	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 Fact sheet Number 3  - Exams

The process of preparing students for examinations concludes with an unseen set of examination papers. The purpose of this Fact sheet is to introduce you to some of the ideas that lie behind the examination process and offer some advice as to how your candidates can perform at their best.

Our first ‘port of call’ needs to be the actual Specifications that are issued by the Awarding Bodies. In the more commercial environment that now surrounds examinations the documents provided by the Awarding Bodies do now contain some useful materials. Some even send you, free of charge guide questions, answers and other pieces of essential information. The first piece of the jigsaw that needs to be appreciated is that of the Assessment Objectives, or what they are actually looking for.

Assessment Objectives

The subject criteria for Economics and Business Studies published by QCA contain full details on the four assessment objectives that A, A2 and AS level subject specifications have to contain. These objectives are: 

1. To demonstrate KNOWLEDGE and critical UNDERSTANDING of the subject content

This skill is essentially a foundation skill and will probably be tested by the use of command words such as: 

· Classify... 

· Define the following... 

· Explain... 

· Give... 

· Identify... 

· List the advantages... 

· List... 

· Name... 

· Outline... 

· State... 

The main features of such questions are: 

· they normally carry a relatively low mark allocation, though in certain high mark questions this should be carefully monitored; 

· they normally call for a specific number of facts to be responded to; 

· unless specifically asked the candidate will not have to offer a detailed explanation of the subject matter. 

Examiners also expect candidates to demonstrate a basic KNOWLEDGE of all relevant terms and ideas common to the subject area. 

2. APPLICATION of KNOWLEDGE and CRITICAL UNDERSTANDING

The second objective is APPLICATION. Here candidates must show an ability to apply basic terms, concepts, theories and methods relevant to the problem(s) being addressed. Examples of command words commonly used to identify such a skill are: 

· Apply... 

· Calculate... 

· Explain (relevant to the circumstances outlined) ... 

· Give an example of... 

· How... 

· Predict... 

· Show how... 

· Use... 

· What is meant by...? 

· What would be the advantages of...? 

· Which... 

· Why... 

The main features of questions using these command words are: 

· candidates will be expected to give some detail; 

· a decision may be called for; 

· the required knowledge may have to be shown in context. 

This assessment objective calls for the candidate to demonstrate a clear UNDERSTANDING through APPLICATION of the relevant knowledge to the set problem or situation. 

3. ANALYSE problems issues and situations.

The third assessment objective is ANALYSIS. This calls for the candidate to demonstrate an ability to SELECT, organise and interpret the information from the sources given. 

The skill is normally expected when command words such as the following are used: 

· Analyse... 

· Calculate... 

· Compare... 

· Explain the advantages / disadvantages... 

· From the given... 

· How... 

· Identify... 

· Organise... 

· Select... 

· Show how... 

· Which... 

The main features of such questions are: 

· they usually require the candidate to carefully read and respond to data / text that relates to several elements and provide a sensible answer, with supporting reasons. 

Examiners are therefore looking for candidates to be able to carry out selection and interpretation and analyse their findings against whatever stimulus they have been given. 

4. EVALUATE arguments and evidence, assessing information and making informed judgments
The final and most advanced skill is that of EVALUATION. This requires the candidate to make reasoned JUDGEMENTS and present a CONCLUSION / OPINION that is supported. Questions calling for this skill normally carry the highest marks available. 

The command words that accompany this skill include: 

· Advise... 

· Analyse (and come to a decision) ... 

· Assess... 

· Compare... 

· Consider... 

· Decide... 

· Discuss... 

· Evaluate... 

· Recommend... 

· To what extent... 

· Which... 

· Why... 

The main features of such questions are: 

· they tend to be more open-ended; 

· they will require a decision, with reasons / support; 

· detailed responses will be needed, involving a decision, again with relevant support / justification; 

· they often require some form of comparison. 

The candidate must therefore provide an evaluative reaction that forms a reasoned judgement and concludes with evidence of an opinion being supported. Most questions carry high mark allocation, but there may be exceptions. 



	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	


The same skills attract different questions, so let’s have a look at how the process develops.

How we write examination questions


*Knowledge and Understanding

Your bank of basic learning, which hopefully you regularly revise.


*Application

Your ability to SELECT what is relevant to the question. Hence we don’t like LISTS or ‘SCATTER GUN’ essays that aim anything remotely relevant at the title.


*Analysis

Your ability to look at the implications of what you are developing and think of causes and effects. Hopefully, this will lead you in the direction of a conclusion.


*Evaluation

Your ability to make a case, form an opinion and support you findings. We are interested in the CONSEQURNCES of what you have said.

In LEVEL RESPONSE mark schemes it is often the case that L1 = Knowledge and L2 =Application and so on. It’s always worth remembering that at 40%+ you should just pass the paper you are sitting (though all marks are proportionately higher for modules), and at approximately 5 mark intervals you will move up a grade on the paper you have sat. So, just a couple of marks more per question and suddenly your potential grade outcome can be somewhat higher.

Let’s look at some questions under construction.

Why are profits so important in market economy?

A straightforward early in the course economics question that might just appear as a question in a final or module exam.

1. Ask yourself WHAT does the examiner actually want to achieve by asking me this question?

It’s probably their ambition to test your KNOWLEDGE of the functions of profit in a market economy. You might think that that’s obvious but you would be surprised by the number of candidates who would start from a different position than that.

2. So, think WHAT I know about profit and in a market economy. Think FUNCTIONS.

3. You might begin by saying that it;

· encourages risk

· as risk takers are prepared to invest money in a business

· its a reward for taking that risk

· it directs the use of resources

· firms will allocate resources, which are normally scarce as long as the profits continue to flow.
· Beneath a certain level of return the resources will be switched to a more acceptable alternative.

· It’s a sign of what customers want

· It encourages corporate efficiency

· The lower the cost the greater the potential for profit

· It’s  a sign to competitors that you are efficient

· It’s a source of internal finance

· A sign that the product is wanted

· It keeps business alive, so reducing the risk of unemployed resources.

If this question was worth 6 marks then we would normally mark as 2 points (defined and developed) x 3 or 3 points x 2 = maximum 6 marks.

4. Now think to yourself how many of these you would have included in a simple elementary economics question. Don’t be fooled as so called easy questions can be the most difficult to answer correctly.

5. From experience candidates normally forget to develop points, so they provide an uninspiring list and they often fail to develop the idea that profit serves as the stimulant to future investment and the macro consequences of this.

The next skill is Application and here the examiners are really looking for an ability to select what is relevant from the bank of knowledge possessed by candidates and then set this in the context of the question. Remember, questions have stems, which are supposed to act as a stimulus to candidates. Successful candidates also look for the ‘handles’ or ‘sign posts’ that feature in a question and are designed to assist candidates to know which areas of the Specification are being examined in a particular question.

 Then comes Analysis, which is the skill that shows ability to asses the implications of what is being examined. A little later in this Fact sheet you will be shown how to develop a style that includes an analytical component.

 The last of the skills and therefore that which carries the most marks is Evaluation, or judgement. Candidates are now expected to be able to develop opinions that are both supported with relevant theory and can be clearly seen to be in context with the chosen question.

Let’s look in a little more detail at Handles, or Sign posts.

Handles – where and what are they?

In any exercise be it Business or Economics there are handles put in by the examiners to assist you:

· To identify what is being examined

· To direct your work at the correct response

Before moving on let’s think about the standard structure of a Case Study or Stimulus question

· CHANGE

· CONFLICT/CHOICES

· CONSEQUENCES

· COMMUNICATIONS
Today, I am going to look at some popular topics and give you some handles and the expected responses.

Let’s start by looking at a very popular Business topic, namely flexible workers, teams and their place in the culture of the organisation.

Possible settings/handles

The stimulus will probably contain:

· distinct differences in corporate cultures e.g. role/function based versus team/whole task based

· This will mean that you will probably be asked about (a) the differences, (b) the problems of the changes (solutions?) and (c) the advantages of changing,etc.
· The stimulus will also contain some advantages that are thought to arise. A popular way of doing this is to set up a possible take-over. You will need to look for: (a) culture clashes (b) product portfolios (c) training (d) management styles. All of these will be directing you as to the type of response and its focus.

· The stimulus might also contain references to part time and full time workers/contracts and the benefits/disbenefits these might bring.

Now, you should be beginning to think:

· numerical flexibility

· functional flexibility

· part timers advantages/disadvantages

· multi-skilling – how is it achieved and its benefits, both to the company and the employee.

· Careful recruitment based as much on attitude and aptitude and experience

· Training programmes to develop team work/groups

· Encouragement of group philosophy eg socialising, kaizen, quality circles

· More open communications, delegation, empowerment etc.

· Job enrichment, responsibility etc.

ALL of these are expected to be set in context by a well - prepared business student.

Now, let’s look at how some skills might be tested.

1. What advantages may be provided by a more flexible labour force? ( 8 marks)

This is calling for you to address BOTH Knowledge/Content and Application, as you will be expected to set your response in the context of the stimulus given.

So, to score well in the Knowledge/Content area you will be expected to give TWO or more advantages of a flexible labour force with each explained fully and clearly.

To score well in the Application part of the mark scheme you will b expected to show the advantages of the flexible labour force and develop these in relation to the business used in the Case Study/Stimulus question. If you work at this level you will be in the 3 to 4 marks per skill category.

2. Consider how the employers might build up the commitment level of the workforce when introducing teams. (12 marks)
The use of this command word and the phrasing means that you can target all FOUR skills. So, if the question was worth 12 marks the maximum for each category would be: 
Content 2

Application 2 

Analysis 4

Evaluation 4

Let’s think how you would score well.

Content; two developed and accurate points.

Application: two points well related/applied to the case study material

Analysis: the use of relevant theory to analyse the implications of the material offered.

Evaluation: Sound judgement shown in considering how an effective team ethos could be built.

Now, let’s be honest none of the above is exactly earth shattering and it’s all mainstream material that should appear on anyone’s revision list

As so many students find number difficult let’s just look at how these might be tested.

1. Some simple calculations can be asked. These will probably be:

· simple Net Present Value or Pay back plus Average Rate of Return

· averages, trends and sensible reactions/comments

· critical path analysis

· investment appraisal, though this is often tested by a stated outcome and the reactions, plus what else is needed forming the basis of the question(s).

Let’s look at few more testing areas of business and then on to Economics and Efficiency and Market Failures.

Corporate Cultures

This is often best tested by devising a Case Study that shows either a change in management, say the older member of the family retires or more often a merger/take-over involving two distinct cultures. So, one might be role or functioned based whilst the other will be team/whole task based. One of the questions might be ‘comment on the problems of combining two such different cultures.’ Let’s think about the probable reactions regardless of stimulus.

· the material might contain references to mechanistic/systems/organic/open/formal/corporate structures

· think autocratic /flatter hierarchy

· think about advantages/disadvantages of the above

· advantages might include: discipline, structure, efficiency, more focused,

less risk, look for some differences between the two companies e.g. expansion, ability to ride out downturns or a better product portfolio. It’s often the case that one firm will not be a total failure – beware!

Now think about some disadvantages:

· might it stifle initiative

· will the ideas still flow

· what of r and d

· knowledge based or not?

· Personal drive

· But again look for certain problems that might already be within the company which is team based. This might centre on labour turnover, or market clashes within the product portfolio.

· Another issue to look for is maintaining the creative edge

· What of responsibility, job enrichment etc.

Now go on and think about:

· personalities/personnel/power battles/influence/X or Y

· will the merger/take over be seamless, what of synergy

· look for differences in social and environmental stands/images

· look at the battle between grey suits and tee shirts

· whose going to control the investment flows

· what of other stakeholders

· benchmarking

· learning curve purchase

· stick to your knitting

· will the move lead to rationalisation

This form of abrasive case study/stimulus is popular and allows you to unload a lot of basic business knowledge.

