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Did you know that you can get your A-level unit
tests back? You may not want to see what you
have written again, or you may have done so well
that there is not much point in paying to have your
script returned. But if you did not do quite as well as
you hoped, you can pay to obtain a photocopy of your
script as soon as it has been marked, or wait a while
and get your actual examination paper. What are you
going to do with it?

Returned scripts can be very useful for identifying
your strengths and weaknesses — this applies to ‘mock”
exams too. In this Upgrade column, we consider how
to ‘examine your examination’ and
what you can gain from doing this.

Upgrade covers practical and
important issues relating to
learning, revision, exams and
your performance in them.
Improve those grades!

Where did you go wrong?
Failure to gain the grade you hoped for
isn’t always a matter of not knowing

enough basic biology; it is just as likely
to have resulted from limitations in your examination
skills — what we refer to as exam technique. We will
start by looking at these examination skills in a little
more detail.
Timing
You don’t have a lot of time for a
unit test and there is a lot to get
through. You have time to consider
each question carefully and to think
about it before starting your answer,
but you do not have time to waste.
Failing to finish your examination is
just as bad as losing marks for other
reasons (see Figure 1). It limits the
number of marks you can get, even
if your answers are perfect.

Reading accurately

When you read a novel or a news-
paper article, the odds are that you
don’t read every word. You skim
through the boring bits and concen-
trate on the action. Reading an examination paper
requires a different approach. You have to read every
word carefully. Look at Figure 2.

Figure 2

You usually read what you expect to read, so ‘Paris
in the the spring’ becomes ‘Paris in the spring’. The
drawing of the cube is intended to make another point.
Look at it carefully. You will probably see it in one of two

ways — either going into the paper or coming out of the
paper. Unfortunately, once you have interpreted it one
way, it is extremely difficult to see it the other way. It is
the same with examination questions. Once you have
read them incorrectly, it is very difficult to read them the
right way.

Understanding and doing what was required

Did you appreciate what the question was getting at
and did you do what you should have done? If the
question asked for an explanation, did you give a reason
why? Did you restrict your answer to the relevant
points? If you were asked to put ticks or crosses in boxes,
is this what you did? These points all relate to under-
standing what the questions required you to do and
making an appropriate response.

Answering in enough detail

Some candidates do go on a bit! They fill all the allocated
lines, the bottom of the page and often any blank page
as well. The examiner will mark all your work, wher-
ever it is written, but if you want marks, you have to
earn them. The key point to bear in mind is that you
need one fact that you have learnt as part of your AS or
A2 study to gain 1 mark. Look particularly at questions
concerned with recalling your factual knowledge and
make sure you are answering in this way.

Examining your examination

In the section above, we listed the four main ways in
which candidates lose marks in examinations. We need
to add one more to this — lack of knowledge. It is rather
too easy to put the blame for a poor performance on
inadequate exam technique. We ought to acknowledge
that, sometimes, it is more a matter of a failure to revise
properly and learn the necessary biology. We can use the
features listed so far to produce a table (see Table 1). This
can be used to look at your paper in more detail and see
precisely where you lost your marks.

Now go through your paper question by question.
Look at the mark scheme and decide which of the table
column headings best explains how each mark has been
lost. Use this information to fill in a copy of the table. To
gain as much as possible from this exercise, it is impor-
tant to be honest with yourself.

What you can do now

Add up the figures in the columns in your table and you

will get a good idea of how you lost marks. It is very

likely that a lot of your problems result from poor exam

technique. What can you do about this? We will look at

the individual skills again.

Timing

There is no simple solution to this, but there are a

number of things you can bear in mind which might

allow you to allocate your time a little better.

® Only the answer gets marks. You do not need to write
out the question every time. Look at this example:
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fully at what you write and cross out any words
or phrases that are not likely to gain

marks — perhaps you can express
your ideas more concisely.

Look at Figure 3. The radius
of the circle is 10 cm. How
long is the line labelled A?
Well...? This problem is
really very simple; even if
you are not a mathemati-
cian, you should be able
to solve it quickly. Solving
this problem illustrates
another feature that often
contributes to poor manage-
ment of time. It is all too easy
in an examination to sit and suck
the end of your pen while waiting
for inspiration. Don’t! If you cannot

answer a problem, move on immediately. Come back
later if you have time.

Reading accurately

This is really up to you. The most useful information
that can be offered is that in almost every examination,
despite the efforts of the examiners, at least one ques-
tion ends up being read inaccurately. Take care!

Understanding and doing what was
required/answering in enough detail

We can put these two together. Before you take your
next unit test, practise some questions and make sure
that you get into the habit of:

 analysing the question

® planning your answer

These two things take very little time, but will go a long
way towards ensuring that you turn your knowledge
into examination marks. Look at the question below:

Describe how ATP and reduced NADP are used in
the light-independent reactions of photosynthesis.
(5 marks)

We have highlighted some of the words. Analysing the

question means making absolutely sure you know what

you have to do. In this case:

® Describe... This is the command word. In this partic-
ular question it means, quite simply, ‘Tell me about ..."

® ...ATP and reduced NADP... To get the marks here,
you need to write about both of these substances

© used in the light-independent reactions of photo-
synthesis. This part of the question looks very
obvious when we consider it in isolation. To get the
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Table 1 Where did you go wrong?

marks, you must confine your answer to
this. There will be no extra credit if you
write about how ATP and reduced
NADP are formed in the light-depen-
dent reactions of photosynthesis, or
discuss any other functions of
these substances.
® (5 marks) This is possibly the
most important part of the ques-
tion. Five marks means you have
to include five points that you
have learnt at A-level.
The second thing you need to do is plan
what you intend to write. This doesn’t
have to take long. A few words in the margin
is all you need. Think about this question. What
you need to do is to list the five A-level points that you
need to bring into our answer. Something like this:
® Conversion of glycerate 3-phosphate to triose phos-
phate
® Requires energy provided by ATP
© Involves reduction
® ‘Reducing power” comes from reduced NADP
® ATP needed to regenerate ribulose bisphosphate
(RuBP)
® ATP provides phosphate for this reaction
That is six points and you only need five. Might as well
play safe. A plan like this is only intended to help you
to assemble the facts you need and get them in the
correct order. You don’t need to write all this out; just
putting the key words in the margin would be enough:
® GP (arrow) triose phosphate
® ATP energy
® Reduction
...and so on. When you have made your list, ask your-
self the following questions:
® Have I answered the question — are the points I have
written down relevant?
® Have I listed enough points?
® Do the points that I have listed reflect the biology I
have learnt as part of my A-level course?
If you can answer ‘Yes’ to all three of these questions,
you are on the road to success. B
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