Strategies for teachers concerning English medium examinations
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Introduction

The purpose of this booklet is to offer some strategies to teachers for drafting examination and test papers in English and for aligning what is taught in the lessons with what is tested in terms of language items.  It is hoped that it will help teachers to understand their students’ problems in examinations better, and find solutions to those which are caused by language difficulties. The list of examination-type questions is intended as a reference for teachers, so that they can teach students relevant language items in context. It is not a prescribed list for students to memorise. We hope that these materials will be of use to you in your teaching and exam-setting. Feedback is most welcome!















The LAC Team

(A) Common problems experienced by students

These are problems noted by subject teachers in their students’ examination scripts. Some possible solutions are suggested for these common errors.
	Common problem
	Possible course of action

	Students misinterpret the question 
1. The question says “In what ways should Germany be held responsible for causing WWI?”, but students explained how Germany was punished after the war.
2. The question says “name the process” but students named the object in the diagram

	1. Try to make the question as clear as possible using familiar language. 
2. If some words are used (eg process, held responsible) which may be unfamiliar to students, include some of them in the pre-test vocab list. These words should be brought to students’ attention as they appear frequently in worksheets and textbooks, even though they may not be considered very specific to the subject or an important part of the unit content.

	Problems with spelling and vocabulary
1. Students are not able to spell words correctly or choose the right word in blank-filling exercises
	1. Students may not think it is important. Emphasise before the test that spellings have to be correct to score marks.
2. For blank-filling, make sure that students understand the meaning of words and have seen them in a variety of common contexts, so that they understand the context when they come across the gap-filling questions.

	Problems in forming answers to questions
1. Students make grammatical errors in answering questions; eg “It become a clouds”

2. Students do not know how to compare things, or what language they should use to do so
3. Students cannot present their ideas in complete sentences.
	1. Make sure students have learned some appropriate sentence structures in class (refer to the table in Section E for some examples). Make sure students revise the structures as well as the subject content for each unit.
2. Students may need a lot of practice in writing, for example, comparison texts. Gradually reduce the amount of support (eg blank-filling) so that they are eventually required to do this without help.
3. Students need to practice forming sentences with target language structures and vocabulary in the content subject lessons. They will not practise this if they only do gap-filling in the lessons.


(B) Strategies for question setting

These are some ideas for teachers to bear in mind when preparing test and exam papers in English. In general, they will make the papers less demanding linguistically. They may or may not be necessary, depending on what students have learned in class and their general language level. The main purpose is not to “dumb down” content, but to enable students to understand the questions better and demonstrate their knowledge of the subject content.
Language in general

1. Reduce the amount of text, as students will read more slowly

2. Relate language in the test closely to what has been studied in class. Students may not know words unless they have been specifically taught
3. Give sentence structures and ask students to complete in their own words, eg “We put a stone there because……..”. 

4. Use pictures if these will help students to understand the situation in the question. 

5. Include questions which test students’ grasp of new language as well as their understanding of the factual content.

6. If some “real-life” context is given in questions (for example, word problems in Mathematics) use contexts which are familiar to students and involve the use of common or familiar vocabulary. Avoid situations which are likely to be outside students’ experience.

Question types

1. In MC questions, simplify the language or use pictures to illustrate the meaning. MC questions with long texts will slow students down.
2. Use labelling, matching, T/F, gap-fill to limit the amount of writing students have to do.
3. Give examples of how to answer the questions – students seldom read instructions!

4. Avoid negative questions (eg which of these is NOT….).
5. Provide alternative answers for students to select (eg We carry out experiments in the laboratory/library /classroom).
(C) Principles of progression from JS to SS

The following table should help teachers to think about ways in which the level of challenge can be increased from S1 through to S3, in preparation for senior forms. It can also be referred to when creating differentiated materials or test papers.
	Domain
	Less challenging
	More challenging

	Task complexity
	1 or 2 steps
	Many steps – synthesis of information from different sources

	Level of thinking
	Understanding, remembering
	Evaluating, creating, analysing, applying

	Degree of familiarity of the context for students
	Familiar (school, family, friendship, Hong Kong)
	Less familiar (politics, other cultures)

	Language complexity


	Short sentences
	Complex sentences with subordinate clauses

	
	Familiar vocabulary
	“Academic” or technical vocabulary

	
	Explicit meaning


	Implied meaning, figurative language


(D) Preparing students for exams and following up on problems

This is a list of ways in which teachers could help students make better preparation for tests. 
1. Provide vocabulary lists for students to study. Some context should be given, so that students can recognise the context when asked to do gap-fill questions.

2. Include some common words which may not be on your subject-specific list for that unit. For example, the words “process”, “method”, “appearance”, “function” for Science may appear in many contexts and sometimes students may have difficulty remembering them. Students may also have to produce these words when writing longer answers.
3. Build vocabulary systematically, and pay attention to prefixes and suffixes when explaining words in class, so that students have a chance to guess unfamiliar words if they see them in a question.

4. Teach students the meaning of different question words and forms which commonly appear in examinations. Teach them some what kind of answer is required and some language structures to use (please refer to Section (E) below for suggestions).

5. The most important preparation is to make sure that what is taught is aligned with what is tested, in terms of language items as well as subject content.  Teachers should also give students plenty of opportunities to use new vocabulary and structures, in both oral and written forms. This can be done by means of group or partner discussion, focused writing or by playing games for revision.

(E) Exam question types related to thinking skills required, with suggested language for expressing the answer
This list is an attempt to compile typical question types under the thinking skills required and to provide some language items which students may need to answer them. It is intended as a reference for teachers, to help them identify language patterns which students will need to know in order to answer certain types of questions, and so that they can teach these language patterns in their lessons, in connection with various thinking skills. 
	Thinking skill
	Question examples
	Language for answer

	Naming / giving facts
	[image: image1.emf]
Calculate…

Estimate…

Find….

Sketch…

Label…

Mark….


	Answers may be individual words, or the numerical results of calculations.

	Describing
	Describe…..

Observe…….

What is the function of…….


	Language related to describing things

1. Category: What is it?

substance

..type of……

structure…

organism….

method of….ing

process

2. Appearance:  What does it look like?



…-shaped



reddish, bluish



….-like

3. Components / constituents: What is it made of?



..is made up of..



..consists of….



..contains…



..is bounded by….



..is surrounded by…

4. Location:  Where is it?

..is located in/on/near…..

..is the place / site where……takes place

5. Function: What does it do?

produce

break down

build up

remove

support

protect

provide

control

repair

release

it depends on……for……

it is needed for / important for ……..ing (or noun)

it is involved in …….ing (or noun)

it is used to ….



	Comparing
	Compare and contrast…

How is ……. associated with/related to…….

Discuss whether ….. is more effective than…

Which method is more appropriate
	is similar to…..

both …… and …… / both of them …..

They have some common features, for example……

All of them….

When compared to ………..

cannot be found in….

the differences between….

comparative adjectives

	Describing changes over time
	Describe the development of……

Identify the changes in……

Explain how …..changes…..
	It changes from ----- to -----.
It remains unchanged / the same

It becomes…….

It develops into……

………. are formed

It has increased / decreased from….to…..

It rises / falls by ……….

It has increased / decreased greatly / a little during this period

	Sequencing
	Arrange…..in the correct sequence

Arrange….in chronological order
	Then, next, after that, finally   

Before, after, since, from___ to _____
__ years later,  in the ____th century

	Talking about cause and effect
	Explain your answer…..

Give (x) reasons why……

What are the reasons for….

What was the cause of…..

What are some of the possible factors in….

How does …… lead to …..

How does ……. affect ……

Describe / Explain a factor leading to …….

Suggest the reasons to support this statement

Account for….

In what ways…..

Examine how….

Explain the changes

What positive or negative impact might …… have on……


	There are several reasons, for example…….
One reason / factor / cause is (that)…… another reason is….

Therefore

As a result of ---------

The reason for -------- is / was / could be -----

-------led to / could lead to / leads to --------

These changes occur because ------------

	Solving problems and making suggestions
	Explain the advantages / disadvantages / limitations / constraints of………

Suggest some methods to …
	One advantage / disadvantage is that -------
There are a number of limitations / constraints, for example -------

	Drawing conclusions
	Observe…..and draw a conclusion
	We can see that ------- therefore our conclusion is that ------------

	Predicting
	Suggest the effect on ….. if …….

What would happen if…..

If …….what will you expect
	Conditional sentences (If we……..it will…..) (If they had……it would have….)

	Interpreting
	Infer from the source……

Support your answer with relevant clues / information from the source
	We know this because ----- 
The source tells us / shows (that) ----------This means that --------

	Evaluating (with criteria and evidence)
	Do you agree?

What is the importance of…..

Assess / Evaluate the importance / significance / impact / prospects / suitability of ……..

Discuss whether ….. is more effective than ……

Discuss to what extent…..

State the criterion for choosing……Give one disadvantage
	X was / is more appropriate / important / effective  than Y because -------
We know that X had a greater impact than Y because ---------

X has better prospects than Y because ------

X was quite successful, but it / he / they  could have been more successful if ----------

The choice is made based on -------

	Perspective-taking
	Discuss the roles played by….
	----acted as / played the role of 
peace-keeper / attacker / controller / organizer / mediator / messenger /  middle-man 


(F) Examples from internal exam papers
These are examples of teachers using strategies mentioned in the sections above in their test papers, examination papers and class materials. Commentaries are provided to give an idea of the context and purpose of the extracts.
1. Using familiar contexts for questions (S2 Maths, First term exam)
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2. Providing language help in the exam paper (S1 Maths, First term exam)
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3. Integrating the testing of students’ knowledge of language with the subject content (S3 History, First term exam)
[image: image6.emf]

4. Aligning teaching with exam content (S1 Science, worksheet and First term exam)








5. Preparing students for assessment by teaching appropriate language patterns (Science)

Draw….


Locate…..


Indicate……


Identify…..


Shade….


State……





Comment:


The original context for this S2 exam question was the ratio of two different kinds of coffee beans in a blended coffee. Since students are not likely to be very familiar with this topic, the context was changed to “lai cha” instead.








Comment:


This is a “bonus question” for which students can gain additional marks. Language help is provided in a box to support them with their writing.  Students have also done questions of this type in class and for homework.





Comment:


Students have studied how to write about cause and effect in both English and History


This examination question tests both their subject knowledge and their understanding of how the various connectives expressing cause and effect can be used in sentences.








Illustration of distillation 


using a condenser





Comment:


In the science lesson materials (above left), students had to complete a table on parts of speech, using words related to the various methods of purifying water.


Some of these words are then required as answers in the examination. Students will need to use different parts of speech in order to answer the questions accurately.





Comment:


This is an example of material given to students to help them prepare for the practical examination in S1 Science.


Students are required to not down changes which they observe during an experiment. The worksheet provides some vocabulary which they will need to use in order to do this (eg increase, decrease, change from ..to, rise, fall etc)


Students are then asked to use the vocabulary items in context as practice. The materials are kept for revision after marking.








