 
own data from the Winter and Summer semesters.  Based on this, the Department of Psychology is using 
the forward-only (or “no-review”) option in some courses with multiple choice/short answer assessments.   
This was decided after extensive discussion in the department and on the Faculty of Science Assessment 
Committee which met multiple times over the summer and released its formal guidelines in July. 

Our decision was based on the following considerations: 

1) Validity: In Psychology, correlations between proctored midterms and unproctored finals were much 
higher in courses that used forward-only in the Winter.  Thus forward-only examinations yielded results in 
line with proctored exams, a finding that has also been reported in the empirical literature (Beck, 2014; 
Stack, 2015; Feinman, 2018). 

2) Pedagogy: Research has shown that students taking proctored exams study significantly more and 
acquire more knowledge than students taking unproctored exams (Wellman & Marcinkiewicz 2004).  
While all of our exams will be unproctored, exams that use forward-only, randomized question order, and 
limited time windows have been reported to yield results similar to proctored exams.  

3) Fairness: Every student has the right to a fair assessment and a fundamental part of a fair assessment is 
that it reflects one’s own knowledge, and that one’s grade relative to others reflects one’s knowledge 
relative to others.  Therefore, assessments need to ensure to the extent possible that the work is the 
student’s own, and that the grades have some validity.  Our own data indicate that the forward-only option 
enhances the association with proctored examinations and the academic literature indicates that on-line 
examinations that implement forward-only yield results more similar to proctored examinations, which are 
the standard. Thus the forward-only format enhances fairness. 

4) Equity: A large meta-analysis of research on cheating in an academic context showed that low-income 
students, and students who work part-time to support their studies are significantly less likely to cheat 
(Whitley, 1998). Choosing assessment strategies that reduce cheating is thus an equity imperative, as 
assessment conditions that make cheating easy – even if only a small number of students cheat -  will 
compound the disadvantages already faced by students who enter university at an economic disadvantage.  

Our responses to student concerns on the following issues: 

5) Familiarity and Anxiety: On-line examinations in general, and the forward-only restriction in particular, 
can be concerning to students because they are unfamiliar.  Professors are working to help students 
acclimatize to the new assessment environment using a range of approaches from posting practice or low-
stakes quizzes to allowing for flexible grading to downweight early assessments.  Further, it is worth 
remembering that although adapting to a new on-line scenario is stressful, McGill’s proctored examinations 
were often taken at the Fieldhouse, in the company of 1,000 other students, for three hours on 
uncomfortable chairs, with no access to notes.  Taking exams at home with double the time window and 
access to notes has the potential to be significantly less stressful once students are habituated to the process.  



6) Exam Strategy: Experienced students typically answer questions in a strategic order with questions they 
are sure of answered first, and difficult questions allocated whatever time remains. This strategy is 
particularly important in time-pressured exams so that the student is sure to answer all easy questions 
before time runs out.  However, our on-line examinations are designed to last twice long as is necessary to 
complete them.  Thus the strategic allocation of time does not play as great a role as it does in a standard 
examination.  Further, MC/short-answer exams, which are the only exams using the forward-only format in 
our department, are not like essay exams or exams involving proofs where one cannot know how much 
time to allocate one question without seeing the difficulty of later questions. 

Finally, we invite all students to consult the following statements by the university: 

o Student	Assessment	Policy:	All	forms	of	Assessment	shall	be	conducted	in	such	a	
manner	as	to	preserve	academic	integrity.	

o As	the	McGill	webpage	on	Student	Rights	and	Responsibilities	states:	 keep in mind 
the students who are doing their work honestly; cheating tilts the playing field and 
undermines the value of their work, the academic integrity of the University, and 
the value of the degrees we offer. https://www.mcgill.ca/students/srr/honest/staff  	
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