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1. What is it? 

An ‘open book examination’ for the purposes of our end-of-year examinations  is 

understood to be an assessment method designed in a way that permits learners to refer to 

either class notes and summaries, textbooks or other approved material while answering 

questions. 

 

For you as an internal assessor, this means that you will need to construct questions and 

allocate marks based on the learner’s ability to demonstrate their understanding of the 

topic, their ability to apply the understanding to practical situations and to construct an 

organised argument rather than an ability to copy quotes or definitions from the book or 

source. 

 

2. Why use them? 

The main premise for open book exams is that teachers can devise questions that require 

learners to answer in more critical and analytical ways thus encouraging higher-order 

thinking skills in their learners; as compared to closed book or traditional exams that tend to 

encourage rote learning and more superficial application of knowledge.   

 

Let’s face it, in the modern era with information a mere click away, the importance shifts to 

the application of knowledge rather than its retention.  Open book exams work in the same 

way.  The learner can locate and clarify the information from source.  We are interested in 

how they interpret it, analyse it, evaluate it, use it to solve problems and apply it to real 

situations. 
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3. How do I get started? 

1. Examine the learning outcomes in your module descriptor.  In the Safety, Health and 

Welfare at Work (5N1794) module for example, the learning outcomes specify that 

the learner should Analyse, Examine, Explore, Comment on, Summarise, Outline, 

Explain, Analyse and Investigate.  It doesn’t ask them to define, list or identify – 

words that punctuated my Safety, Health and Welfare at Work examinations for 

years! 

2. Devise clear and unambiguous questions to limit learner confusion and time spent 

interpreting.  A learner shouldn’t be confused by the question because of how it is 

phrased.  Are you, as the assessor, clear on what you are seeking to assess?  What 

skills and knowledge are you assessing? 

 

4. Example of ways of designing open book exam questions 

A requirement to provide learners with ‘short questions’ doesn’t negate any of what is laid 

out above.  For example, consider the following short question (that I have shamefully used 

in the past). 

What do the letters HSA stand for?  List two roles of the HSA.       (2 marks) 

The question seeks to assess LO2 which requires learners to Examine the role of the Health 

and Safety Authority. 

Re-designed as an open book type question, this might become the following. 

Using two examples, examine how the Health and Safety Authority (HSA) can benefit 

employees in the workplace. 
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Another example.   

Name the three elements of the ‘Triangle of Fire’  

Could become… 

Suggest two sources or causes of accidental fire in the workplace in which you completed 

work experience.  Outline briefly, what your response would be if you encountered such a 

fire. 

The same can apply to structured or ‘long questions’.  Structure your exam questions 

around problem-based scenarios or real-world cases, requiring learners to apply their skills 

and knowledge to a given problem or scenario.  For example; 

Read the scenario below and answer the questions that follow. 

Eileen is in charge of a group of 10 people. She is in a meeting with them when she notices 

that one of the group is not looking well. He has a rash on his face, he is coughing and 

sweating. She asks him if he is ok and as he is replying he collapses into a sitting position on 

the floor, cutting his head as he falls. 

 (i)  Explain what the immediate health and safety risks are. 

  (ii)  Outline the procedures for contamination control using the scenario above, 

  including the roles of both Eileen and her line manager in addressing the  

  situation. 
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5. Assistance with Vocabulary 

The diagram below presents some ideas of vocabulary to help devise questions  

Avoid the PURPLE section to reduce the use of plagiarism. 

 

 

 


