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Structure 

• The challenges we faced and the alternative 
we wanted 

• The OBE: mechanisms and cycle and why is it 
different? 

• York St. John adoption and research 
• Limitations (and how to counteract them)  



YSJ context and challenges 
• Typical pre-sessional programmes 

offered 
• Previously employed take-home 

essay  
• Increasingly frustrated by ghost-

writing, online translation, copy and 
pasting… 

• …and lack of engagement 
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Dear Eddie, This email, 
generally say “If it’s hard 
to finish your essay, just 
give up, enjoy the UK 
life. We’ll do it for you 
within 24 hours” 

Dear Eddie, the email below just 
focus on YSJ modules ( I'm not sure 
whether this company have send the 
similar content to other university） 
And say they usually help students 
write more than 500 essays every 
semester. But can not promise the 
grades. 

Dear Eddie, 
They said that if you 
need for more than 
4000 words, we will 
give you 10 pounds 
discount coupons. 
And they have the 
system like our 
Turnitin. 
 

Dear Eddie, this email 
say ‘let go, why stress 
when someone better 
can do it’ 



What were we looking for? 
• Secure assessment: Reduction in time dealing 

with plagiarism cases & confidence in 
ownership 

• Valid and reliable approach to assessing writing  
• Integrative reading into writing task which 

merges learning with assessment 
• Authenticity in terms of typical 1st year writing 

assignments   
• Positive washback on learning in terms of 

writing skills and increased engagement with 
the source texts used 



What did we not want to lose?  

• Expeditious and extensive 
reading  

• Independent study skills 
• Research skills / choosing source 

material 
• Turn-it-in / Grademark 
 





Brief OBE History 

• 2007: 1st OBE administered at 
Sabancı University, Istanbul  

• 2013: Erasmus exchange with 
Southampton Solent University 

• 2016: York St John 
• 2017: Bradford 



The York St. John adapted approach  

• Full practice OBE cycle prior to the real exam 
• Topics of ethical consumerism (practice) and 

competitive sport in the education system 
• 4-5 texts/extracts/articles (6-7000 words) 



Post-OBE research 

• Research exploring impact of the task design 
on: 

- Learning behaviour 
- Levels of motivation inside and outside of 

class  
• 117 students completed questionnaires 
• Semi-structured interviews with 13 students 
• Questionnaires and semi-structured 

interviews with 9 tutors   



Questionnaire and interviews results 

 



Washback on test takers’ learning behaviour 1: 
Motivation to engage with the texts 

You didn’t know the question before the exam. How did this affect your 
motivation to read the texts before the exam?  

 

65% 

32% 

3% 

Motivation to read texts with exam question unknown 
Read most/all of the texts to get prepared

Read to get a general idea of the content, & then waited for the exam to see the
question
I wasn't very motivated to read the texts. Instead I waited for the exam to see
the question



Washback on test takers’ learning 
behaviour 2: Motivation to read 





Washback on test takers’ learning 
behaviour 3: Student motivation 
How does the OBE compare to the take-home essay 
in terms of student motivation in class?  

Much higher Higher About the same Less Much less



Washback on test takers’ learning 
behaviour 4: Student motivation 
 
“Students were generally more engaged in 
class. Most seemed acutely aware that the 
writing and reading skills sessions would 
directly impact their performance in the 
exam”  
(Tutor)  



Washback on test takers’ learning 
behaviour 5: Predicting the Q and 
organising the content   
Did you try and predict the question? 
Yes: 91% 
No: 9% 
 



Washback on test takers’ learning 
behaviour 6: Predicting the Q and 
organising the content   
Did you try and predict the question? 
Yes: 91% 
No: 9% 
 

93% 

7% 

Organised the contents of the text, according to 
predicted question(s)? 

Yes No



 
 



Washback on test takers’ learning 
behaviour: Predicting the Q and 
organising the content  
 
 
• Therefore, students are reading for purpose… 
• …and the more they read, the better they will 

be at predicting the question(s)  
“I try to imagine the question, and then I 
make notes thinking about question….but 
then I worried if my question is wrong!” 
“I predicted the question, and then looked 
for the parts that help me” 



Features of task design 1: Phraseology - 
‘Exam Text Pack’ 

What effect did the title ‘ETP’ on the cover of 
the text booklet have on you?  

94% 

5% 

1% 

It told me this was a writing exam & motivated me to study

It made little or no difference to me

I didn’t particularly notice the title of the booklet 



Features of task design 2: 
Administration of the OBE 

Tutors’ questionnaire: How would you describe 
the administration procedure for the OBE? 



Features of task design 3: 
Understanding the instructions and 
procedure  

 
• 98% of S respondents said they understood 

the instructions well, or that they understood 
the instructions following clarification from 
their tutor.  

• Neither students nor tutors mentioned this as 
a problem during the interviews 

• But…practice cycle helped here 
 



Features of task design 4: The practice 
exam cycle 
• 94% of students thought the practice exam 

prepared them ‘very well’ or ‘quite well’ for 
the real exam 

• A means of ensuring a sufficient degree of 
context validity for the exam 

• However…… 
• Likely to lead to revisions for our next pre-

sessional cohort 



Any regrets?  

A success… 
Some teachers had reservations. Over to Peter… 
• OBE versus other types of reading into writing 

assessments, in terms of: 
    - Research skills 
    - Evaluating texts 
    - Amount and types of reading behaviour 
    - Marker reliability 
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