
Can you write an essay in eight hours? A hybrid 
approach to ‘authenticating’ assessment

Dr Nicholas Worsfold
Associate Dean for Student Experience
Senior Lecturer in Environmental Science
College of Health and Life Sciences
Brunel University London

Dr Diana Pritchard
Principal Curriculum Developer
Centre for Learning Excellence
University of Bedfordshire



Preparing students to shape the 
future through co-creation and 
multi-stakeholder engagement 
in local sustainable development 
actions:

Dr Diana Pritchard and 
Dr Helen Connolly

University of Bedfordshire.



CDC/SCIENCE PHOTO LIBRARY









What’s an ‘in-class test’?





Can we take the classic 
‘essay’ and make it more

authentic by asking 
students to write it from 
start to finish in a normal 

working day?



Authentic Assessment
“An assessment requiring students to use the same competencies, or 
combinations of knowledge, skills and attitudes, that they need to apply in 
the criterion situation in professional life”. 

Gulikers et al. (2004). A five-Dimensional Framework for Authentic Assessment. 
ETR&D 52 (3), 67-86.



October

BSc Biological Sciences
Level 5 “Ecology & Environment” 30 credits (long and thin)

Essay
All

Day

May

Essay
workshop

Climate Change 
All

Day Workshop

Biodiversity 
Action Plan

Closed-book 
exam

Lectures and seminars

Lectures and seminars









“In the 
future, if I 
need to write 
an essay in 8 
hours, this 
will be good 
practice”.

“Being able 
to work 
under 
pressure to a 
deadline and 
still 
communicate 
clearly”.

“To be able 
to react in 
any given 
situation 
with the 
resources I 
have”.

“It will force 
us to be put 
under the 
stress of a 
normal 
working 
environment, 
preparing us 
for careers in 
the future”.

“Not 
everything in 
life is a lab 
report”.

“It will 
ensure we 
can express 
ourselves 
clearly and 
coherently in 
writing when 
under time 
constraints”.

“Able to 
show 
necessary 
skills in 
interviews”.

“Using 
resources 
efficiently”.

Pre-assessment focus group

“Why should I have to 
give up my time to help 
you with your research? 
You should be the 
expert, not me”.



On the day

• Students arrive by 09:00 to a booked classroom.
• Receive the question in hard copy at 09:00.
• Can stay or go elsewhere on campus.
• Have full access to ‘their boss’ – i.e. me – throughout 

the day.  
• Submit by 17:00 via Blackboard.



Year Question
2013-14 “Compare and contrast how anthropogenic changes to the carbon 

and nitrogen cycles affect ecosystems” 

2014-15 “Evaluate the causes of anthropogenic climate change and explain 
how climate change will affect ecosystems and people” 

2015-16 “Describe and explain the different ways in which climate change 
may affect ecosystems” 

2016-17 “Describe how climate change may affect British ecosystems and 
explain what could be done to mitigate these effects” 

2017-18 “Critically evaluate whether people should help some species adapt 
to climate change by moving them to places they have not 
previously inhabited” 



Mean = 1165 words
Median = 1148
Mode ~ 1300



Mean = 51.34%
Median = 52%
Mode = 50-53



Adjusted R-squared:  0.1683 
F-statistic: 22.45 on 1 and 105 
DF,  p-value: <0.001









Post-assessment (pre-results) 
focus group

“I didn’t know 
that if I worked 
that hard all day 
I could get so 
much done.”

“Very 
challenging 
as you go 
along; you 
think of new 
connections 
due to the 
pressure of 
time.”

“Disappointed. 
Would like to 
practice [this 
assessment 
style] more to 
make it better.”

“I spent the first 
three hours 
trying to find 
sources in the 
library”.

“Made you 
panic. [I 
found 
myself] not 
writing the 
right things 
due to 
insufficient 
time.”

“I could have 
done more by 
using Nick’s 
advised journal 
articles”.



“It has made me 
approach other 
assignments in a 
different way –
understanding 
of time. Feel 
more confident 
and comfortable 
doing other 
assignments.”

“It was a 
great 
experience 
and a unique 
one – I would 
love another 
shot at it”.

“Made me re-
think how I 
approach 
things”.

“To focus on a 
piece of work 
and produce 
under pressure 
is relevant for 
any job. This 
was a much 
more productive 
way to do an 
examination in 
my opinion.”

“Overall, it 
was an 
interesting 
experience”.

“It was 
challenging 
but worth it”.

Post-assessment (post-results) 
focus group
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Assessment 
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Social 
context

Result of 
assessment

Criteria 
relevant to 

real life 

Adapted from Gulikers et al. (2004)
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Pearson Correlation = 0.33



Pearson Correlation = 0.68



Pearson Correlation = 0.33



What is going on?

• These three assessments are all very different…
• And the timed essay is more different to closed-book 

exam than traditional coursework (even with some
authentication of product and process).





How can we assess our 
students fairly and robustly 

off campus? 



Students can cite 
whatever sources 
they like, and it is 
up to us to prove 

that they have not 
read and/or 

understood them 



Students can only 
cite sources they 
can prove to us 

that they have read 
and (at least 
somewhat)
understood



Digital portfolio of 
reading and 

understanding
Student Staff



Digital portfolio of 
reading and 

understanding
Student Staff

Increases the 
depth of reading 

and quality of 
understanding

Prevents 
the use of

essay 
mills

Monitors engagement 
through something more 

meaningful than 
attendance

Adds structure
to 

Personal 
Tutoring





https://elearning.qmul.ac.uk





Digital portfolio of 
reading and 

understanding
Student Staff

Transforms what we think of as ‘revision’



Post-assessment (pre-results) 
focus group

“I didn’t know 
that if I worked 
that hard all day 
I could get so 
much done.”

“Very 
challenging 
as you go 
along; you 
think of new 
connections 
due to the 
pressure of 
time.”

“Disappointed. 
Would like to 
practice [this 
assessment 
style] more to 
make it better.”

“I spent the first 
three hours 
trying to find 
sources in the 
library”.

“Made you 
panic. [I 
found 
myself] not 
writing the 
right things 
due to 
insufficient 
time.”

“I could have 
done more by 
using Nick’s 
advised journal 
articles”.







How can we assess our 
students fairly and robustly 

off campus? 



And if we get this 
right…will we ever go 

back? 



nicholas.worsfold@brunel.ac.uk

diana.pritchard@beds.ac.uk


