	Back to Teaching in Higher Education
	Home Page


Obook83_j.doc

Orientations, Volume 4, Number 2, December 1983
A newsletter of the Educational Development Office York University, Toronto, Ontario, Canada

Open Book Examinations:

Not an Open and Shut Case But Worth Considering
Christine Furedy
Division of Social Sciences
York University

and

John J.  Furedy

Department of Psychology
University of Toronto

To some university teachers, the idea of an open book examination—one in which the student has access to course materials during the exam—negates the central object of an examination: to reveal "what is in the student's head.”  To others, it smacks of pandering to students’ fears or anxieties.   There is yet another group of faculty who recognize that adopting a new style of examination takes time and thought, and who are doubtful whether the effort will be worth the pedagogic benefits.   However, most faculty who do not use an open book format probably avoid it not from any explicit choice, but because they are unaware of different styles of open book exams, and have given no thought as to how the form might be adapted to their subject matter and their educational goals.
Before discussing some of the arguments that might prompt at least a trial of the open book examination, we should note that the term encompasses a range of styles.   This range encompasses degrees of openness.   At the low end is the format where a "cheat sheet" (see e.g., Dorsel & Cundiff.  1979) is allowed into the examination.   Such a sheet contains a limited number of concepts, code words, dates, or formulae, and serves primarily as a memory aid.   A little further along the continuum is the format that allows a page or two of notes in the exam room.   At this stage the material allowed are merely memory aids, and it is likely that the nature of the questions asked will not differ from that where no aids at all are permitted.
The move to a genuine open book format occurs, in our view, only when students are required to go beyond showing memorial mastery to showing critical understanding.   They have, in other words, actually to "work with" the exam material.   This material may sometimes be supplied in the exam paper itself, as when case studies, literary text extracts, or newspaper reports are provided as part of the question.   Allowing full texts and reference books into the examination increases the amount of material to be worked on.   Sometimes students are permitted to bring in all their lecture notes and any other notes.   A final, but seldom used, step is to allow students to leave the room to look up sources In the library.

Is there any reason to think that an open book exam format would serve most university courses better than the more traditional and common styles?  Although various forms of open book exams have been around for decades, the research on this issue is still very thin and scattered.
There is one question for which the answer seems clear: the attitudinal one of whether students (and faculty) feel happier with the introduction of an open book format.   Research on this issue almost universally points to an affirmative conclusion: both students and faculty prefer the format to the traditional one.   However, this issue of attitudes is logically separate from the more complex issue of differences in student performance.
The research literature regarding the effects on student performance is not dramatic.   The most marked performance improvements appear to come in academic subjects that require analysis of complex textual materials (Francis.  1982).   In general, at present a teachers decision to adopt an open book format can only be based on reflection, experience, academic values and preferences.
That reflection would seem to require a consideration, by each individual teacher, of educational goals, assumptions as to how the format ideally should affect learning, and experimentation with the format in order to shape it to the Individual needs of the course, the students, and teacher.   To aid in this reflection, we set out some of the arguments that have been made regarding the open book exam (For an argument in favour in connection with a specific professional' programme, see Furedy & Furedy.  1982)
The main claims in favour of open book exams is that they are more realistic (e.g..  Betteridge.  1971), and that they promote higher order learning (e.g..  Francis.  1962).   Regarding the first claim, it is argued that professional occupations today require little sheer memorization, but rather analysis and assessment of complex information, often under time constraints.   Moreover, the goal is not the regurgitation of memorized material, but rather problem solving or innovation.   Few people are placed in real life situations similar to the traditional exam format or the multiple-choice style of examination.   An examination that places before the student materials to be understood, assessed, or worked with under pressure simulates real life tasks more appropriately.
Moreover, it is argued that with an open book exam, the examiner can require more complex intellectual tasks ranging from sifting through voluminous and complex material to extract relevant information, the integration or synthesis of ideas, working through problems or issues, and other forms of critical thinking.  A summary of claims and research findings from the fifties to the late seventies is available in Francis (1982).
While the above claims are intuitively plausible, it cannot be assumed that more realistic and complex thinking will automatically result from a particular style of exam.  In the case of the open book exam, there is the distinct possibility that some students may prepare and hence perform, poorly because they assume that, since the materials will all be at hand during the examination, there is no need to think through and consider important issues ahead of time throughout the course.  In other words, the open book exam may become a counter-productive cutch.  Furthermore, the exam could become a crutch for the teacher as well.  Thus the teacher may rest on his/her oars, simply because there has been an attitudinal improvement among students, who may feel better bur may indeed be learning less.   It appears, then, that in order to serve their goals, open book exams must be thoughtfully designed, so that the higher or more complex levels of thinking they are supposed to promote are indeed called for in the examination.   It would seem advisable to explain to the students the pedagogic aims of the examination—why the format is adopted and what attributes will be particularly looked for in the answers—so that students will approach the course material throughout the course with a sense of the intellectual priorities that will be assessed in the examinations.  If the open book exams are carefully designed in this way, and closely related to the educational goals of the course, it is likely that they will fulfill the claims made for them and promote the goals of higher education.
The use of open book exams may present some practical or even ethical problems if actual books are taken into the examination.  There may be complications regarding the amount of table space available to students, where there are not separate examination tables.  There is the difficulty of ensuring that students have not brought in material that one may not wish to allow—for instance, notes on a text prepared by someone other than the examinee.  More difficult is the problem of financially-constrained students, who may not wish to buy the course books, having intended to read these in the library.  These students may be at an unfair disadvantage in the exams if they are denied access to materials only because of financial status.
In general, in spite of the thin research evidence in favour of the beneficial effects of open book exams on performance, it seems to us, on the basis of intuition and experience, that there is every reason to favour this format in the assessment of university students, both in the arts and sciences, as well as the professional programmes.  Well designed open book exams should serve courses that emphasize critical thinking, analysis of complex material, selection and synthesis.  They should be more challenging and more relevant to students.  They should serve the development of intellectual qualities in students rather than emphasizing the mere testing of retention of course material We would be interested in hearing from faculty who have used open book exams as to the style of the exam and how well it has served their educational goals
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