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A RECENT news item published in a local newspaper last month reported numerous errors in an exam paper. In fact, the controller of examination, intermediate board, Karachi, admitted that there were three mistakes in first-year chemistry exam paper held in the morning shift in May. While the occurrence failed to create a stir, one would like to point out the effect of these errors on the performance of the students.

One of the many requirements of an exam paper is that it must be time-scaled. This means that there must be a clear-cut allocation of time for each part of every question in the paper. For example, let us suppose there are 10 questions of equal length and each of them carry 10 marks. The time allocation for a particular question is 18 minutes (one-tenth of 180 minutes — the total time). This includes reading, understanding, writing down the data, deciding on the formula that must be used, substituting values in the formula, carrying out calculations and, finally, writing down the answer. If a student takes more than 18 minutes, s/he will lose time on the rest of the questions.

If there is a mistake which is not explained to the students at the start of the exam, then they are bound to take more than the allocated time for the question. They will spend a great deal time of time pondering over the question, falsely believing that they are more than adequately prepared for the question in front of them. And when they are unable to come up with an answer, they will end up blaming themselves for not being able to do well on their paper, in turn, damaging their self-esteem.

The controller of examination also mentioned that the benefit of the mistake will be given to candidates but the question is how much benefit? Suppose a candidate claims that s/he spent thrice the time allocated to the question, meaning a total of 54 minutes, and so was unable to attempt the two other questions, each carrying 10 marks. Would the examiner give 30 marks out of 10? Of course, examiners would be quick to say that the student is making excuses for his/her inability. Even if the student is lying, what would be the criterion to prove them legally wrong? One may argue that only the written work of answer script should be checked and oral claims should be deemed unacceptable. Though it does not transpire the situation but what if such a student’s answer script has the same question attempted three times with a wrong answer. Now would the examiner give 30 out of 10 marks? Those who did not attempt the question at all may say things like: “I knew just after having a look that the question was wrong which is why I did not attempt it.” Some may say that “I answered the question but I spent more time on it which is why I left some other questions.”

Such mistakes may damage the confidence of candidates during exams as they think there is something wrong with their preparation. Consequently, their performance on the rest of the exams may be affected.

An Economics teacher from the University of Karachi told this scribe there was an error (not a printing error) in the first-year Economics paper for commerce students. The board had two Economics exams that day but both of them contained errors. Another senior faculty member of Commerce said there was also an error in the first-year accounting paper.

Exams are stressful for both the students and teachers and so an error in exam papers is an irreconcilable mistake. This is why it is necessary for the authorities concerned to establish a system in which discrepancies if they occur can be rectified.

The following steps may help minimise these discrepancies to some extent:

— Computer literacy should be made obligatory for all paper setters as many a time such errors are nothing more than typos. All papers must be submitted on a CD or USB provided by the board or university.

— The paper setter must provide a complete solution of the paper at the time of submission.

— Regardless of whether or not the paper setter is competent, the moderator should also be held responsible for rechecking every word and perform all calculations without consulting the solution.

— The boards and universities should publish a booklet of detailed guidelines about the duties and responsibilities of all those involved in the exams as well as the implications of ignoring mistakes in the paper. This booklet should be sent to paper setter and moderator at the time of their appointment.

— The salaries of paper setters and moderators should be increased.

The writer is a freelance contributor

  

To err is human?
 RASHID still remembers the day when he thought he was going to flunk his ninth grade final exams in school because of mathematics. There were a couple of questions in the paper that he was unable to do even though he had thoroughly prepared for the subject. “I was so confused. The formula I was applying was correct but still the solution to the question just didn’t seem right,” he recalls. After struggling with the questions with almost 30 minutes, he heard one of his classmates, Afshan, speak up. “She told our teacher that there was something wrong with the question who at first didn’t believe him.” But once he pondered over the questions for a good 10 minutes, he realised that Afshan was right. Thus, the questions were changed and students were given extra time to finish the paper. Rashid says he did not tell his teacher the same thing because mathematics was never his strong point. “I was one of the weaker students in class. If I had told the teacher, he would have just thought that I don’t know how to solve the question,” he adds. Afshan, on the other hand, was by far the best maths student in class. So clearly, the teacher took her word for it.
Others, however, have not been so lucky. Aiman, a student of the University of Karachi, says that there are countless errors in exam papers, both grammatical and otherwise. No one ever takes note of these mistakes and so “students who are not good in English sometimes think that the incorrect grammar and expressions used in the paper is actually the way the language is written and spoken,” she explains. This is certainly unfair to the students who don’t know much about the English language and who will, in all likelihood, use their professors’ command over the language as a standard for the English is written or spoken. Is it surprising then, that graduates from universities end up learning what they do during the course of their academic life?
Such mistakes in exam papers, say some teachers from Karachi University, are a lot more than honest mistakes. “Sometimes the teachers don’t know much themselves and so the mistakes in exam papers are not mere typos, they are actually the result of ignorance on the part of professors,” says a senior professor from the Faculty of Arts of the University of Karachi. Unfortunately, the flimsy criteria that exist for the hiring of faculty members can be bypassed in many ways and so teachers with poor English or little knowledge about the subject that they are required to teach can practically get away with murder. Under such circumstances, it is not at all surprising that most students who graduate suffer from low self-esteem and are not able to take charge of the situation at their places of work.  — Samina W. Perozani
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