CSQS webinar on exam paper analysis
Sopna Thomas, Wednesday 12 October 2016, 5:30pm

Today’s session
The aim of today’s session is to help you use past exam papers and suggested answers to
your advantage as you prepare for an exam.

Agenda
Here are the areas we will cover today:

1. Analysing the exam paper – focus on rubric

2. Approaches to different styles of question
3. Learning from student scripts
4. Learning from examiners’ comments

Approaching an exam question - rubric
Two things to consider when approaching an exam question:
1. What is the topic/knowledge/content I am expected to demonstrate?
2. What is the command word asking me to do? What form should my question
take?
Don’t forget to look at the mark allocation and ensure that you are not writing too
much or too little.

List of command words

Approaching an exam question - rubric
Helping you make sense of the command words:

• Describe: portray in words.
• Explain: to make clear the meaning.

• Identify: recognise and correctly name.
• Discuss: examine critically .

Approaching an exam question - rubric
Helping you make sense of the command words:
• Analyse: examine in detail.
• Evaluate: reach a conclusion.

• Recommend: to offer routes as being appropriate or examples of good
practices and procedures.
• Prepare/Provide: put together (a report/briefing note).

Examples of rubric from CSQS exam papers
How this works in an exam paper:
CG: Prepare a report to the board of Diagon in which you explain what the
overarching corporate governance principles described within the original King
Code are.
ABL: Explain the rights of the data subject under the Data Protection Act 1998.
ABL: Discuss an individual’s right to suitable alternative employment under the
Employment Rights Act 1996.

Examples of rubric from CSQS exam papers
How this works in an exam paper:
SiP: Using the findings from Marsh’s consulting report, evaluate the key success
factors required to maintain a leading position in the global bicycle manufacturing
industry.
CL: Identify the legal business structures Amy and Brian could adopt to run their
business, including the different types of registered company, and describe the key
distinguishing legal characteristics of each.
Other possibilities: FRA: Calculate the non-controlling interest at 31 October 2015.

Examiner’s comments on rubric/mark allocation
Corporate Governance:
The command words used and the marks available for the parts of a question
serve to act as a guideline for candidates as to the amount of detail that is
required. Too many candidates provide excessive, and mostly irrelevant,
information for questions where only around 8 marks are available.
For questions with higher marks available, candidates need to appreciate that a
sufficient depth of knowledge will be required on the relevant topic in order to
perform well.

Examiner’s comments on rubric/mark allocation
Strategy in Practice:
As this paper sits in the advanced section of the ICSA examinations, questions
usually required candidates to apply critical and applied thinking skills and to use
their own voice (supported by case and academic material) to provide insights and
well-argued opinions as responses to the questions. Precise knowledge of the
requirements of the key question command verbs appeared irregular.

Past exam questions and rubric
1. Assess 2. Evaluate 3. Explain 4. Analyse 5. Report

1. Assess questions
Weigh up to what extent something is true. Persuade the reader of your argument
by citing relevant knowledge/principles but also remember to point out any flaws
and counter-arguments as well. Conclude by stating clearly how far you are in
agreement with the original proposition.

Source: University of Leicester

Assess questions
Applied Business Law, Q5 June 2016
Bob works as an accounts clerk at a local college. He was injured three years ago in a car
crash and has since had to use a wheelchair. Before the crash he did not have strong
religious beliefs, but this changed when he was recovering from his accident and he became
part of a religious group in which all the followers grow their hair long.
As part of a major reorganisation, the college is moving the accounts department from the
ground floor onto the third floor. The college does not have a lift and Bob tells his office
manager that he will not be able to work on the third floor, as he cannot use the stairs. The
manager says that if Bob cannot get to the third floor he will have to leave the job.

Assess questions
Bob was considering applying for a job advertised by a different employer.
However, the advertisement stated: “Must be of smart appearance; no long hair,
earrings, tattoos etc.” Bob applied for the job anyway. He was invited for interview
but when the employer saw his long hair he refused to interview him.
Required
Assess the likely outcome in relation to claims for discrimination which Bob could
make.
(25 marks)

Examples from the suggested answer
A assess question so you need to weigh up to what extent something is true:
In determining what is reasonable for the employer to do regard should be had to the extent
to which taking a particular course of action would prevent the discriminatory effect, the
extent to which it is practicable for the employer to take that step, the financial and other
costs of so doing, the employers’ financial resources and the financial and other assistance
available to him in doing so (O’Hanlon, HMRC (2006)) It must be reasonable, in all the
circumstances of the case, for the employer to have to undertake the adjustments. This is an
objective test for the Employment Tribunal to decide.

Examples from the suggested answer
However, you need to weigh up whether Bob has a case…
Clearly, Bob is being discriminated against by being told that if he cannot get to the third floor,
he will have to leave his job. The issue is then what reasonable adjustments his employer
would be required to make. The college does not have a lift and it may not be reasonable to
require the college to install one. But, as a college, it should cater for disabled students
therefore the tribunal may find that it would be reasonable for the college to install a lift.
Alternatively, Bob could have his desk on the ground floor or he may be able to work from
home as the nature of his job does not seem to require him to be on site. If his employer fails
to make such adjustments as the tribunal deems reasonable then he would be able to make a
claim for compensation for discrimination.

A student script
When answering this question, a student wrote:
Should Bob be made to leave the college for the reason that no lift can be installed,
he would automatically have a claim for unfair dismissal because of his protected
characteristic under the Equality Act 2010. Because of this he will also not have the
usual qualifying period for regular employees.
Bob would likely succeed in his claim against the college because they have not
taken reasonable steps to accommodate his disability and find him suitable
alternative

Strengths and weaknesses of this response


Clearly identifies the correct legal rule and links to the command word



Able to use the correct terminology ‘protected characteristic’

X The response fails to explain what this means, not a developed answer



The student developed all other areas of disability discrimination

They gained 15/25 marks overall.

2. A 12 mark ‘evaluate’ question
Strategy in Practice, Question 1 June 2016
Using the findings from Marsh’s consulting report, evaluate the key success factors
required to maintain a leading position in the global bicycle manufacturing industry.

A 12 mark ‘evaluate’ question
Examiner’s comments:
‘The key to answering this question part was to firstly ensure a correct conceptual
understanding of a key performance indicator (KPI) and then both identify and evaluate the
importance of KPIs in the case context. There was no definitive right order or ‘set’ of KPIs…’

A 12 mark ‘evaluate’ question
Suggested answer (extract only):
Market selection is an important factor. Current industry estimates indicate that East Asia may
be the best potential marketplace and this should be the primary focus. It is however
important that manufacturers ensure a degree of flexibility in their market focus to
accommodate any future variations in geographical demand patterns (the report,
disappointingly, does not address this). Manufacturers should consider downsizing or even
divesting activities in the USA given the deterioration of market prospects.

A student script
When answering this question, a student wrote:
Market place: a critical success factor could be the market in which you operate. If
a manufacturer is within a growing market for bicycles then they have an
advantage over manufacturers who may need to export their products to
customers which is an additional cost.

Strengths and weaknesses of this response


Clearly identifies a KPI



Attempts to develop the response with an example but limited.

X The response does not go into any detail about strategies that manufacturers
could adopt in a particular market place or how it relates to Marsh

For this section, the student gained 6.5/12 marks

3. A question starting with ‘explain’
Corporate Governance, Q1 June 2016:
1 (b) Explain how Bryant and its board can overcome the issues it is experiencing,
discussing the specific contributions that you and Louise can make to this process
of improvement.
(13 marks)

Suggested response (extract)
The technical nature of the industry in which Bryant operates makes the papers difficult to understand.
The board could invite a member of the relevant technical team, or external advisor, to attend a meeting
and present to the board. An initial presentation could perhaps be made in advance of a proposal being
formally considered by the board. In this way, the board would be provided with an overview of the proposal
before receiving the more detailed paper for consideration. Likewise, a relevant expert could be asked to
be available on the day of the board meeting should they be required to answer any questions.

Student response (extract)
Ask technical team and external advisers to come in for the briefings before board
meetings. May look to set up a separate technical committee with independent
NED as a chair.

Louise and the Company Secretary should work together to ensure board papers
are more clear, accurate, not containing jargon and set out with plenty of time to be
digested.

Student response (extract)
The Company Secretary needs to meet with board members to ensure they are
given advice and support needed.
The Company Secretary should be the secretary of the nomination committee and
support chairman in appointing another NED if this is decided with board approval.

Strengths and weaknesses of this response


Clear structure throughout the entire response

 Improvements explained and kept within parameters of an ‘explain’ question
X There is some limited explanation of why this is a valid solution

4. An ‘analyse’ question
Strategy in Practice, November 2015:
Using appropriate frameworks and models, analyse the current organisational
culture at Harp.
(12 marks)

An ‘analyse’ question
Strategy in Practice:
Analyse questions, especially with a scenario, need a sound understanding of the
relevant analysis models. You need to think about the scenario and how it relates
to the organisation in question.
The correct approach in this kind of question is to use models as tools of analysis
and combine with case material and analyse the key points.

A student script

Examiner’s comments on a student response
Strategy in Practice:

You show good levels of technical understanding in this answer together with
excellent awareness of key models. You apply Schien well but please avoid
drawing out the models: just get on and apply them. You also need to provide
more evidence from the case and via argumentation to substantiate application of
points.

5. A ‘report’ question
Strategy in Practice:
(b) In light of the concerns raised in the Rogers report, draft a brief report to the
board of Harp, recommending appropriate changes to Harp’s organisational
structure which will be required to maximise its competitive sustainability.
(13 marks)

An ‘report’ question
Suggested answer:
To answer this part of the question, candidates were required to set their answer
out in the style of a board report:

To:
From:
Date:
Subject:

Approaching exam questions: some
techniques

Critical reading
• For some modules you will need to answering questions that start with ‘discuss’,
‘evaluate’ , ‘assess’.

• Critical reading will help with this – read and look for the arguments, look at facts
and consider different opinions.

• Think about how you would write about this topic.

Focus on your weak points
• Select some questions from past papers- which ones do you find most difficult?
• Study hardest, and early, on these areas while maintaining a good knowledge of stronger
sections

• Run through the relevant questions after studying each topic area.

Timing
• Select some questions from a past papers – practice the 15 minutes reading time and how
you would read, select and understand a question. Can you plan too?

• Timed questions and check content and style
• Read through past papers and check that you understand all the rubric.

Next webinar
I will be running a webinar on Tuesday 15 November on exam strategy, 5:30 – 6:15 pm UK time.
Details on MyICSA and email to follow.

Contacts
If you have questions about payments, registering for exams, your exam centre or accessing any online
details and logging into MyICSA, please contact our Client Relations team at:
studentsupport@icsa.org.uk or 020 7580 4741

My contact details for webinars: sthomas@icsa.org.uk

Good luck!

