SCOTTISH QUALIFICATIONS AUTHORITY

Higher English and Communication 2002

Significant Factors in Performance

Background

The English and Communication Assessment Panel made a number of recommendations in its report on Higher English and Communication 2002.  One recommendation was that SQA should arrange for the appropriate Principal Assessor to consider a number of candidates’ scripts in detail (in October/November 2002, after appeals) with a view to establishing the most significant factor(s) in performance.  This consideration of scripts has now been conducted.  The present paper gives a summary of the findings.  It is hoped that this paper will be of assistance to centres in the preparation of candidates for examinations.
External assessment in Higher English and Communication in summer 2002 consisted of four components: two examination papers, submitted material and a submitted mark, as follows:

Close Reading paper


Analysis and Appreciation paper
(Textual Analysis + Critical Essay)

Submitted material
(Writing + Specialist Study)

Oral/Aural mark.


The total for each component was held on computer.  Only scrutiny of actual scripts could establish what combinations of marks led to the totals for the components which had more than one type of content.

Technical Accuracy also had two definitions in terms of the assessment.  Not applicable to Close Reading or to unseen Textual Analysis, the more rigorous definition of “consistent technical accuracy” was applied to those writing pieces which could be redrafted: namely Specialist Study and Writing.  The less rigorous “sufficient technical accuracy” was reserved for the Critical Essay of the second paper.  Both because folio disappears from next diet and also because its more rigorous definition is almost always offset by the use of a word-processing package, it was decided to look at Critical Essays.  In future two Critical Essays will be required and both will have to meet the “expression” criterion.

Approach/methodology

Critical Essays were the obvious focus for investigation.  In SCE Higher, while attention was paid to spelling, punctuation, grammar and structure, the essay would not fail on that account alone.  In NQ Higher, essays which do not meet the “sufficiently accurate” criterion must fail.

The sample examined comprised the following three groups.

Group 1

· Five centres chosen at geographical random were looked at in their entirety.

Group 2

· 158 candidates (chosen from around the country) who had failed – and whose failure was endorsed after appeal – had their Analysis and Appreciation paper scrutinised.

Group 3

· In addition, a small group from around the country who scored band 8 or 9 had their papers scrutinised.

Findings

Group 1

· Weakness in Technical Accuracy was a cause of low marks in up to 12% of each presentation group.  The smallest group had much fewer cases, as did the largest group (25 and 88 respectively).  NB This sample included all candidates in five centres.  All other samples are of borderline/failed candidates.

Group 2

· 20% of the second sample group had problems with Technical Accuracy sufficient to cause failure.  These problems were almost always allied to other deficiencies such as thinness or irrelevance in answers.

Groups 1, 2 and 3

· Nearly all candidates had lower scores for unseen Textual Analysis than for Critical Essay.  This poor performance in Textual Analysis was probably the greatest cause of failure.

Group 3

· The final group merely confirmed the above.  Their marks for both Critical Essay and unseen Textual Analysis were even lower, often single figure totals for each.

Groups 1, 2 and 3

· The most common faults were: misspellings, comma splicing, lack of agreements, lack of punctuation, inadequate paragraphing, lack of structure, ungrammatical writing, inappropriate tone/register, or a mixture of several of the foregoing.

Discussion

It is important to recall that the faults mentioned are in borderline cases and failures.  There is not only satisfactory performance above these levels but a progressively assured and even stylish and sophisticated use of vocabulary and language on a par with performance in any previous years.

What is indicated above is also not unique to 2002.  ln the times when SCE Higher was the only option in S5 – other than National Units – there were many candidates who were challenged in writing extensively.  In 2002, however, Higher was not the only option; yet the number presented at this level was still large.  There were some candidates presented in the 2002 diet who passed unit tests but did not cope with the additionality of the examination.  The disappearance of unseen Textual Analysis from the external examination will help some candidates whose main difficulty is with this task.  Two Critical Essays (rather than one), however, will be required in and after 2003; essay-writing will therefore have greater importance.

It is hoped that the preparation for the examination, concentrating as it will on Close Reading and the writing of Critical Essays, will lead to concentration on Technical Accuracy and improvement in that area as well as in relevant responses to questions.  The absence of Specialist Study will afford more time for learning and teaching, and the similarity of skills needed for Personal Study and Critical Essay should encourage improvement.

Recommendations
· There are indisputably problems of inaccurate writing, related to other weaknesses, at the root of failure of candidates in the examination.  This inaccuracy appears in the work of borderline and fail candidates.  Centres should take Technical Accuracy in writing into account when estimating performance, especially grades 6-8. 

· Centres should be reminded that passing a unit test is not equivalent to gaining a C pass in the external examination.

· Centres should recognise the impact of the new arrangements, with the requirement for two Critical Essays, and the absence of folio and Textual Analysis.  In preparation for the examination, centres should emphasise to candidates the importance of the skills of essay-writing and the management of time.
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