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students chose 4. This suggests a clear 
preference by the majority of respon-
dents in favour of more assignments 
over heavier exams. 

In comments, students noted that exams 
can add to stress, discourage engage-
ment with a course during the term, and 
encourage cramming. One wrote that “I 
really hate going into an exam knowing 
12 weeks of learning depends upon my 
response to 1-3 questions and it just 
seems like such a poor way to test [a] 
student’s mastery of the knowledge.” 
Another wrote that assignments can 
disproportionately hinder students with 
families or other responsibilities outside 
of school. A proposed compromise of 
“assist-only” or optional assignments 
was proposed by another commenter 
WR�JLYH�VWXGHQWV�WKH�ȵH[LELOLW\�QHHGHG�
to balance their academic and personal 
obligations. 

Students Identify Issues with 
Participation Grades

6WXGHQWV�QRWHG�WKH�GLɝFXOWLHV�RI�DV-
sessing participation, particularly when 
subjective “quality not quantity” ele-
ments are being considered by a pro-
fessor or Teaching Assistant. However, 
when asked what weight participation 
should be given of a total grade, the 
results were mixed, but generally in 
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WKHLU�HɝFDF\�DQG�LPSDFW��$�QXPEHU�RI�
students enjoyed having a laptop ban 
and found that it improved their focus 
and learning in a course.8 They stated 
that they found that it removed distrac-
tions from the class and improved their 
focus. Others stated that it hindered 
their learning.9 This ranged from creat-
ing inconvenience (eg not understanding 
disorganized handwritten notes; needing 
to take the time to retype notes after the 
fact), to increasing cost from the need to 
print out readings, to increasing stress 
due to missing course or lecture materi-
al. 

$�QXPEHU�RI�VWXGHQWV�LGHQWLȴHG�WKH�LP-
pact of laptop bans on students with dis-
abilities. One student with arthritis had 
to ask friends for notes on certain days. 
Another ignored a laptop ban entirely 
because handwriting was not accessible 
to them. Two students stated that they 
made arrangements with the professor 
to have their laptops, but felt exposed 
and uncomfortable when using them. 
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This survey was designed by student Senators in collaboration with the 
SSMU VP-UA, in order to better inform the current USAP revision process. It 
was designed to answer the following questions:

•	 How informed are students of their rights under the USAP?

•	 What do students think of the current policy? 

•	 What issues have students encountered related to curving 
and/or laptop bans?

•	 How would students resolve issues related to USAP?

The survey was open as a Google Form from March 30th until May 4th, 
2020 in both English and French. No data was collected on the identities 
of participants (email address, student number, etc.). It was publicized via 
Faculty listservs hosted by student associations, the McGIll subreddit, SSMU 
social media outlets, and word of mouth. In total, it generated 196 respons-
es, of which 5 were in French. 

The survey was structured around certain rights guaranteed to students in 
the USAP. Each section began with an article from the policy. The following 
questions would relate directly to that article. For instance, section 9, “Re-
porting a USAP violation”, began with the following article:

“The USAP (1.4) establishes that “Students may come forward in cases 
of perceived violation of the University Student Assessment Policy. The 
matter may, as appropriate, be confidentially referred to the Profes-
sor, Department Chair, Director or Associate Dean to ensure the spirit 
of the University Student Assessment Policy is respected.””

The following questions were then based on this excerpt. `

The purpose of organizing the survey in this manner was two fold. Firstly, it 
was an easy way to organize questions about a wide-reaching and import-
ant policy that includes many rights and responsibilities. Secondly, it was 
strongly suspected that students would not be aware of the policy and its 
FRQWHQWV���DV�ZDV�FRQȴUPHG�E\�RXU�UHVXOWV��7KXV��WKH�VXUYH\�DOVR�VHUYHG�WR�
educate the student community about the existence of the policy, and the 
rights it contains. 

Methodology
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The results of this survey represent an 
incredibly useful portrait of the student 
experience at McGill with regards to as-
sessment. Throughout, students spoke of 



10

Table 2 lists the participants by Faculty 
of School. The survey did not ask partici-
pants to identify which Faculty or School 
they declared their major in; rather, the 
survey asked at which Faculty or School 
participants had taken the majority of 
their classes. This was done for two main 
reasons. First, students (especially1nno U0�90 >>BDC 
BT
Span8<</Lang (en-US)/MCID 497 73BDC 
BT
12mayf Schhave 12 63 645.5724 Tm
(th1.1their major in; rather, the )Tj
ET
EMC 
/Span9<</Lang (en-US)/MCID 497 >>BDC 
BT
12times ha.5724  0 0 12 6tion. Secondly, 12r major in; rather, the 

-

https://www.mcgill.ca/es/registration-statistics
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General Questions on Assessment Experience at McGill

7KHVH�ȴYH�TXHVWLRQV�DVNHG�JHQHUDOO\�DERXW�VWXGHQWVȇ�NQRZOHGJH�RI��DQG�H[SH
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Students were asked whether they felt that it was possible to achieve an A in 
a course (i.e. on the standard grading scale, to receive over 85% in a course).19 
The majority of students felt that it was not possible to receive an A in a course 
(143, 72.9%). 

6WXGHQWV�SRLQWHG�WR�WKH�GLɝFXOW\�RI�PDUNLQJ�FHUWDLQ�W\SHV�RI�DVVHVVPHQWV�RE-
jectively:

“I have found all final exams at McGill to be well-organized with clear expec-
tations. Assessment methods have always been very objective and do not 
depend on [a] relationship with prof whatsoever. I have gotten high grades 
having rarely interacted with a prof in that class. I have also found it doable 
to get above 85% in all the classes I have taken, particularly in math classes. 
However, my experiences are strictly limited to the faculty of science so per-
haps this is not the case in other faculties such as arts where assessment is 
more subjective.”

Others pointed to the fact that essays or papers are graded more subjectively 
than, for instance, multiple choice exams:

“I took a philosophy course in which the instructor’s paper guidelines said 
that scoring >85% required “flawless or nearly flawless” work. Especially for 
philosophy, where arguments are always deeply nuanced and require exam-
ination of their flaws, a field in which you are supposed to push boundaries of 
thought and be welcomed to go out on a limb, this is ridiculous.”

Lastly, two students expressed that they liked the current numerical scale, as 
having an A pegged to 85% made it more achievable than a 100%. 

19. While the standard grading scale assigns a percentage value of 85% or above to an A grade, this may vary by Faculty. For instance, the Faculty of 
Law does not have a numeric scale. Rather, A corresponds to “Real Excellence”, A- to “Excellent”, B+ to “Very Good” and so on. See McGill Faculty of Law 
6WXGHQW�$΍DLUV�2ɝFH��Ȋ*UDGLQJȋ��������RQOLQH��McGill University <https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/courses/policies/grades>. The Faculty of Engineering, 
as well, does not use the standard numerical scale and instead allows individual professors to determine the scale for their individual classes. See 
McGill eCalendar University Regulations and Resources, “Grading and Grade Point Averages (GPA)” (2020) online: McGill University <https://www.mcgill.
ca/study/2020-2021/university_regulations_and_resources/undergraduate/gi_grading_and_grade_point_averages>. Finally, the Faculty of Medicine only 
uses a Pass/Fail system on transcripts, but still awards grades to give students feedback, determining the Dean’s Honours List or other Faculty awards 
and prizes, and counselling. See McGill Faculty of Medicine, “Recording of Numeric Grades” (2015) online: McGill University <https://www.mcgill.ca/ugme/
ȴOHV�XJPH�QXPHULFBJUDGHVBY����SGI>. 

https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/courses/policies/grades
https://www.mcgill.ca/study/2020-2021/university_regulations_and_resources/undergraduate/gi_grading_and_grade_point_averages
https://www.mcgill.ca/study/2020-2021/university_regulations_and_resources/undergraduate/gi_grading_and_grade_point_averages
https://www.mcgill.ca/ugme/files/ugme/numeric_grades_v1.1.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/ugme/files/ugme/numeric_grades_v1.1.pdf
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Maximum Weight of Final Exams

:KLOH�WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�VWXGHQWV���������KDG�QRW�WDNHQ�D�FODVV�ZKHUH�WKH�ȴQDO�
exam was worth more than 75%,20 students strongly indicated that the maxi-
PXP�DOORZDEOH�ZHLJKW�IRU�ȴQDO�H[DPV�VKRXOG�EH�UHGXFHG��:KHQ�DVNHG�ZKDW�
the maximum weight should be, a majority (56.1%) of participants indicated 
that it should be between 50-60%. Only 15.8% indicated that the maximum 
ZHLJKW�VKRXOG�EH�RYHU������ZLWK�WKH�UHPDLQLQJ�����LQGLFDWLQJ�WKDW�ȴQDO�H[DPV�
should be worth less than 50% (See Figure 2).

Figure 2: 
Maximum 
allowable 
weight for 
final exams

������VWXGHQWV�LQGLFDWHG�WKDW�WKH\�KDG��EXW�LW�ZDV�GXH�WR�WKH�ZHLJKW�RI�D�PLGWHUP�RU�RWKHU�DVVHVVPHQW�EHLQJ�VKLIWHG�WR�WKH�ȴQDO��

When asked to express a preference between more assignments (5) or more 
ZHLJKW�RQ�WKH�ȴQDO�H[DP������������RI�VWXGHQWV�FKRVH����ZKHUHDV�������RI�VWX-
dents chose 4. This suggests a clear preference by the majority of respondents 
in favour of more assignments over heavier exams. 

In comments, students noted that exams can add to stress, discourage en-
gagement with a course during the term, and encourage cramming. One wrote 
that “I really hate going into an exam knowing 12 weeks of learning depends 
upon my response to 1-3 questions and it just seems like such a poor way to 
test [a] student’s mastery of the knowledge.” Another wrote that assignments 
can disproportionately hinder students with families or other responsibilities 
outside of school. A proposed compromise of “assist-only” or optional assign-
PHQWV�ZDV�SURSRVHG�E\�DQRWKHU�UHVSRQGHQW�WR�JLYH�VWXGHQWV�WKH�ȵH[LELOLW\�
needed to balance their academic and personal obligations. 

Possible weights

What should be the maximum allowable weight on finale exams?
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Curving and Enforced Averages
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The Right to Receive Feedback on Your Grades

77% of students had never requested a re-assessment of an assignment, mid-
WHUP��RU�ȴQDO�H[DP��������RI�VWXGHQWV�KDG�FRQVLGHUHG�UHTXHVWLQJ�D�UHDVVHVV-
ment but ultimately decided against it.23 

The next question asked participants whether a professor had ever declined 
to give them feedback on an assignment or exam. 68.3% responded that no, 
a professor had never declined to give them feedback. 25% stated that a pro-
fessor had declined to give them feedback, while 3 students noted that they 
had never asked for feedback. As well, 5 students noted that professors had 
not answered emails requesting feedback on assignments. One student stat-
ed that they had requested feedback, but the professor was not amenable to 
making their schedules work. Others noted that the quality of feedback that 
they received was inadequate, as it was vague or too late:

“[S]ometimes feedback was dismissive and combative and not in the spirit of 
learning.”

“I have received very inadequate and vague feedback. I have also received 
feedback that does not reflect the grade I received: that is, ‘your paper was 
excellent, one of the best in the class’ with a grade of B+ on the paper. B+ was 
the highest grade given for the paper (which was a midterm).”

“[P]rofessors have simply not returned assignments / papers / exams, before 
or after the course marks were submitted, so there’s no way I could have got-
ten feedback anyway.”

“[A] professor last semester never made the exams accessible to students until 
after the date to contest the final mark had passed. Another professor does 
not have an office near campus and insisted that students come to his work-
place to receive feedback.”

Students noted the administrative barriers that are sometimes present when 
requesting feedback, or when they want to review their exam papers. In the 
Faculty of Law, students are required to contact the SAO, who will forward 
them the graded assessment on behalf of the professor. However, if the pro-
fessor does not send the graded papers to the SAO, then students cannot re-
ceive feedback. One student stated that several of their courses did not allow 
them to review their exam papers at all, meaning that they had to take their 
marks at face value on their transcript. The student suspected that this was 
to allow professors to re-use questions in subsequent years.  In requesting 
a reread of an exam, students are charged a $42.35 fee - though this may be 
refunded in some circumstances.

23. Question 22 (See Appendix A). 38.2% said No, 2 participants left the question blank. 

https://www.mcgill.ca/student-accounts/tuition-fees/non-tuition-charges/other
https://www.mcgill.ca/student-accounts/tuition-fees/non-tuition-charges/other
https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/courses/exams/grade-reviews
https://www.mcgill.ca/engineering/students/undergraduate/courses-registration/exams-assessment/reassessment-grade
https://www.mcgill.ca/engineering/students/undergraduate/courses-registration/exams-assessment/reassessment-grade
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Presence of Instructors During 
Examinations

Table 4 lists the responses to question 
25. 
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Maximum Weight of Participation

6WXGHQWV�QRWHG�WKH�GLɝFXOWLHV�RI�DVVHVVLQJ�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��SDUWLFXODUO\�ZKHQ�
subjective “quality not quantity” elements are being considered by a professor 
or Teaching Assistant. However, when asked what weight participation should 
be given of a total grade, the results were mixed, but generally in favour of 
lowering the potential weight of participation grades - or eliminating them 
entirely. The most popular answer was capping participation grades at 10% 
(28.6%). However, the next most popular option (17.3%) was not allowing them 
at all. When courses weighted participation at more than 10% and a rubric was 
provided, as per USAP guidelines, a majority of students who had taken such a 
course (54.5%) felt that the rubrics were unclear. 

Students noted in comments that participation grades are often not accessi-
ble to those who have anxiety, or simply are not comfortable participating in 
D�ODUJH�FODVVURRP��$�SURSRVHG�VROXWLRQ�ZDV�R΍HULQJ�DOWHUQDWLYH�PHWKRGV�RI�
engagement (discussions on MyCourses; emailing the professor or TA after the 
IDFW��RɝFH�KRXUV���6RPH�VWDWHG�WKDW�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ�JUDGHV�GLG�QRW�PDNH�VHQVH�
in a large lecture, but were more acceptable in a smaller seminar format. A 
Francophone student noted that speaking in their second language in front 
of a large lecture hall was intimidating, thereby hindering their ability to take 
advantage of participation marks. 
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Reporting a USAP violation

1RWDEO\��WKH�FXUUHQW�SROLF\�GRHV�QRW�R΍HU�D�FOHDU��FRQȴGHQWLDO�DYHQXH�IRU�
students to resolve issues concerning USAP, or violations of their rights under 
USAP. Figure 4 lists a number of possible routes to resolution of violations of 
USAP. 

Figure 4: 
Reporting 
USAP 
violations26

The results suggest a strong preference by students to addressing violations 
through their peers. One student noted that their answer would depend on 
the context of the violation. 

When asked whether they would feel uncomfortable bringing up a violation of 
86$3�WR�)DFXOW\�PHPEHU�LQ�D�QRQ�FRQȴGHQWLDO�PDQQHU��D�PDMRULW\�RI�VWXGHQWV�
(52%) said yes. 24.4% said maybe, and 21.4% said no. Students were then 
asked how clear they found the procedures for reporting violations as current-
ly outlined in USAP, where 1 meant “unclear” and 5 meant “clear”. Figure 5 sets 
out their responses. 

26. Note that the totals are greater than 196 because students could choose more than one option. “Student Association Representative” could include 
)DFXOW\�RU�GHSDUWPHQWDO�93�$FDGHPLF�$΍DLUV�RU�6608�6WXGHQW�5LJKWV��Ȋ/Ζ&0ȋ�UHIHUV�WR�WKH�/HJDO�ΖQIRUPDWLRQ�&OLQLF�DW�0F*LOO���6WXGHQW�$GYRFDF\�%UDQFK��

To whom would you feel comfortable reporting a violation of USAP?
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Figure 5: Clarity 
of reporting 
procedure for 
a violation of 
USAP
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Given these findings, what can we say 
about student’s experiences with assess-
ments here at McGill? Four themes that 
emerged were concerns with the Faculty of 
Law’s enforced average, the importance of 
student autonomy, the need for flexibility, 
and the necessity of confidential and effec-
tive access to accommodations. 

Concerns with the Faculty of Law’s 
Enforced Average

https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/courses/policies
https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/files/law-studies/grading_standards_0.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/files/law-studies/grading_standards_0.pdf
https://www.osgoode.yorku.ca/academic-rules-of-osgoode-hall-law-school/academic-rules/
https://www.osgoode.yorku.ca/academic-rules-of-osgoode-hall-law-school/academic-rules/
http://www.allard.ubc.ca/sites/www.allard.ubc.ca/files/uploads/JD/grading_rules.pdf
http://www.allard.ubc.ca/sites/www.allard.ubc.ca/files/uploads/JD/grading_rules.pdf
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Importance of Student Autonomy and 
Flexibility in Assessment

Students indicated a strong preference 



http://www.allard.ubc.ca/sites/www.allard.ubc.ca/files/uploads/JD/grading_rules.pdf
http://www.allard.ubc.ca/sites/www.allard.ubc.ca/files/uploads/JD/grading_rules.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/study/2020-2021/university_regulations_and_resources/undergraduate/gi_grading_and_grade_point_averages
https://www.mcgill.ca/study/2020-2021/university_regulations_and_resources/undergraduate/gi_grading_and_grade_point_averages
https://www.mcgill.ca/engineering/students/undergraduate/courses-registration/exams-assessment/reassessment-grade
https://www.mcgill.ca/engineering/students/undergraduate/courses-registration/exams-assessment/reassessment-grade
https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/courses/policies
https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/courses/policies
https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/courses/exams/grade-reviews
https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/courses/policies/grades
https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/courses/policies/grades
https://www.mcgill.ca/law-studies/files/law-studies/grading_standards_0.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/ugme/files/ugme/numeric_grades_v1.1.pdf
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/mission
https://www.mcgill.ca/student-accounts/tuition-fees/non-tuition-charges/other
https://www.mcgill.ca/secretariat/files/secretariat/2016-04_student_assessment_policy.pdf
https://www.osgoode.yorku.ca/academic-rules-of-osgoode-hall-law-school/academic-rules/
https://www.osgoode.yorku.ca/academic-rules-of-osgoode-hall-law-school/academic-rules/
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Part 1: Demographic Information

1.	 Are you a McGill student?

2.	 If you are not a current McGill student, what is your status with respect to 
McGill University (eg. alum, instructor)? If you are a current McGill student, 
please respond “N/A”.

3.	 What is your year?

4.	 In what Faculty/School do you take most of your classes?

Part 2: General Questions on Assessment Experience at McGill

5.	 Before taking this survey, had you heard of the McGill University Student 
Assessment Policy?

6.	 It is important that students enter university knowing what to expect of 
the years ahead. With that in mind, we want to know: how close to what 
you expected before you joined McGill have your exam experiences (and 
assessment experiences more generally) been? Note that this does not 
relate to the grades you obtained, but to the process of obtaining them.

a.	 0\�H[SHULHQFHV�KDYH�EHHQ�PRUH�GLɝFXOW���URXJKHU�WKDQ�H[SHFWHG
b.	 My experiences have been reasonably within the expectations I had 

before joining McGill
c.	 My experiences have been better / smoother than expected
d.	 Other

7.	 From 0 to 5, how often do you feel the grading process in your courses 
can become arbitrary or biased (eg. getting along with the grader or pro-
fessor might lead to more generous grading)? (With 0 meaning “I have 
never been in such a course” and 5 meaning “I feel like that’s every course 
in my department”).

Appendix A: Survey Questions
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8.	 Sometimes, students at McGill feel like grades up to 85 are achievable, 
ZKLOH�JUDGHV�RYHU�����UHTXLUH�PXFK�PRUH�H΍RUW��6RPH�EHOLHYH�WKDW�WKLV�
seems to defeat the purpose of not needing perfect, 100% scores in or-
GHU�WR�JHW�DQ�$��OHDGLQJ�WR�SHUFHSWLRQV�RI�WKH�VFDOH�DUWLȴFLDOO\�VHHPLQJ�WR�
range from 0 to 85. Have you ever been in a course where you felt an A 
was borderline impossible to achieve?

9.	
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16.	 Alternatively, SSMU has heard anecdotes of professors who will, instead 
of curving, tell graders in advance the number of each letter grade that 
students in a class can be awarded for assignments and exams. This 
could distort the distribution of grades in a class. Have you ever been in a 
course where you knew or had strong reason to believe that only a cer-
tain number of some letter grades was allowed to be distributed, regard-
less of how many students might have been handing in excellent work?

17.	 If you feel comfortable doing so, please use this space to elaborate on 
your feelings and/or experiences regarding the above questions.

Part 5: Receiving Accommodations

18.	 Have you faced problems trying to secure accommodations or alternative 
arrangements for an assessment, even if providing the required docu-
mentation?

19.	 In requesting an in-term academic accommodation for personal health 
reasons, were you forced to present your instructor with a medical note?

20.	 If you feel comfortable doing so, please use this space to elaborate on 
your feelings and/or experiences regarding any of the above questions.

Part 6: The Right to Receive Feedback on Your Grades

21.	 Have you ever requested a re-assessment of an assignment, midterm or 
ȴQDO�H[DP"

22.	 Have you ever considered requesting a re-assessment of an assignment, 
PLGWHUP��RU�ȴQDO�H[DP��EXW�GHFLGHG�DJDLQVW�LW"

23.	 Has a professor ever declined to give you requested feedback on an as-
signment or exam?

24.	 If you feel comfortable doing so, please use this space to elaborate on 
your feelings and/or experiences regarding any of the above questions.

Part 7: Presence of Instructors During Examinations

25.	 +DYH�\RX�WDNHQ�D�ȴQDO�H[DP�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�LQVWUXFWRU��WKH�DVVRFLDWH�H[DPLQ-
er or a designate (such as the TA) was not present, hindering your chance 
of asking clarifying questions?
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26.	 If you feel comfortable doing so, please use this space to elaborate on 
your feelings and/or experiences regarding the above question.

Part 8: Maximum Weight of Participation

27.	 In your opinion, what should be the maximum weight allocated to partici-
pation?

28.	 If you have taken a course where participation was valued higher than 
�����GLG�\RXU�FRXUVH�RXWOLQH�LQFOXGH�D�VXɝFLHQW�UXEULF��H[SODLQHG�DERYH�"

a.	 The USAP (3.1.6) establishes that “[n]ormally, participation will not 
H[FHHG�����RI�WKH�ȴQDO�JUDGH��ΖI�SDUWLFLSDWLRQ��ZKLFK�PD\�LQFOXGH�
attendance) is to exceed 10%, instructors must include a clear ru-
bric in the course outline.”

29.	 Regardless of how you feel about the maximum participation and rubric 
UXOHV��KRZ�FOHDU�GR�\RX�ȴQG�WKHVH�UXOHV"��:KHUH���PHDQV�ȊXQFOHDUȋ�DQG���
means “clear”). Version francaise: Comment box.

30.	 If you feel comfortable doing so, please use this space to elaborate on 
your feelings and/or experiences regarding the above question.

Part 9: Reporting a USAP violation

31.	 Who would you feel comfortable reporting a perceived violation of the 
USAP to? (select all that apply)

a.	 The Professor
b.	 The Chair of the Department
c.	 The Director of your program
d.	 The Associate Dean
e.	 7KH�2ɝFH�RI�WKH�'HDQ�RI�6WXGHQWV
f.	 Student Association Representative
g.	 Legal Information Clinic at McGill
h.	 None of the above
i.	 Other
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32.	 *LYHQ�WKDW�WKHUH�LV�QR�FRQȴGHQWLDO�PHFKDQLVP�IRU�DGGUHVVLQJ�YLRODWLRQV�
of the USAP, would you feel uncomfortable raising a violation to a faculty 
PHPEHU�QRQ�FRQȴGHQWLDOO\"

33.	 Regardless of how you feel about the procedures surrounding the report-
LQJ�RI�SHUFHLYHCQ(褆∀

 


