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The Univers i ty  o f  Br is to l  was founded in  1876 and is  s i tuated c lose to  the hear t  o f
the c i ty.  I ts  academic depar tments  are ar ranged in  s ix  facu l t ies  and offer  over  200
study programmes and an except ional  range of  research oppor tun i t ies .  The
Univers i ty  has some 17,000 undergraduate and postgraduate s tudents  f rom about
100 countr ies.  As one of  the leading and most  innovat ive un ivers i t ies  in  the UK,
Br is to l  is  constant ly  look ing for  new oppor tun i t ies  to  s t reaml ine and improve the
qual i ty  o f  i ts  course prov is ion through the use of  technology.

Expanding the use of OMR 
in MCQ data capture

Degree programmes are of ten wel l  su i ted to  the
use of  Mul t ip le  Choice Quest ion (MCQ) 
assessments,  and in  the Univers i ty  o f  Br is to l  a
number  o f  depar tments  have used MCQ 
assessments at  var ious po in ts  dur ing the i r
programmes.  The process ing of  these 
assessments were t rad i t ional ly  carr ied out  by the
depar tments  themselves,  e i ther  by hand or  by
us ing a s tandard scanner  together  wi th  
assoc iated sof tware.  These approaches were
prone to  er ror  and very  t ime-consuming for  the
staff  invo lved.

A dramat ic  increase in  the number  o f  medica l
s tudents  led to  an up- turn in  the number  o f  MCQ
assessments that  needed to  be processed.  The
Medica l  Curr icu lum Off ice rea l ised they needed
a bet ter  and more s t reaml ined way of  process ing
the assessments to  reduce the amount  o f  t ime
staff  were spending mark ing,  and a lso to  
guarantee accurate resu l ts .
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I n c r e a s i n g  MCQ  A s s e s smen t s

T h e  OMR  s e r v i c e

Specia l is t ,  mul t i -purpose forms were des igned
and produced by DRS speci f ica l ly  for  the
Univers i ty,  and as the serv ice was cent ra l ised,
the forms could be ordered in  bu lk  leading to
addi t ional  sav ings.

Having ta lked to  data capture spec ia l is t ,  DRS,
for  he lp  and adv ice on the way forward,  in i t ia l ly
the Medica l  Curr icu lum Off ice a lone was 
in tending to  use a DRS Opt ica l  Mark Reader
(OMR) and assoc ia ted Mul t iQuest  sof tware to
ass is t  in  the mark ing of  MCQ assessments.

I t  was recognised,  however,  that  th is  v i ta l  p iece
of  equipment  could have far - reaching benef i ts ,
not  on ly  for  medica l  sc iences depar tments ,  but
a lso for  many other  depar tments  wi th in  the
Univers i ty.  The dec is ion was taken to  purchase a
DRS h igh-speed scanner,  and to  house i t  w i th in
the Univers i ty ’s  Pr in t  Serv ices.  

Pr in t  Serv ices is  a  cent ra l ised suppor t  serv ice
that  handles a l l  o f  the Univers i ty ’s  pr in t ing,  
photocopying and other  admin is t ra t ive act iv i t ies .
Housing the OMR wi th in  Pr in t  Serv ices meant
the benef i ts  that  the OMR brought ,  in  terms of
t ime and cost  sav ings,  could be ut i l ised by a l l
depar tments .

C e n t r a l i s e d  p r o c e s s i n g

The Univers i ty  then spent  t ime develop ing i ts
own in terna l  Opt ica l  Mark Reader  Serv ice.  Th is
serv ice is  ava i lab le  to  any depar tment  in  the
Univers i ty  that  wants  to  under take a MCQ
assessment .  As the technology and sof tware
invo lved wi th  th is  process is  very  spec i f ic ,  the
OMR serv ice is  very  comprehensive offer ing s ta ff
t ra in ing,  and suppor t  v ia  a  dedicated websi te
(ht tp : / /www.br is .ac.uk/omr)  and an emai l
‘he lpdesk ’ .  The t ra in ing offers  s ta ff  who are
invo lved in  set t ing the exams a thorough 
understanding of  the OMR and sof tware,  
inc lud ing secur i ty  cons iderat ions,  the set t ing of
quest ions,  how to  correct  er rors  and the
product ion of  the var ious repor ts .



Leading the way in data capture with the 
use of DRS OMR
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Once the exam has been completed,  the forms
are sent  to  Pr in t  Serv ices for  scanning.  Af ter
scanning,  the data co l lec ted is  copied onto a
d isk that  conta ins populated response f i les  wi th
student  marks,  and sent  back to  the
depar tment .  The computer  network has not  been
used for  reasons of  secur i ty.  Data f i les ,  once
received,  can then be impor ted,  analysed,
amended and arch ived,  ensur ing that  
depar tments  re ta in  ownersh ip  of  the OMR 
examinat ion data.  

The t ime sav ings f rom th is  process have been
considerable.  His tor ica l ly  a  secretary  would
have taken up to  two days to  mark a typ ica l
MCQ assessment ,  but  the turnaround t ime in
Pr in t  Serv ices can be as l i t t le  as 15 minutes.
The process is  cost -e ffect ive for  depar tments
and i t  means resu l ts  can be g iven to  s tudents
quick ly  and the serv ice is  susta inable in  i ts  own
r ight .

T ime  S a v i n g s

I t  has been est imated that  in  three of  the
Univers i ty ’s  facu l t ies ,  as much as ha l f  a  mi l l ion
pounds in  s ta ff  t ime was being spent  each year
on grad ing assessments.  The Univers i ty  
recognises that  cost  and t ime sav ings on the
process of  assessment  can be put  towards
superv is ing more s tudents  and more research,
he lp ing the Univers i ty  to  accommodate more
students  and s t i l l  re ta in  i ts  pos i t ion as a
research- led inst i tu t ion.  

The Univers i ty  a lso sees the potent ia l  for  o ther
uses such as ass is t ing wi th  the mark ing of
ent ry- leve l  tests  and ent rance exams as wel l
as s tudent  feedback quest ionnai res.  These
opt ions could be suppor ted us ing the same
OMR hardware and are be ing act ive ly
researched at  present .

F u t u r e  p o t e n t i a l
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“A lmost  immediate ly  depar tments
saw theconsiderable cost  and t ime
savings th is  serv ice gave,  making
the assessment  procedure more

st reaml ined and benef ic ia l
to  both s tudents  and lecturers .

Making the OMR Serv ice avai lab le
to  a l l  depar tments  has opened up a

range of  poss ib i l i t ies  for  th is  
technology wi th in  the Univers i ty. ”

Phi l  Langton -  Senior  Lecturer
Univers i ty  o f  Br is to l

The Univers i ty  has p ioneered the use of  the
DRS OMR in  th is  way,  a l lowing not  jus t  one
depar tment ,  but  the whole inst i tu t ion to  benef i t
f rom the so lu t ion DRS can prov ide.

In i t ia l ly  the OMR Serv ice was on ly  ava i lab le  on a
p i lo t  scheme to  a  l imi ted number  o f  depar tments ,
but  due to  i ts  success i t  is  now avai lab le  to  the
whole Univers i ty.  The depar tments  in  the 
facu l t ies  of  Medica l  and Veter inary  Sc iences and
Engineer ing were the f i rs t  to  take advantage,  but
as word spread of  the benef i ts  the technology
could br ing,  o ther  depar tments  soon rea l ised
the potent ia l  i t  cou ld  offer  them.

C omp r e h e n s i v e  S e r v i c e

For further  information on the ful l
range of  DRS products and services,
please contact:
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