Scenarios and examination papers

There are pros and cons to using scenarios in setting CAT examination papers. The following points are pertinent:

1. Why use scenarios?

· It provides for a more interesting paper within a real-life context for learners to work with.

· It helps the teacher to set the paper as one can think of typical things that would happen in a real-life scenario. For example, if a school purchased computers, what would they be used for, what software would be needed, would Internet connectivity be needed, etc. Teachers can brainstorm the scenario with a colleague to assist in this way.

· It promotes higher order skills and moves away from rote learning. A question placed in the context of a scenario, where the answer has to relate to a given situation places the question at a higher cognitive level. The question may not differ substantially from a ‘non-scenario’ based question, but the level of cognitive skills required is of a higher nature.
·  Scenario based questions provide an ‘assessment differential’. Take for example a situation where learners are given a particular scenario and then asked to recommend which type of printer to buy. Some learners may only be able to give an answer relating to the differences between various types of printers while other learners will be able to extend this answer in terms of explaining their choice for the specific situation. 

2. In paper 1 (Practical) the scenario is more a theme which flows through the paper, e.g. the Music for Africa music shop in the grade 10 exemplar paper or the 2006 Gr 10 'PUG' paper.

3. In paper 2 (Written) the questions are contextualised in the scenario given at the beginning of the paper. Some of the questions may not be directly related to the scenario but merely extend on the ‘theme’ sketched in the scenario.

4. Try and use scenarios that are likely to be in the realm of learners and make sure to avoid cultural and gender bias.

5. Some potential pitfalls of the use of scenarios which one must try to avoid include the following:

· Questions becoming forced or contrived to suit the scenario.
· Questions can become independent of the scenario and the answer would be the same for any scenario that was sketched.
· Questions can become lengthy in order to describe the situation. This should be avoided by placing the main scenario at the beginning of the section. The question should not repeat the scenario, but the question may extend the scenario by placing a further short descriptor of the ‘extended’ situation at the beginning of a question. For example in a Small office Home office (SOHO) example, the business may need to purchase additional equipment due to growth in the business, etc.

6. Every teacher will have their own unique way of planning and setting a paper but the following points might help in terms of sparking that bit of creativity that is needed to come up with a good scenario or thematically based CAT question paper:

· Be aware of situations in every day life where technology might be used. It can start off ‘small’ and then be expanded as needed. It could for example be an athletics meeting. Brainstorming could inter alia lead to the following points in the scenario:

· Capturing information of entries before the meeting – designing forms, databases – use a spreadsheet or a database, mail merging, validating data, is there a need for a website – what would it be used for, etc.

· On the day  - use PDA’s or laptops or desktops, need for a UPS perhaps, do we need more than one computer – what would they be used for, printing of certificates and results – what kind of printer, connecting computers via wireless or cable, need to backup data, using a digital camera to capture photos – adding them to a website, calculating the top athlete in terms of results - what data is needed to do this, designing of database reports of results, times, etc

· Be aware of everyday trouble shooting questions you encounter or other people ask you! For example why won’t my printer work, a PowerPoint presentation won’t fit on a stiffy disk or is too large to send, why are there all these extra drives when I log onto a network, how do I stop all these pop-ups that are occurring when I browse the Internet, why do I get so many results (or none) when I ‘Google’ an item, is it worth changing from dial-up to ADSL.

7. Some general pointers for setting papers

· Browse menus and think of scenarios /everyday problems for inspiration. 

· Do the questions yourself to check and also guide the memo – 1 mark per skill i.e. no ½ marks.
· Be aware of a duplication of skills, e.g. bold in a spreadsheet and then bold in a word processor.
· Use mixture of closed and open-ended question.

· Use diagrams but be careful of specific inferences – also check your diagram is correct. 

· Don’t rely on previous questions, e.g. don’t ask to move folders that must be created but rather to one that exists. 

· The memo should allow for a range of achievement. 

· Be specific, e.g. footer in the middle or centered. 

· Avoid excessive input of data.
· Don’t ‘rack’ up marks, e.g. a spell check with 9 errors. 

· Try to make marking easy but not at the expense of the quality of the paper e.g. ‘natural flow’ in terms of marking a document. 

· LO1, LO2 and LO3 should also be assessed in written paper. 

· Examinations under the NCS are ‘high stakes’ and should not simply be geared towards the perceived ability of the weakest learner or the weakest marker. 

· Learners across the perceived spectrum of ability must be catered for in the paper. 

· Taxonomies do not reflect perceived levels of difficulty of questions – they merely reflect thinking processes. For example, although ‘Knowledge’ is at the base of the traditional Bloom’s taxonomy, many learners find recall of knowledge more difficult than ‘Evaluation’ which is at the apex of the taxonomy. Usually we aim for
· 30% = Knowledge & Comprehension 

· 40% = Application & Analysis 

· 30% = Synthesis & Evaluation 

  

 

