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Foreword

Foreword

By Rt Hon Sir Vince Cable, former Secretary of State for Business, Innovation and Skills

A thriving higher education system supports a healthy democracy and a 
robust economy. 

Fundamental to the valued place of universities in our society is their 
role in maintaining confidence in the status and value of a degree, as a 
demonstration of the learning that has taken place. This confidence is 
based on assessments, which should allow students to demonstrate what 
they have learned in a robust and rigorous way. 

This confidence rests on integrity but also on third-party validation. 
This is especially so when there are repeated reports of degree grade 
inflation and in the aftermath of the recent big expansion in numbers of 
degree-awarding institutions and students.

There is now a new challenge to degree integrity: AI. As this excellent 
timely report from Policy Exchange illustrates, university assessment 
systems have lagged the AI revolution.  They were not designed for an era 
where powerful new artificial intelligence tools are available for free in 
everyone’s pocket. The situation detailed in the report is clear. Too many 
university assessment systems can currently be completely bypassed using 
AI, eroding the value of a degree and undermining the role of universities. 
Furthermore, those students who refrain from using AI in this way are 
placed at a serious disadvantage compared to those willing to use it to 
bypass the harder, but more worthwhile, path of genuine learning. These 
technologies may offer potential benefits to higher education, but in the 
short term they represent a serious challenge. It is alarming to discover 
that 40% of degree-awarding institutions do not publish evidence of their 
plans to deal with this problem.

To maintain public confidence in the value of a degree, and the societal 
benefits of higher education, the higher education sector must urgently 
and significantly overhaul its assessment system. In-person examination 
should replace remote assessment unless the latter is fully secure. Staff 
need rigorous training in the design of modern, AI-proof, assessment 
methods, which need to be transparent for students, employers and other 
stakeholders, so that everyone can be confident in how a graduate was 
assessed, and what that means. 

For all the potential benefits of these new technologies, it is essential 
that our young people continue to learn things for themselves, to think 
for themselves, not to offload their judgement and problem solving to AI. 
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Learning needs to be certified in the absence of artificial intelligence tools, 
allowing students to demonstrate their own independent critical thinking 
skills to trained assessors. 

The UK’s higher education sector has long been one of our nation’s 
great assets. It is in everyone’s interest for this success to continue, and 
for that to occur the sector must ensure the integrity of its assessment 
methods is maintained. The recommendations in this report will go a long 
way to ensuring that society retains confidence in the meaning and value 
of university study. 
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“This useful and timely report from Policy Exchange highlights an important 
new threat to the integrity of degree standards. The widespread use of 
unmonitored online exams and take-home essays for summative assessment 
actively promote the use of AI by students. This is unfair and invidious to 
students and staff who wish to act with integrity.

As ever, the incentives in the higher education sector are wrong and institutions 
are too slow to change in response to new technology. AI is having impact at 
every stage of student life, affecting how universities interview, teach, tutor, 
assess, examine and grade students. Its implications vary by subject: some 
disciplines, such as mathematics, are already using it as a useful tool, while 
its impact on English literature will be very different. But none of the potential 
uses can justify allowing students to use AI in assessments that are intended to 
be completed without its aid.

The higher education sector is of immense value and importance to the economy 
and to employers. Central to this value is its role in assuring qualification 
standards. If Higher Education bodies are unable to give appropriate assurances 
that their qualifications are proof against AI-cheating, then employers will 
go around them and create their own – as we have already seen happening 
with the Solicitors Regulation Authority, which introduced the Solicitors 
Qualifying Exam in 2021. Yet a widespread collapse in confidence that a 
degree qualification means what it purports to would be a tragedy: universities 
must act now to put their house in order, before it is too late.”

Lord Mendoza CBE, Provost of Oriel College, Oxford
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Executive Summary

Higher education is important. It is the route by which people are prepared 
for many important roles in society, and a major way in which society 
helps many people learn independent higher critical thinking skills. Higher 
education is also a major asset to the UK economy and reputation. There is 
a significant international demand for UK higher education, and the sector 
contributes substantially to the national economy. 

The certification of learning is a critical function of higher education 
providers. The degree certificate and transcript demonstrate what a graduate 
can do. Higher education providers are, currently, the main organisations 
in the UK which can certify learning to degree level. Society needs to 
be confident in this certification, or else the credibility of providers, and 
benefits of higher education, are undermined. 

This certification is based on assessments. Vivas, exams, essays, practical 
tests and more. Current assessment practice has been subject to several 
challenges for many years, including grade inflation, lack of staff training, 
limited quality assurance, essay mills, resource constraints, and rapidly 
changing employer needs. 

This weakened assessment system has been tipped into a full-blown 
crisis by the rapid rise of new generative artificial intelligence (GenAI) 
tools.  Free GenAI tools can be used to complete common assessment 
methods to a very high standard, with no need for a student to have 
undertaken the necessary learning, in ways that are largely undetectable. 
Most UK university students are now using artificial intelligence tools in 
their assessments. University regulations attempt to define what students 
can, and cannot, use GenAI for, but these regulations are futile when the 
tools themselves are outside of university control and the university cannot 
meaningfully detect whether a student has used them. 

Despite this, UK universities continue to make extensive use of 
vulnerable assessment methods. A recent freedom of information (FOI) 
request to all UK universities revealed 78% of them are using online 
remote exams, which students are expected to complete under ‘exam 
conditions’, but at home, online. Only 10% of providers use online 
monitoring for all their online exams, and most of these online remote 
exams are unsupervised. 70% of universities plan to carry on using these 
summative online unsupervised remote (SOUR) exams. Similarly, more 
than 90% of students report that they are assessed using traditional take-
home essays and other written coursework. These vulnerable assessment 
methods provide, at best, limited evidence of learning and so fail in their 
basic function of providing information that universities can use to award 
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a degree.
This situation puts students in a no-win situation. GenAI use is 

effectively being incentivised, even when it is not permitted: it is very 
easy to access and use of GenAI will almost certainly give students a better 
grade in these vulnerable assessments. Students who follow the rules are 
punished by lower grades, disadvantaging them as they graduate into 
a competitive job market, having accumulated considerable debt from 
tuition fee loans. Details of assessment methods are absent from degree 
transcripts and quality assurance reports, meaning students and employers 
have no way of differentiating between those degrees that were awarded 
based on a meaningful certification of learning vs those based on SOUR 
exams and take-home essays. 

University staff are similarly in a no-win situation. There is no 
requirement for them to be trained in the principles of effective assessment, 
and so untrained university staff design, deliver, mark, and moderate 
assessments, and act as external examiners. The higher education sector is 
asked to mark its own homework, incentivised by a financial model that 
is driven by league tables, which reward giving high marks rather than 
upholding academic standards. 

This contrasts with the school sector where high stakes assessments are 
externally marked and moderated, designed and delivered by externally 
trained staff. If universities are to retain their autonomy and relevance 
in the age of GenAI, then a fundamental redesign, and reprioritisation, 
of university assessment practice is urgently needed. This requires 
incentivising the sector to use high quality assessments leading to a 
meaningful certification of learning. Focusing on what graduates can do, 
using face-to-face, in-person assessments designed and administered by 
trained assessors and aligned with the needs of all those who have a stake 
in higher education.

The types of assessment used in any programme should also be shared 
in a transparent, detailed way, facilitating choice amongst students (‘how 
will I be assessed’?) and for employers considering degree transcripts 
(‘what can a graduate do, and what is the assessment evidence for this?’). 
By making assessment a priority for all stakeholders, the major benefits 
of the UK higher education (HE) sector can be maintained in the face of 
multiple current challenges. 
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Summary of Recommendations

1.	 The use of SOUR exams needs to be ceased immediately. The OFS and the 
QAA should instruct universities that such exams are not compliant 
with the quality assurance requirements of universities and they 
should be ceased immediately. 

2.	 Adopt robust assessment methods, with or without GenAI. Providers should 
prioritise assessment methods that are demonstrably resistant to 
GenAI and related challenges. The norm should be face-to-face 
assessments, whether they are in-person or online, written or 
otherwise. Any assessment methods that attempt to include GenAI 
should do so in a way that is meaningful and enforceable. This 
also requires a short timeline.

3.	 Train staff to be qualified assessors. A set of key independent, evidence-
based training standards for UK university educators is urgently 
needed, across teaching, assessment and student support. This will 
equip providers to design and deliver effective assessments, suited 
to their students, disciplines and context. 

4.	 Transparency. Providing more and better information about 
assessments will facilitate choice amongst stakeholders including 
employers and prospective students. For example, include detailed 
assessment information on degree transcripts. This will incentivise 
higher education providers to deliver robust assessments. 

5.	 Agreed concepts and terminology. Sector-wide agreement, publication 
and publicising of key terms in assessment, with practical examples 
and input from external stakeholders.

6.	 Embed changes as standards in revised regulation and policy. The quality 
assurance standards and regulation around UK higher education 
need to be revised to ensure that they reflect and prioritise the 
requirements for meaningful assessment, delivered by trained 
staff. 
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1. What is assessment for?

An assessment is simply a way of providing information about learning. 
The nature of an assessment varies depending upon what the information 
is to be used for. For example, a common view of assessment is as a tool 
to provide evidence of what has been learned, in order to make decisions 
about degree awards or progression between academic levels. This 
‘summative’ assessment is often contrasted with assessments designed 
to provide information that can be used in a formative way, as part of 
the learning process. The cognitive process of retrieving prior learning to 
engage in practice assessments is one of the most effective ways to learn.1 
Assessment information is also vital feedback for educators; how are 
students getting on? Where do they need support? Employers, funders, 
parents, policymakers, regulators and governments also have a stake, since 
the information can tell us a lot about what a graduate can do and whether 
an educational system is effective. 

A Defining Role of Universities: Certifying Learning to Degree Level. Universities 
use assessment information to certify what a student has learned. This 
certification then forms the basis for the award of a degree. The ability to 
award degrees in the UK is, currently, mostly unique to higher education 
providers. There are multiple visions and philosophies of the purpose 
of higher education, ranging from a view of universities as engines of 
enlightened democracy through to degrees being simply a credential 
for future employment. Regardless of one’s philosophical or political 
perspective on the purpose of higher education, they all require effective 
assessment to function. 

Universities perform a range of other important roles in UK society. 
Teaching, research, innovation and more. However, almost all these roles 
overlap with other providers. For example, if you wanted to learn about 
a topic, you could enrol on a university course. Alternatively, you could 
enrol on a MOOC, watch YouTube, engage with GenAI, read books, 
listen to podcasts, take up an internship, and more. Most of these ways 
of learning are substantially cheaper than university courses, and more 
personalised. However, a significant motivation for people to attend 
university is to obtain a certification, a degree, which they can use to 
evidence their learning. None of these cheaper alternative routes can 
currently offer certification of learning to degree level. 

This certification of learning has become more important than ever 
in the age of GenAI. Powerful new tools like ChatGPT are capable of 
extraordinary tasks and are developing at a rapid pace. They potentially 
offer benefits in teaching and learning, but these come with concerns 

1.	 McDermott KB. Practicing Retriev-
al Facilitates Learning. Annual Re-
view of Psychology. Annual Reviews; 
2021;72:609–33. https://doi.org/10.1146/
annurev-psych-010419-051019

https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010419-051019
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-psych-010419-051019
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about excess ‘cognitive offloading’, wherein too much of the mental effort 
required for learning is outsourced to these tools, too early in the learning 
process. A new term, ‘never-skilling’ describes a potential consequence 
of this wherein new professionals never learn key content and are instead 
dependent on GenAI for even basic components of their role.2 If society 
wants graduates to continue to become independent critical thinkers, to 
learn new things for themselves, then we need to assess what they can do 
without GenAI. 

Universities mark their own homework. Assessments in schools and 
further education are designed to deliver national standards, such that 
qualifications are equivalent regardless of where they were obtained. 
This is achieved by the separation of teaching and assessment. Teaching 
is delivered by schools and colleges, while summative assessment leading 
to qualifications like GCSEs and A Levels is designed and delivered by 
external regulators who employ trained assessors.  In higher education, 
this separation is absent. Universities mark their own homework: teaching 
and assessment are undertaken by the same staff. External examiners are 
supposed to provide a level of independent oversight, but this system 
has failed in many ways as described below. There is no requirement for 
any of these staff to be trained, and the performance evaluation of these 
staff, and the sector, is partly based on giving the highest grades rather 
than providing meaningful information about learning or robust national 
standards. 

Societal benefits. Higher education is an important part of the UK economy. 
One estimate is that higher education returns 14 pounds to the economy 
for every pound invested.3 A significant portion of this economic impact 
comes from the world-leading reputation of UK higher education. Higher 
education is also, currently, a major means by which people are supported 
to learn important professional roles for society. 

For society to retain confidence in higher education, and the associated 
economic and societal benefits to continue, all stakeholders must be assured 
that a degree transcript represents a valid certification of the learning of 
the person named on the certificate, underpinned by robust assessment 
throughout the programme of study. Unfortunately, that is not currently 
the case.

2.	 Ke Y, Jin L, Ong JCL, Thirunavukarasu AJ, Car 
J, Cheung CY, et al. AI-induced never-skilling 
in medical education. Nat Med. Nature Pub-
lishing Group; 2026;32:1997–2006. https://
doi.org/10.1038/s41591-026-04438-y

3.	 Universities UK. The economic impact of 
higher education, teaching, research and 
innovation [Internet]. 2025. https://www.
universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/poli-
cy-and-research/publications/econom-
ic-impact-higher-education Accessed 13 
May 2026

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-026-04438-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41591-026-04438-y
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/economic-impact-higher-education
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/economic-impact-higher-education
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/economic-impact-higher-education
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/what-we-do/policy-and-research/publications/economic-impact-higher-education
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2. An acute crisis. GenAI has 
exposed a weakened system as 
not fit for purpose. 

Designing an effective assessment is a multifaceted process. The assessment 
must be valid, reliable, inclusive, affordable, equitable, secure, practical 
and more. These are precise technical terms based on a substantial and 
rigorous evidence base going back many decades. A full description of 
the principles of effective assessment is beyond the scope of this report 
and should not really be necessary; given the importance of effective 
assessment as a means to certify learning, it would be reasonable to 
assume that these terms are carefully and thoroughly defined by those 
organisations tasked with the quality assurance of UK higher education. 
Both the OFS and the QAA publish extensive glossaries of technical terms, 
but these core principles of assessment are conspicuously absent. 

The concept of validity is worthy of some consideration here, since 
it is critically important to effective assessment and underpins all other 
principles. Put simply, a valid assessment is one that reasonably measures 
what assessors claim it to measure. This can be expanded to consider the 
context in which assessment information will be interpreted, the evidence 
that an assessment generates for that interpretation, and the purposes for 
which it will be used. For example, a practice assessment designed to 
show a novice learner and educator how much progress they have made 
when learning core principles of a subject would  be designed to generate 
a very different type of information to a competency assessment of safety 
in a high-stakes practical skill. If an assessment process cannot demonstrate 
validity, then it has failed its core objective, and it does not matter whether 
it is reliable, authentic or inclusive. 

The ability of universities to deliver valid assessments has been steadily 
eroded by misaligned incentives provided to the sector for the last 30+ 
years, combined with decreased funding. This has led to grade inflation 
and the prioritisation of ‘satisfaction’ surveys over degree standards. These 
challenges are detailed in later sections. The rapid emergence of GenAI 
provides a new, and enormous, challenge to this weakened and depleted 
assessment infrastructure, turning problems into crises.   

GenAI can be used to obtain a very high mark, without learning. From the very 
beginning, ChatGPT has shown good levels of performance with MCQ 
type exam questions,4 rising to an outstanding level of performance 
with subsequent updates to ChatGPT, scoring ~90% on difficult medical 

4.	 Newton P, Xiromeriti M. ChatGPT perfor-
mance on multiple choice question exam-
inations in higher education. A pragmatic 
scoping review. Assessment & Evaluation in 
Higher Education. Routledge; 2024;49:781–
98. https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.202
3.2299059

https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2023.2299059
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2023.2299059
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licensing exams in the UK and USA. This excellent performance is 
maintained when the questions are completely novel.5

Take-home essays and other types of written coursework are similarly 
vulnerable. This type of asynchronous assessment is a mainstay of UK 
higher education and yet has been subject to numerous validity challenges, 
including plagiarism6 and contract cheating.7 Essay marking is also 
notoriously unreliable and reliability cannot be easily improved by adding 
moderators or better marking schemes.8 However, these challenges are 
modest compared to those posed by GenAI, which can be used to instantly 
write academic essays to a very high standard, with the added issue that 
markers are largely unable to tell whether an essay has been written by AI,9 
unless perhaps the markers are frequent users of GenAI themselves.10 More 
personalised written assessment methods, such as written reflections, are 
similarly vulnerable.11 Blinded marking experiments show that the work 
produced using GenAI scores equivalent or higher to work generated by 
human authors. Most of the evidence is based on older GenAI versions, 
which are now obsolete, having been superseded by even more powerful 
tools. 

Many companies offer products which claim to be able to identify 
whether text has been written by GenAI. The use of these products has 
been the subject of fierce debate, based on multiple overlapping issues. 
These are expertly reviewed by Bassett and colleagues, who conclude that 
the use of these tools is not justified. The rate of false positives is too high 
and, crucially, there is no way of independently verifying the conclusion 
of an AI-text detector.12 In addition, effective, simple advice for how to 
bypass these detectors is readily available and has been viewed millions 
of times.13 This collection of circumstances has led to an atmosphere of 
suspicion across higher education, where both students and academics 
are worried about being accused of using GenAI in their work, and are 
sometimes unfairly accused, all in an attempt to preserve an assessment 
method whose basic validity was already questionable before the 
emergence of GenAI.

5.	 Newton PM, Summers CJ, Zaheer U, Xi-
romeriti M, Stokes JR, Bhangu JS, et al. 
Can ChatGPT-4o Really Pass Medical Sci-
ence Exams? A Pragmatic Analysis Using 
Novel Questions. MedSciEduc [Internet]. 
2025 [cited 2025 Feb 28]; https://doi.
org/10.1007/s40670-025-02293-z

6.	 Newton PM. Academic integrity: a quantita-
tive study of confidence and understanding 
in students at the start of their higher edu-
cation. Assessment & Evaluation in Higher 
Education. Routledge; 2016;41:482–97. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2015.1
024199

7.	 Newton PM. How Common Is Commercial 
Contract Cheating in Higher Education and 
Is It Increasing? A Systematic Review. Fron-
tiers in Education [Internet]. 2018 [cited 
2022 June 27];3. https://www.frontiersin.
org/article/10.3389/feduc.2018.00067 Ac-
cessed 27 June 2022

8.	 Bloxham S, den-Outer B, Hudson J, Price 
M. Let’s stop the pretence of consistent 
marking: exploring the multiple limitations 
of assessment criteria. Assessment & Eval-
uation in Higher Education. Routledge; 
2016;41:466–81. https://doi.org/10.1080/
02602938.2015.1024607

9.	 Newton PM, Jones S. Education and Train-
ing Assessment and Artificial Intelligence. A 
Pragmatic Guide for Educators. Br J Biomed 
Sci. Frontiers Publishing Partnerships; 
2025;81:14049. https://doi.org/10.3389/
bjbs.2024.14049

10.	Russell J, Karpinska M, Iyyer M. People who 
frequently use ChatGPT for writing tasks are 
accurate and robust detectors of AI-gener-
ated text. In: Che W, Nabende J, Shutova 
E, Pilehvar MT, editors. Proceedings of the 
63rd Annual Meeting of the Association for 
Computational Linguistics (Volume 1: Long 
Papers) [Internet]. Vienna, Austria: Associ-
ation for Computational Linguistics; 2025 
[cited 2026 May 1]. p. 5342–73. https://doi.
org/10.18653/v1/2025.acl-long.267

11.	Furzer E, Newton PM. Is reflective writ-
ing a valid summative assessment in the 
era of GenAI? A scoping review. Med-
ical Teacher. Taylor & Francis; 2026;in 
press:1–14. https://doi.org/10.1080/01421
59X.2026.2658172

12.	Bassett MA, Bradshaw W, Bornsztejn H, 
Hogg A, Murdoch K, Pearce B, et al. Heads 
we win, tails you lose: AI detectors in edu-
cation. Journal of Higher Education Policy 
and Management. Routledge; 2026;0:1–
16. https://doi.org/10.1080/136008
0X.2026.2622146

13.	Foltýnek T, Newton PM. What Does You-
Tube Advise Students About Bypassing 
AI-Text Detection Tools? A Pragmatic Anal-
ysis. J Acad Ethics. 2025;24:8. https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10805-025-09675-3

https://doi.org/10.1007/s40670-025-02293-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40670-025-02293-z
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2015.1024199
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2015.1024199
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/feduc.2018.00067
https://www.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/feduc.2018.00067
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2015.1024607
https://doi.org/10.1080/02602938.2015.1024607
https://doi.org/10.3389/bjbs.2024.14049
https://doi.org/10.3389/bjbs.2024.14049
https://doi.org/10.18653/v1/2025.acl-long.267
https://doi.org/10.18653/v1/2025.acl-long.267
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2026.2658172
https://doi.org/10.1080/0142159X.2026.2658172
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2026.2622146
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2026.2622146
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-025-09675-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10805-025-09675-3
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Widespread use of vulnerable assessment methods. Despite these challenges, UK 
universities continue to make widespread use of assessment methods that 
are vulnerable to GenAI, as summarised in Box 1, sourced from 14 15 16.

Box 1.  Higher education assessment crisis, in numbers

•	 78% of UK universities are using online, remote exams for 
summative assessment
•	 Only 10% use online invigilation for all their online remote 

exams
•	 70% plan to carry on with this type of assessment
•	 67% of university policies for these exams do not even 

mention GenAI
•	 91% of UK students say they have been assessed via take-home 

essays
•	 55% of UK students say they have been summatively assessed by 

online remote exams
•	 94% of UK students say they are using AI in their assessments

For example, Freedom of Information (FOI) results from 120 UK 
universities in 2024 asked them to report “how many summative examinations 
were both remote and online, i.e., no invigilators were physically present”.  78% reported 
that they used these assessments but only 10% of universities use online 
invigilation for all these exams. 70% said they had no plans to reduce the 
number of these exams, which numbered almost 17000 in academic year 
23/24.17 These summative, online, remote and unsupervised (SOUR) 
exams are a legacy of the impact of COVID lockdowns, when all education 
providers had to rapidly and completely shift all assessments into an online 
format. Many technological systems were available to enhance the security 
of online exams, such as webcam-based monitoring and ‘lockdown’ 
browsers which monitor and restrict the sources a student can access when 
taking their exam. However, universities lacked the time or the resources 
to rapidly implement these online invigilation systems, and those that did 
were faced with a backlash due to the poor student experience associated 
with this rapid rollout; students complained of privacy infringements, 
stress and uncertainty over technical requirements, bias and accuracy in 
the systems, and cost18. Unsurprisingly then, the shift to online exams 
during COVID was associated with a substantial increase in cheating such 
that more students report cheating than not cheating,19 and there was 
a spike in grades (see Figure 1). However, when learning and teaching 
returned to campus, it appears that these cheap pseudo ‘exams’ did not. 

Similarly, the take-home essay is ubiquitous across UK higher education, 
with more than 90% of UK university students reporting that they have 
been assessed this way.20 The heavy use of take-home essays appears to 
be a particular challenge for UK higher education when compared to 
other countries. For example, much of Europe makes greater use of the 
interactive oral viva,21 an approach that was originally pioneered at Oxford 
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and Cambridge where, historically, it was the only form of assessment.22 
Students are using GenAI in their assessments. The first widespread free 

GenAI chatbot, ChatGPT, was launched to the public on November 30, 
2022. Within two years, most university students in the UK reported 
using GenAI in their assessments, reaching 88% in December 2024,23 and 
94% in December 202524 according to two widely cited reports from the 
Higher Education Policy Institute. Some studies report lower percentages, 
but all estimates show that substantial numbers of UK university students 
are using AI in their assessments However, this does not mean that 94% 
of students are cheating, largely because existing definitions of academic 
misconduct are based around assessment practices that existed prior to 
the launch of ChatGPT in 2022 and have not been properly adapted. 
For example, a recent HEPI report categorises a range of ways in which 
students use AI in their assessments , including ‘using AI to summarise 
an article’, which half of UK students report doing. Many take-home 
essay-type coursework assessments require students to evaluate multiple 
sources of evidence and then appraise and synthesise them in written 
form. It is very difficult for this type of assessment to provide meaningful 
information about whether the  student has learned  to undertake critical 
appraisal and synthesis, vs their ability to ask GenAI to do it for them, and 
so the learning of the student cannot be meaningfully certified.

There are some more obvious uses of GenAI in assessment which are 
more likely to fall under categories of cheating. For example the HEPI 
study finds that 12% of students report using AI content, unedited, in 
their work. But this does not mean that student understanding of the 
rules is clear. The single biggest reason why students do not use GenAI in 
their assessments is a fear of being accused of cheating, reported by 40-
50% of students in the last two HEPI reports.  A study conducted in the 
summer of 2024 asked UK university students if they had cheated using 
GenAI, and approximately one fifth said they had, however when asked 
what they had done, the situation was more complex. Many behaviours 
that students reported as ‘cheating’ would be unlikely to be considered 
academic misconduct under common UK university rules.25 Perhaps most 
alarmingly, a 2024 analysis of the policies designed to secure the integrity 
of SOUR exams revealed that two-thirds of them did not even mention 
GenAI. One cannot break rules that do not exist. 

Unworkable policies on GenAI use in assessment. There is no meaningful way 
in which universities can control access to generative AI by university 
students who are completing take-home assessments such as essays and 
SOUR exams. Currently, it is difficult even for national governments to 
regulate GenAI. The companies responsible for making the most popular 
GenAI chatbot tools are based in the United States. Their products are, at 
the time of writing, available instantly, for free. The current administration 
of the United States has been explicit that they see generative AI as an arms 
race which they intend to win by limiting regulation of the companies 
and their products.26 

Various professional bodies and regulators have produced guidance for 

22.	Fenton A. Reconsidering the Use of Oral 
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providers on the use  of GenAI in learning, teaching and assessment. These 
are still largely aspirational and broad, encouraging providers to ‘rethink’ 
and ‘revise’ assessments with little objective advice about how to ensure 
the validity of assessment information. For example, one of the latest is 
an ‘AI toolkit’ developed by the QAA.27 It has seven pillars, of which one 
is to ‘review’ assessment policy and then to review assessments in light 
of the revised policy. An analysis of trends in assessment suggests that 
providers are indeed ‘reviewing’ their assessments but again the details, 
and an overarching strategy, are lacking.28  

Some UK higher education providers have responded to GenAI use in 
take-home assessments by attempting to use ‘traffic light’ schemes whereby 
student’s use of AI is permitted for certain tasks but not for others, even 
within the same assessment. For example, students might be allowed to 
use GenAI to plan an assessment but not to write it. Or they may be able 
to use it for writing but only for grammar and proofreading. These sorts 
of approaches are well-intentioned but are currently unenforceable for 
the reasons explained above.29 They provide a misleading impression of 
clear, structured regulations but deflect from the fundamental and urgent 
redesign that is needed for assessment.30

Despite these challenges, the information provided by take-home essays 
and SOUR exams continues to be used by universities to award degrees, in 
ways that cannot be justified. In many, if not most, cases these assessments 
provide limited meaningful information about learning.

Unfair, no-win situation for students. By using these vulnerable assessment 
methods and unworkable regulations, the higher education sector, both 
providers and regulators, has abdicated primary responsibility for quality 
and standards. Instead, students are made responsible, they are asked to 
follow policies and regulations that cannot be meaningfully enforced. It is 
obvious to anyone that breaking these rules will result in a higher grade. 
Students also know that this same situation applies to their peers, and that 
they will all be graduating into the same competitive job market. Students 
are incentivised to cheat and punished for doing what is asked of them. A 
simple example of this is shown in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Abdication of responsibility for quality and standards
Representative extract of university policy to supposedly ensure the 
security and integrity of online unproctored remote examinations, where 
responsibility for assessment security is placed onto students, placing 
them in a no-win situation where they are incentivised to cheat, and will 
likely get lower grades if they follow the rules.31
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Stakeholders outside the university. To anyone outside of a university, there 
is little detailed information available about how students are assessed. For 
all stakeholders to engage in a meaningful reform of future assessment 
practice, there needs to be more clarity about current practice, and an 
agreed terminology. Current consumer regulation requires that universities 
give reasonable information about assessment methods to prospective 
students, but this is, understandably, subject to change once a student has 
enrolled and even then there is no formal agreement on what key terms 
mean. For example, what is an ‘exam’? Most would agree that it involves 
some level of direct observation of behaviour under controlled, timed 
conditions. But how much time? How much observation? By whom? This 
lack of clarity was understandably exploited by universities when asked 
how many SOUR exams they operate, with some claiming them as ‘take 
home tests’ and other classifications, while most reported them as exams 
when they lacked this direct observation or controlled conditions.32 

There is an abundance of information that could easily be provided 
about assessments. Are they open-book or closed-book. Are they in-
person, face-to-face, directly observed, etc? How much weight does 
each assessment carry? How is assessment blueprinted across a course? 
Universities already have this information, but it is largely absent from 
degree transcripts or materials provided to prospective students. It would 
be straightforward for universities to provide this existing information, 
which would be valuable for prospective students and employers to make 
decisions about whether assessment was, or will be, conducted in a way 
that provides meaningful information about learning. Employers are more 
likely to hire graduates whose degrees were properly assessed, and so 
students are more likely to choose to study at universities which offer 
them. This will incentivise universities to improve assessments.

There are other important concepts which are not currently as well-
defined, such as the aforementioned definition of an exam or an essay, 
or more technical concepts, such as measures of assessment reliability, or 
more nuanced and contextual concepts, such as reasonable adjustments 
for personal circumstances. This information is still available to 
universities, even if they use it differently or do not currently agree on the 
terminology. It should be straightforward to develop and share a sector-
wide understanding of these concepts. 

Needs of employers. The current poverty of information leads employers, 
recruiters and universities themselves to ask for more information when 
hiring graduates or recruiting them for further study, such as a PhD. There 
continues to be a ‘skills gap’ wherein graduates are not equipped to enter 
the workforce.33 Surveys of employers consistently report that they seek 
graduates with practical and communication skills, alongside vocational 
experience and teamwork.34 These attributes are unlikely to be provided 
by SOUR exams and take-home essays. Many employers therefore run 
their own assessment centres to test for these skills, and employers also 
report having to run their own education and training content to address 
the skills gap.35
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Employers resort to doing their own assessments.  Some employers have 
resorted to setting their own professional licensing exams. For example, 
in 2021 the Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) launched the Solicitors 
Qualifying Exam (SQE), a national standardised set of assessments that 
are now required for entry into the profession. The SQE replaced exams 
that had been administered locally by university law schools and other 
providers. When explaining why the change was necessary, the SRA stated:

“We cannot know from the current system of legal education that all aspiring 
solicitors are assessed to a consistent standard and achieve the same outcomes. 
There are about 110 universities involved in assessing students through [law 
degrees]. These universities both  teach their students and assess them through 
examinations which the universities set, mark and moderate. With this 
number of providers, we cannot be sure that all new solicitors are meeting, on 
a consistent basis, the levels of knowledge and skills that consumers expect of 
the profession”36

This criticism of universities marking their own homework is a stark 
example of what happens when a professional body loses confidence in the 
higher education sector to deliver assessments effectively: they abandon 
higher education and run their own assessments instead. However, this 
major change was accompanied by a second, potentially more impactful 
warning to the sector. An applicant can now take the SQE regardless of whether 
they attended a university law school. Many private providers now offer ‘SQE prep’; 
specialist teaching that is considerably cheaper than university tuition. An 
aspirant solicitor can undertake their learning through some of the non-
university means outlined above, then they have a route through to a 
professional career that was once restricted entirely to graduates from the 
higher education sector. This example demonstrates again that the teaching 
of subjects to an advanced level is not the sole preserve of universities. The 
defining function of higher education providers is the certification of that 
learning, to degree levels, via assessment. The SQE example shows that, 
where confidence in those degrees is undermined, employers can simply 
go around the higher education sector and design their own certification. 

Similar national standardised exams, administered by professional 
bodies outside the jurisdiction of universities, were introduced for 
medicine in 2024, and have also been introduced for barristers, although 
both of these are still linked to university courses. To be clear, these 
standardised exams, and the professions they lead to, are still very much 
intertwined with higher education providers, and the SQE itself is still 
largely taken by applicants who have been to law school, but all these 
examples add to a trend of employers and professional bodies running 
their own assessments, in a way which demonstrates declining confidence 
in the certification of learning undertaken by universities. 

36.	Solicitors Regulation Authority. A new route 
to qualification: The Solicitors Qualifying 
Examination (SQE). 2016.
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3. What is driving the current 
situation?

The current financial model of UK higher education is simple; universities 
are funded largely through tuition fees. The fees that universities can charge 
domestic students are capped by the government. The number of students 
that the university may recruit are not capped. Therefore, the financial 
health of providers largely depends upon recruiting as many students as 
possible. One of the main drivers of recruitment is university league tables. 
Two main drivers of performance in university league tables are student 
satisfaction surveys, and the percentage of students who get high marks 
(‘good’ degrees). Therefore, universities are directly incentivised to make 
sure students give good reports on customer satisfaction surveys, and that 
they get high marks. One of the things that makes students unhappy is 
poorly designed assessment. The numbers of complaints received by the 
OIA is at an all-time high, and the most common category of complaints, 
representing 42% of the total lodged, is ‘academic appeals’, which the 
OIA states as covering “individual assessment results, resit opportunities, 
progression decisions, and degree classification calculations”.37

Grade inflation. Throughout the 1990s, the percentage of students 
achieving the highest degree classification (1st class honours) remained 
constant at ~7-8%. In the mid-1990s, the Times newspaper introduced 
their university league tables, which in the late 1990s introduced a new 
metric: the percentage of students who were awarded ‘good degrees’, 
meaning a 1st class or 2:1 degree.38 More good degrees awarded meant 
higher rankings in the league tables. The number of students achieving 
first class degrees then increased by approximately 500%, peaking at 
37.7% in 2020/21.39 Much of this has been at the expense of 2:2 degrees, 
which have declined enormously. 3rd class degrees and ‘pass’ have all but 
disappeared, leading HESA to collapse these two classifications into one 
for reporting purposes. The trends are shown in Figure 1.37.	QAA. An evidence-based toolkit on leverag-

ing Generative AI to support the graduates 
of the future. 2025.

38.	Yorke M. The Times’ “league table” of universi-
ties, 1997: a statistical appraisal. Quality As-
surance in Education. 1998;6:58–60. https://
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Figure 2. Grade inflation since the mid-1990s. 
The percentages of students being awarded the main degree classifications 
are shown. Data from HESA. 

Various explanations have been proffered for these dramatic changes, 
including improvements in teaching, but the OFS is explicit that much 
of the increase is due to changes in the ways that universities calculate 
their degrees, via ‘algorithms’ that use every possible route to increase the 
likelihood that students will achieve a ‘good’ degree.40  

Grade inflation combined with the lack of transparency causes numerous 
problems. A 2:1 is, officially, a final grade of between 60 and 70%. A first-
class degree is simply anything over 70%. Thus, a student achieves a grade 
average of 95% will graduate with the same degree classification, a first, 
as one who graduates with 70% despite them differing by 25 percentage 
points. However, a graduate who scores 2 percentage points lower, at 
68%, will graduate with a lower degree classification, a 2:1. These same 
narrow bands are reflected in postgraduate taught degree classifications 
of pass, merit and distinction. In addition, the transcript will most likely 
simply report the names of the modules that the student has studied (e.g., 
‘an introduction to neuroscience’) and the score achieved. The transcript 
does not contain any information about how that grade was arrived at: 
was it achieved using SOUR exams, or was it achieved using rigorous, in-
person assessment?  This combination of grade inflation on a data-poor 
transcript means that employers and other stakeholders have very limited 
information about what a graduate has learned during their degree. 

Numerous proposals have been made, over many years, to reform the 
UK degree classification scheme, to make it more detailed, more granular, 
and provide supplemental information for employers and others. 
However, these have not resulted in widespread availability of detailed 
information about assessments and are largely optional. The current, very 
blunt, degree classification schemes remain in place. 

40.	Office for Students. Bachelors’ degree clas-
sification algorithms - Office for Students 
[Internet]. Office for Students; 2025 [cited 
2026 Mar 27]. https://www.officeforstu-
dents.org.uk/publications/bachelors-de-
gree-classification-algorithms/. Accessed 
27 Mar 2026
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Failure of current regulation and quality assurance mechanisms in UK higher 
education. UK higher education is subject to an extensive quality assurance 
process. This process is administered in England by OFS and in the 
devolved nations by the QAA. Both organisations have detailed regulations 
and standards by which universities are expected to demonstrate that the 
quality of education is maintained, and this includes assessment. For any 
new provider to enter the market and to legally use the term ‘university’ 
requires a lengthy quality assurance process by which they demonstrate 
that they meet the standards and that they have the processes and structures 
in place to continue to meet the standards in an ongoing way. For example, 
the OFS in its standards for universities contains an explicit regulation 
on assessment (regulation B4). This regulation states that providers must 
ensure that their assessments are valid, credible and limit opportunities for 
academic misconduct, giving examples and limited definitions for each. 
The QAA has similar expectations in their 2024 Quality Code, although 
less detailed than the OFS. Any significant deviation from the standards 
identified is expected to trigger a review by the regulator. 

SOUR exams completely, and obviously, fail the requirements of 
regulation B4. Yet most UK universities continue to use them and there 
has been no widespread investigation by the OFS/QAA. This situation 
could be simply and quickly addressed by a statement from the OFS/QAA, 
or the organisations that fund/commission them, that universities must 
stop using SOUR exams. Similar, albeit more complex, solutions apply to 
written coursework such as essays; they incentivise academic misconduct, 
rather than limiting it, and they provide limited meaningful information 
about learning.

There are rare, isolated examples of universities that have failed to meet 
the standards set out in regulated documentation. Publicised incidences 
of universities being sanctioned by the regulator are rare and generally 
applied only to smaller private or franchised providers.

Instead, providers in England are subject only to ‘risk-based’ 
interventions where and when a concern has been identified. This 
principle requires that some students will need to have paid for poor-
quality education before the OFS steps in. Providers who are subject 
to investigation, and aspirant providers applying for degree-awarding 
powers, need to provide evidence that they meet criterion B4. However, 
there are no clear indicators of how universities should objectively and 
rigorously evidence that their assessments are valid and reliable. Instead, the 
universities provide examples of process, and that process largely consists 
of universities marking their own homework through internal moderation 
and exam boards. 

The external examining process is the main element of independent 
external oversight but this process has been subject to repeated rounds 
of criticism and review over many years.41 The current system also does 
not give clear indication of how, or even if, external examiners are 
supposed to ensure that assessments are valid and reliable, and there is no 
standard by which it can be determined that external examiners have been 

41.	Bloxham S, Price M. External examining: fit 
for purpose? Studies in Higher Education. 
Routledge; 2015;40:195–211. https://doi.or
g/10.1080/03075079.2013.823931
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adequately trained to make a judgement on these fundamental principles 
of assessment (see below). Instead, universities are encouraged to reflect 
on whether training for external examiners includes the universities 
own “regulations, assessment strategies and marking criteria”.42 Not whether the 
assessments provide meaningful valid information about learning; simply 
do the assessments meet our own regulations? Thus, even the supposed 
independent oversight asks whether universities have marked their own 
homework according to their own rules. 

The Teaching Excellence Framework (TEF) was a project, instigated 
in the late 2010s, as a way of trying to demonstrate quality in university 
teaching and allowing potential students to differentiate between those 
universities which demonstrated outstanding teaching, from those in 
which the standards were merely the basic levels necessary for meeting 
OFS and QAA requirements. However, the metrics used by TEF were all 
indirect proxies for things that might be associated with good teaching 
(student satisfaction, graduate employment status), rather than evidence 
of assessment rigour undertaken by qualified assessors. Regardless of its 
other merits or demerits, the TEF cannot assure the rigour or validity of 
assessment. 

Use of student satisfaction (NSS) as a measure of ‘teaching quality’. There has 
long been a desire for some measure of teaching quality with which to 
evaluate higher education providers. The NSS started life over 20 years 
ago as a way of providing information to potential students, facilitating 
choice. The NSS is essentially a customer satisfaction survey applied to 
higher education. Students in their final year of study complete a series 
of Likert scale questions where they are asked to rate their agreement 
with various statements describing their educational experience. For 
example, their overall satisfaction with the teaching, their overall support 
that they receive and their views on assessment and feedback. The nature 
and number of the questions have changed over the years, but the survey 
has consistently contained some question designed to evaluate student’s 
satisfaction with their experiences of assessment.

The NSS has a considerable number of problems. It only asks students to 
evaluate their studies once, in the final year of their study. A fundamentally 
important principle of customer satisfaction surveys is that the customers 
can compare between options. For example, when a customer is making 
an evaluation of their experiences at a bakery, they compare it to their 
experience at other bakeries. This is demonstrably not the case for students 
at higher education institutions, particularly undergraduate students, for 
whom the NSS is the only audience. Almost all students in UK higher 
education only undertake one undergraduate degree and therefore they 
have no direct experience of other institutions with which to compare 
their experience at the institution that they are rating. 

More problematic is the use of a single, untrained stakeholder group 
(students) to evaluate teaching quality. It is important to be clear that 
students who are satisfied, happy and enjoying their studies are a healthy 
component of an effective modern higher education environment. But it 

42.	QAA. External Examining Principles: Reflec-
tive Questions. 2022.
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is inappropriate, at best, for NSS ratings to weigh so heavily on university 
performance measures through the TEF and league tables. For example, 
there is an abundant literature on the broader principle of student 
evaluation of teaching, which has been consistently shown to be unrelated 
to teaching quality, and biased against various demographics;  staff who 
are younger, female, ethnic minority academics, and those who do not 
have a doctorate.43

One bright spot in these methodological challenges is that the students 
consistently report very high levels of satisfaction. Universities consistently 
get overall percentage satisfaction scores in the 80s and 90s. However, this 
clustering of high levels of satisfaction leads to ceiling effects, whereby 
minor changes in the overall rating of an institution can cause a dramatic 
drop in their performance in league tables, thereby impacting recruitment. 
In addition, the main topic of this paper, assessment, is consistently 
amongst the lowest rated items on the NSS. Overall, ratings are themselves 
still very high, and this is an important factor to note, but it is clearly an 
area where universities feel that they need to do better. This is a challenge. 
Students, like all human beings, do not necessarily enjoy being judged, 
do not necessarily enjoy being given grades or ratings that are lower than 
the ones that they expect. It is therefore logical that, of all the items on the 
NSS, assessment and feedback is always going to be amongst the lowest-
rated. 

No requirement for staff to be trained in assessment. As explained above, 
assessment is a core defining role of universities and the staff that work 
within them. Therefore, it would be reasonable to expect that staff have 
been trained and that this training is recognised through some sort of 
formal qualification, such as a ‘qualified assessor’ status. This includes 
those staff who design and mark assessments, those who use assessment 
information to make award decisions, and the external examiners who are 
the main quality assurance oversight mechanism for assessments in UK 
higher education. 

Unfortunately, and remarkably, this is not the case. Regulations around 
quality assurance make various recommendations and suggestions for 
staff being ‘competent in the ability to demonstrate and set good assessments’, but there 
is no formal requirement for them to be trained to do so. This lack of 
defined training standards extends to external examiners. The OFS does 
not even require external examiners to be trained, instead focusing on the 
outcomes of the process.44 The QAA states that universities should “provide 
adequate training to enable external examiners to fulfil the role” but does not give any 
indication of what that training should include. Instead, universities are 
given a series of reflective questions. Regarding training, it is suggested 
that universities should ask themselves, “What training and support do you offer to 
your external examiners?”. Unsurprisingly then, there is evidence that external 
examiners report themselves as ‘assessment illiterate’.45

This system in higher education is much weaker when compared to 
other types of education in the UK. For example, for a person to practise 
independently as an educator in schools, they must attain qualified teacher 

43.	Basow SA, Martin JL. Bias in Student Evalu-
ations. Effective Evaluation of Teaching [In-
ternet]. Society for the Teaching of Psychol-
ogy; 2012. p. 40–9. http://teachpsych.org/
ebooks/evals2012/index.php; Boring AC, 
Ottoboni K, Stark R. Student Evaluations of 
Teaching (Mostly) Do Not Measure Teaching 
Effectiveness. ScienceOpen Research [Inter-
net]. 2016 [cited 2016 Jan 13]; https://doi.
org/10.14293/S2199-1006.1.SOR-EDU.
AETBZC.v1

44.	UKSCQA. External Examining Principles [In-
ternet]. UK Standing Committee for Quality 
Assessment; 2022. https://www.qaa.ac.uk/
docs/qaa/quality-code/external-examin-
ing-principles.pdf

45.	Medland E. ‘I’m an assessment illiterate’: to-
wards a shared discourse of assessment lit-
eracy for external examiners. Assessment & 
Evaluation in Higher Education. Routledge; 
2019;44:565–80. https://doi.org/10.1080/
02602938.2018.1523363
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status. This qualification requires that they demonstrate an understanding 
and an application of the core principles of assessment such as reliability, 
validity and more. These same standards are upheld throughout further 
education, adult learning, the third sector and include vocational 
qualifications.46 Yet this standard is not expected in higher education, 
where staff are asked to make high-stakes decisions on the education of 
students despite no requirement that they are trained to do so.  

This lack of pedagogic training for staff in higher education is a very 
long-standing problem, going back as far as the Robins report in the 
1960s. The Dearing report,47 almost 30 years ago, explicitly stated

•	 We recommend that institutions of higher education begin immediately 
to develop or seek access to programmes for teacher training of their staff.

•	 It is especially important that research outcomes are used to inform policy 
and improve practice in learning and teaching.

The sector is further away from this goal now than at any time since 
the Dearing Report. Most universities began to offer programmes of staff 
training leading to some form of postgraduate qualification in teaching and 
learning, but there is no agreed standard on the content of these, and the 
current problems with assessment have arisen nevertheless. AdvanceHE, 
formerly the Higher Education Academy still offers a tiered professional 
recognition scheme leading to fellowship of the academy (FHEA), based 
largely on submission of a reflective narrative. Reflecting on one’s practice 
is surely to be welcomed, but it is insufficient evidence that an individual 
is qualified to certify the learning of students through assessment design, 
marking, moderation, exam boards and external examining.

This lack of training extends beyond assessment. There is a widespread 
view that the power of new GenAI tools means that higher education should 
shift away from teaching and assessing factual/foundational knowledge 
and instead focus on skills and ‘critical thinking’. This approach seems 
intuitively sensible, but risks undermining some core principles of human 
learning. When we learn something new, we make sense of that new 
learning by processing it in the context of our current knowledge/skills. 
Learning is a cumulative process, not a hierarchical one. It is not possible 
to learn how to critically appraise a topic when one does not understand 
the basics of that same topic. If we want to ensure that humans continue 
to learn, and to produce new knowledge, then we need to ensure that 
they are supported to learn foundational knowledge, and this must be 
assessed in a secure way, without GenAI. If we lose this function, then we 
risk future graduates outsourcing much of their learning to AI, and/or not 
knowing what to ask AI in the first place. 

There is also an abundance of issues in the support of students, most 
of whom are young adults at a challenging time in their lives, and 
assessments often add to these challenges. University staff are tasked with 
supporting students through a wide range of significant challenges, again 
often without a requirement for appropriate training. Recent high-profile 

46.	City and Guilds. Assessment and Quality As-
surance [Internet]. City & Guilds. [cited 2026 
May 14]. https://www.cityandguilds.com/
qualifications-and-apprenticeships/learn-
ing/training-and-development/6317-as-
sessment-and-quality-assurance. Accessed 
14 May 2026

47.	Dearing R. Higher Education in the learn-
ing society [Internet]. 1997. http://www.
educationengland.org.uk/documents/dear-
ing1997/dearing1997.html. Accessed 6 Aug 
2016
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and tragic cases showed universities had not implemented reasonable 
adjustments for the assessment of students with diverse needs. These 
complex situations are multifaceted, but it seems reasonable to assume that 
an increase in staff training would improve the ability of staff to design, 
mark and moderate the sort of assessments which allow all students to 
demonstrate their learning. 

Universities absolving responsibility through ‘academic integrity’. Unenforceable 
rules represent an outsourcing of responsibility. When universities were 
asked for their policies by which SOUR exams were supposed to be 
secured, most of the policies did not even mention AI.48 Most troubling 
of all was the frequent use of instructions to students which indicated 
that they should be taking these assessments under ‘exam conditions’ as 
shown in Figure 1. Thus, a student is told that they are doing an exam, 
and so they should not talk to anyone else, not to go online, not to consult 
books or other sources. Yet they can do these exams anywhere: at home 
in their pyjamas, at an ‘exam party’ with groups of friends, and with their 
favourite GenAI chatbot open in the next window. 

In these circumstances, universities have offloaded all responsibility 
for exam security onto the students, leaning into and relying entirely 
on the idea of ‘academic integrity’; that we should trust our students, 
and this somehow should be enough for the assessment to generate 
meaningful information about learning. This same principle applies to 
the aforementioned traffic light schemes that are designed to structure 
the rules about how students are allowed (or not) to use GenAI in their 
assessments. The regulations cannot be enacted in any meaningful way, 
and so the assessment information they provide is of little value. 

Academic integrity is an important concept, defined by establishing 
cultures of trust, and honesty, with commitment to these principles.49 But 
academic integrity is not, by itself, sufficient to ensure that assessments 
provide meaningful information to be used for the certification of learning. 
Academic misconduct is probabilistic. There are numerous factors that 
affect how likely it is that students will break rules on assessment. These 
factors include clarity of regulation and policy, are the regulations visible, 
how easy is it to cheat, can cheating be detected, will cheating get a better 
grade, and more. Individual student factors also affect this situation; are 
they struggling academically, financially, personally? In these financially 
challenging times, many students are having to balance work, life, and 
study.

By using vulnerable assessment methods, with unenforceable rules, in 
an age of free powerful GenAI tools, UK universities are placing their 
students in an impossible situation. They are told to follow the rules ‘with 
integrity’ but the rules themselves have no practical meaning. Students 
know that GenAI will get them an excellent grade, and they also know that 
this same situation applies to every other university student and so if they 
don’t cheat, then they will get a lower mark than the very many of their 
peers who do and be disadvantaged. Thus, they are actively incentivised to 
cheat, in an environment where cheating cannot be detected. Those who 

48.	Newton PM, Draper MJ. Widespread use of 
Summative Online Unsupervised Remote 
(SOUR) examinations in UK Higher Educa-
tion. Ethical and Quality Assurance Impli-
cations. [Internet]. OSF; 2025 [cited 2025 
Apr 9]. https://doi.org/10.35542/osf.io/
w5jnp_v1

49.	European Network Academic Integrity. AC-
ADEMIC INTEGRITY – ENAI [Internet]. 
2026 [cited 2026 May 14]. https://www.
academicintegrity.eu/wp/glossary/academ-
ic-integrity/. Accessed 14 May 2026; ICAI. 
Fundamental Values [Internet]. 2024 [cited 
2024 Sept 27]. https://academicintegrity.
org/resources/fundamental-values. Ac-
cessed 27 Sept 2024
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follow the rules are punished by lower grades and the consequences of 
this when they enter the job market. This situation must change.
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4. Better Assessment. Evidence 
of Learning

For UK higher education to continue to fulfil its societal roles and to retain 
the confidence of the public and the global sector, all stakeholders need 
to be confident that a degree transcript from a UK university is a fair 
reflection of what a graduate can do. That is not currently the case.

These proposals are not designed to be prescriptive. Most of the 
challenges detailed in the report have arisen from misaligned incentives 
given to UK universities, and addressing the challenges requires that those 
incentives be better aligned to the needs of society. Universities are, by 
definition, staffed by smart people, and the intention is to allow them 
to innovate ways to address these challenges by changing the incentive 
structures around assessment. However, the current system is in crisis, and 
some short-term, top-down fixes need to be implemented with urgency. 

The recommendations come in two parts. The first set addresses the 
incentives provided to higher education providers. The second set are 
general principles for how assessment in HE could be improved. 

Incentivising innovation in assessment

1.	 The use of SOUR exams needs to be ceased immediately. This can only 
happen through regulatory intervention. The OFS and the 
QAA, and/or the bodies that fund or commission them, should 
immediately instruct universities that such exams are not compliant 
with the quality assurance requirements of universities and set a 
very short timeline to end their use. Similar action needs to be taken 
about take-home written essays, although this is more complex 
due to their ubiquitous heavy use across higher education. 

2.	 Adopt robust assessment methods, with or without GenAI. Providers 
should be required to provide evidence that they use assessment 
methods demonstrably resistant to GenAI and related challenges. 
The norm should be face-to-face assessments, whether they are in-
person or online, written or otherwise. This can include oral vivas, 
practical assessments, examinations and more. This evidence will 
give confidence that these assessments provide useful information 
about what a human learner can do independently. Assessment 
methods that attempt to include GenAI should do so in a way 
that is meaningful and enforceable. It is not enough to prescribe 
what students can/cannot do with GenAI and then hope that they 
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do it, or simply to state that an assessment is ‘open-book’ and so 
anything goes. There should also be some obvious and justifiable 
benefit to allowing students to use GenAI in an assessment, and 
a clear way in which that assessment provides information about 
what the student has learned. Foundational knowledge should 
always be assessed under secure conditions without GenAI. These 
changes also need to happen quickly; realistically, they should 
already be in place and need to be enacted within the next 2 years. 

3.	 Train staff to be qualified assessors. A set of key independent and 
evidence-based training standards for UK university educators is 
urgently needed, across teaching, assessment and student support. 
Existing frameworks exist for Qualified Assessor status in other 
areas of formal education in the UK and in HE for certain disciplines 
and in other countries. This needs to be supported by practical 
training for all staff who are involved in making assessment 
decisions about students. This training does not need to be a 
full postgraduate qualification. It should be practical, evidence-
based, and cover core concepts of assessment: validity, reliability, 
inclusivity, authenticity, practicality, security and more. This will 
equip providers to design and deliver effective assessments, suited 
to their students, disciplines and context. 

4.	 Transparency. Providing more, and better information about 
assessments will facilitate choice amongst stakeholders. For 
example, if a student wants to make sure that their qualification has 
value for their chosen career then having additional information 
about how their learning will be certified will allow them to make 
informed choices about where to study. Similarly, employers 
can be given much more information about what that graduate 
can do, and how their learning was certified. Graduates whose 
degrees reflect valid, reliable and secure assessments will be more 
valuable in the job market, and prospective students will be more 
incentivised to choose universities which offer those degrees. 
a.	 How was assessment carried out? Degree certificates currently 

report only the grade achieved by a student, across the 
modules contained within their degree. There is no indication 
of how that grade was achieved, i.e. what assessment methods 
were used. An enhanced degree transcript could contain 
key, standardised details of how a grade was arrived at. For 
example, was it achieved via in-person, real-time assessment, 
or a take-home, unobserved assessment.  This relatively low-
cost enhancement would allow some true element of market 
forces to exert an influence on assessment so that it is better 
aligned with what stakeholders want. 

b.	 Detailed degree classifications. The current degree classification 
scheme places approximately half of all undergraduates 
between 60 and 70%, and a quarter of the remainder ‘above 
70%’. The same narrow banding is reflected in postgraduate 
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taught classifications. These schemes provide very little 
meaningful information about learning. A more detailed, 
granular scheme would be more useful for anyone who 
wants to understand what a graduate has learned or will 
learn. However, for any change here to be useful requires 
the underlying incentives to also change, lest degree inflation 
simply rise further. 

5.	 Agreed concepts and terminology. Sector-wide agreement, publication 
and publicising of key terms in assessment, with practical examples. 
For example, what is an ‘exam’? An ‘essay’? What do open-book 
and closed-book mean, etc? This includes a need to recognise what 
‘academic integrity’ is, what it is not, and that it is not sufficient 
to ensure the validity of assessments. For other recommendations 
to be effective, there must be agreement on the substance of the 
topic of assessment and the information it provides. Agreement on 
the descriptors could be made with stakeholder groups.

6.	 Embed changes as standards in revised regulation and policy. The quality 
assurance standards and regulation around UK higher education 
need to be revised to ensure that certification of learning via 
assessment is recognised as a defining role for UK universities and 
prioritised as such when it comes to the allocation of resources 
such as staff workload and training.  The primary aim of quality 
assurance should be to determine if a university can provide 
a meaningful certification of learning. Other considerations 
are important but most are undermined if learning cannot be 
certified. Updated regulation and policy need to incentivise higher 
education providers to address the recommendations here, for 
example by including formal training requirements in revised 
quality assurance standards from the OFS and the QAA, and of 
teaching quality evaluations such as the TEF.

Improving assessment

1.	 More assessment. Especially practice or low-stakes self-tests. Increasing the 
amount of assessment can, if delivered appropriately by trained 
and supported staff, improve higher education for everyone. 
However, if done inappropriately, it could exacerbate existing 
problems. Both are considered below.
a.	 Improving learning. ‘Assessment drives learning’ is an established 

adage in all forms of education, backed by studies which 
show that students are motivated to study for higher stakes 
assessments, and this improves their performance.50 This can 
be interpreted as a negative, e.g. ‘students will only learn what 
is on the test’ but can easily be turned into a strength; if the 
assessments are valid and effective, covering all the essential 
learning, then it would be a good thing for students to learn 

50.	McDonald AC, Chan S-P, Schuijers JA. Practi-
cal session assessments in human anatomy: 
Weightings and performance. Anatomical 
Sciences Education. 2016;9:330–6. https://
doi.org/10.1002/ase.1586; Wormald BW, 
Schoeman S, Somasunderam A, Penn M. 
Assessment drives learning: An unavoid-
able truth? Anatomical Sciences Education. 
2009;2:199–204. https://doi.org/10.1002/
ase.102
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what is going to be on the test. For this to work effectively, 
students must be given rapid feedback on their assessments, 
and this then feeds forward into future assessments.

b.	 Reducing test anxiety. One commonly cited motivation for 
reducing the number of assessments is to reduce student 
anxiety, but this risks a perverse effect of increasing the stress 
associated with those assessments that remain, for they become 
higher stakes, and the consequences of failure are increased. 
This stress can be reduced by having much more formative 
assessment which demonstrably reduces test anxiety51 and 
is also one of the single most effective ways of promoting 
learning.52 However, increasing the number of high stakes 
tests, without explanation, is likely to make existing problems 
worse.

c.	 Holistic overview. Having multiple assessment points allows a 
student more opportunities to demonstrate their learning, 
resulting in a broader and deeper representation of their 
performance across an entire degree programme. 

d.	 Increases assessment reliability.  Assessment is, basically, a measure 
of behaviour. More measurement points mean a more reliable 
measurement and reduces the impact of an ‘off’ day where a 
student underperforms. 

5.	 Face-to-face. Asynchronous written summative assessments or 
SOUR exams are no longer a valid way to certify learning for most 
disciplines. The norm should be face-to-face assessments, whether 
they are in-person or online, written or otherwise. A trained 
higher education workforce can innovate ways to deliver this, 
and many robust methods already exist. For example, a return to 
the oral viva has also been proposed as a face-to-face response to 
some of the challenges posed by GenAI. With appropriate use of 
technology these can be done at scale, without the heavy workload 
traditionally associated with them, albeit without the interactive 
component.53 The interactive, discursive nature of this approach 
also potentially develops employability skills that are missing from 
online exams and take-home essays. 

6.	 Practical. Multiple disciplines already use in-person, multi-station 
practical exams, such as the Observed Structured Clinical Exam 
(OSCE) in medicine, OSPE (Practical) in STEM and the SQE-2 
in law. These assessments require students to rotate through a 
range of practical exam stations over the course of an exam. The 
methodology is well established and could easily be extended to 
any discipline, giving a holistic view of what each student can 
do, overseen by multiple trained examiners. The stations do not 
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Evidence of Learning Through Assessment

All of these in-person practical type exams provide information 
about what a student can do and benefit communication skills, 
rather than traditional exam and take-home essays which offer 
little more than a proxy for desirable practical skills and learning. 
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