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YSJ context and challenges
• Typical pre-sessional programmes 

offered
• Previously employed take-home 

essay (& short timed-writing) 
• 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…They know the 
tasks and say they usually 
help many students every 
semester. 

Dear Eddie,
They said 10 
pounds 
discount 
coupon if it’s a 
long 
assignment 

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



The most popular 
agency in York. If you 
choose us – you 
choose high quality

Cater for all types of 
assignments: essays, 
reports etc. as well as 
overseas study 
applications, personal 
statements and others. 
Reasonable prices!





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

academic misconduct cases & confidence in 
ownership

• Valid and reliable approach to assessing writing 
• Authenticity in terms of typical 1st year writing 

assignments 
• Integrative reading into writing task which merges 

learning with assessment 
• Positive washback on learning in terms of writing 

skills and increased engagement with the source 
texts used





The OBE cycle: one iteration 

Students given the 
‘Exam Text Pack’ (4-5 
articles or extracts, 
approx. 7000 words)  

Some reading 
activities both in & 
outside of class  

Independent 
reading and 
note-making 

Classes on how to 
write an essay 

Classes on how to 
write an essay 

Classes on how to 
write an essay 

Classes on how to 
write an essay 

Classes on how to 
write an essay 

Classes on how to 
write an essay 

Classes on how to 
write an essay 

Classes on how to 
write an essay 

Exam day: Students given 
exam question, to write 
response (referring to the 
texts) in exam conditions.

9 days



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: 
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: Motivation to read





Washback on test takers’ learning 
behaviour: Student motivation in class
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: Student motivation in class

“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: Predicting the Q and 
organising the content 
Did you try and predict the question?
Yes: 91%
No: 9%



Washback on test takers’ learning 
behaviour: 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



• Therefore, students are reading for purpose…
• …and the more they read, the better they will be at 

predicting the question(s) 



Features of task design: 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: Administration 
of the OBE

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



Features of task design: 
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



University of York: OBE on a 
Foundation programme
• 10 week module. 4 hrs input per week 
• Same challenges as discussed, same 

motivations to re-design
• Both formative and summative cycle
• Qualitative data collected with students, 

tutors and coordinator
• Semi-structured interviews with 15 students  



UoY interview data: emerging themes

Motivation
“I go to class…and I know I need it for the 
exam. This helps me motivated”

“It’s an exam, so it’s more serious. It 
makes me nervous so I want to try more”

Independent study & time management
“I had to avoid seeing friends during the ETP 
time. It was good practice for [self discipline]”

“It was good lesson, to decide which parts of 
the texts to focus in my reading, and when” 

Benefits of integrative reading
“I think it mostly helped my reading – the text 
pack is enormous!”
“It was good to practise reading skills like this. 
Although the topic was nothing I’ll study in 
future!” 

Face validity of tackling outside assistance
“So many students can buy essay or use translators…it’s 
really good they can’t in this exam”
“It totally stops students cheating which is good… but 
maybe someone could buy an essay and then 
remember it all?!”



Cases of academic misconduct?



Limitations?

Generally, a success…
…but some teachers and students had minor 
reservations.
OBE versus other types of reading-into-writing 
assessments, in terms of:

- Loss of research skills?
- Loss of Turnitin?



Thank you for listening

eddie.cowling@york.ac.uk

@EdTedC

mailto:eddie.cowling@york.ac.uk
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