
Open-book exams

Sir, the pandemic has resulted in cessation 
of face-to-face teaching in the UK and 
numerous countries globally with many 
universities adopting online classroom 
learning and remote assessments. There is 
limited evidence on learner perspectives 
for the delivery of this examination format 
and so we conducted a service evaluation 
exploring learner experiences of open-
book examinations in dentistry during the 
pandemic.

The retrospective survey involved an 
anonymous 14-item questionnaire which 
contained both quantitative and qualitative 
data items. This was distributed to all 
undergraduate dentistry and BSc oral health 
sciences learners across all years: 210 
learners participated in the survey with 
52.4% strongly agreeing a preference for 
open-book examinations in comparison to 
conventional closed-book examinations. 
Of the learners, 42.9% either agreed or 
strongly agreed that less preparation was 
required for open-book examinations, 
however, 80.5% reported learning new 
information; 85.2% disagreed or strongly 
disagreed that open-book examinations 
were stressful, however, 13.3% reported 
they disagreed or strongly disagreed with 
having a suitable working space during the 
open-book examination. Nearly half (49.5%) 
of learners indicated they would prefer an 
open-book examination in the future, 12.4% 
indicated a preference for closed-book 
examinations and 38.1% a combination of 
both examination formats.

Several learners mentioned that reduced 
stress resulted in increased happiness and 
improved mental wellbeing which allowed 

them to perform to the best of their ability. 
Some learners mentioned closed-book 
examinations gave them anxiety which was 
relieved through undertaking open-book 
examinations. However, some learners did 
state that the lack of stress meant learners did 
not feel there were any rewards when they 
got their results. One learner reported they 
‘enjoyed [their] revision a lot more, focusing 
on note making to help [them] understand 
content…’

During preparation for their open-book 
examinations, learners reported they did 
not memorise content to the best of their 
ability as they knew they had access to 
resources and as a result, felt they did not 
learn the content as thoroughly as if they 
had sat closed-book examinations; ‘Because 
you know you can use your notes, you’re 
less likely to fully revise and memorise the 
content because there isn’t that stress of 
not knowing it...’ Learners reported that 
some were not motivated to study for their 
examinations and expressed concern on their 
preparedness in subsequent years of their 
degree; ‘open-book exams can make you feel 
less prepared for the following year and the 
rest of your degree’. 

To conclude, open-book exam questions 
need to be tailored in such a way that they 
promote application of knowledge rather 
than resource searching skills. There needs 
to be both learner and educator preparation 
and training (including support structures 
for home working and wellbeing support) 
and intended learning objective mapping to 
ensure new assessment methods fulfil GDC 
requirements of Preparing for practice.1 We 
are happy to share our study with educators 
should they wish to get in contact. The full 
study has been submitted for publication.

M. Dave, C. Dixon, N. Patel, Manchester, UK

Reference
1. General Dental Council. Preparing for practice. 2015. 

Available at: https://www.gdc-uk.org/docs/default-
source/quality-assurance/preparing-for-practice-
(revised-2015).pdf (accessed November 2020).

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41415-020-2512-8

Coronavirus

Green Impact dentistry

Sir, in light of the masses of single-use 
plastic personal protective equipment 
(PPE) being used across the workforce in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, I 
urge the profession to not lose enthusiasm 
in the fight for more sustainable dentistry. 
There are always measures that can be 
taken to reduce our carbon footprint. I 
would like to highlight the Green Impact 
dentistry programme1 that provides awards 
for promoting and endorsing sustainability. 
They have developed a toolkit available to all 
dental practices, so that sustainability can be 
audited and strived for. Not only will changes 
contribute to the agenda of sustainability, but 
they can also benefit practices through cost 
savings, improved efficiency and staff and 
patient engagement.

I would encourage all dental practices 
to have a look at the toolkit, as there are 
multiple suggestions for positive change. 
Single use PPE is a huge issue and is unlikely 
to change in the immediate future. Instead of 
feeling defeated by this, we should look at the 
aspects of our work environment which we 
can control. There is always something that 
can be done.  
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