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Examination Technique
Reading a Question

The most frequently quoted reason given by examin​ers for failing examinations is the inability to read the question carefully, i.e. to interpret the instruction accurately and comprehend the information given in the question.

There are various reasons for this:

1. Candidates do not realise the importance of under​standing what the examiners want and why it is im​portant to fully understand the information in the question before starting to answer it.

2. They are in such a rush to start answering the ques​tion that they do not allocate enough time for doing the job properly.

3. They do not focus sufficient effort and energy in performing this process.

4. They are not aware of the techniques for these two steps in the question answering process.

5. They are not trained in these two procedures.

The following steps should be taken when interpre​ting instructions:

1. Appreciate the importance of this step. Get this wrong and you have blown the whole question.

2. Allocate sufficient time for doing the job properly. You cannot rush this step.

3. Interpret the instruction before reading the ques​tion. There is no point in reading the body of the ques​tion before you know what the examiner wants.

4. Focus full concentrated energy while interpreting the instruction.

5. Read the instruction periodically thereafter. You tend to forget the exact instruction once you get in​volved in the answering process.

6. Interpret the instruction literally. Never argue that the examiner could not possibly have asked for "that". Take the question at face value. Assume that the examiner is a good communicator.

7. Define the instructional verb carefully. Different verbs have different meanings and it is essential that you understand the exact definition of the verb. Below is a list of typical verbs found in auditing questions together with their meanings:

Outline:
Describe essential parts only.

List:
Write out catalogue of things.

State:
Express fully or clearly in writing.

Discuss:
Examine by argument.

Consider:
Weigh the merits of.

Specify:
State definitely or in detail.

Explain:
Make known in detail.

Prepare:
Make ready.

Criticize:
Discuss critically, find fault with.

Determine: 
Come to a conclusion, decide, define.

Ascertain:
Find out.

Calculate:
Compute by exact reckoning.

Compile:
Collect into a volume.

Advise:
Offer council to.

Identify:
Establish identity of.

Describe:
Set forth in words.

Draft:
Make a rough copy of.

Express:
Put into words.

Establish:
Place beyond dispute.

Indicate:
Point out, make known.

Recommend:
Suggest.

Review:
Survey, inspect.

Suggest:
Propose.

8. Identify the number of instructions. If you think that there are two instructions and there are actually three, by not attempting the third you will be throw​ing marks away.

9. Tie the reasons to instructions. Examiners com​plain that candidates do not give reasons when asked. It is essential that, if reasons are required, you know what they want reasons for. It is also important to note that if reasons are not asked for opinions, you should motivate them anyway.

10. Highlight key words. By identifying the key words in an instruction, you will have more chance of follow​ing the instruction, e.g. if the instructions say write a report and you do not write the report you will lose the marks that were allocated to the form of the report.

11. Refer to the other language if necessary. It has happened in the past that printing errors have crept into one of the language versions. To understand the question in such cases (and where the question is vague), refer to the other language.

The following procedure is recommended when comprehending information:

1. Appreciate the importance of this step. If you miss vital information in a question you will blow the ques​tion.

2. Allocate sufficient time for doing the job properly. You cannot rush this step.

3. Perform this step before starting to answer the question. It is essential that you assimilate and under​stand all the facts before commencing the next step.

4. Focus full concentrated energy while comprehend​ing the information.

5. Highlight important information. Information is given to you in a question for a reason. They want you to use it in the answer. If you do not use this informa​tion in your answer you will lose vital marks.

6. Simplify information by drawing diagrams, tables, etc. This procedure helps you in understanding the full implications of the information given to you.

7. Identify the relevance of the information. The examiners seldom include red herrings in their ques​tions. The information is given to you for a reason. Use it to score marks.

Thinking about the Answer

Candidates avoid thinking about the answer for the following reasons:

1. They do not appreciate the importance of this step so do not allocate the necessary time to this activity.

2. Thinking takes effort and energy and they do not like making this type of investment.

3. They are in a rush to start answering the question so neglect this step.

This step is of vital importance for the following reasons:​

1. By focusing specifically on thinking you bring the right side of your mind into play.

2. By performing this step prior to communicating, you give yourself the opportunity of bringing your subconscious mind into use.

3. Marks are awarded for mark scoring points. The more mark scoring ideas you can generate, the more chance you will have of passing the examination.

4. Communication draws on the left side of your brain.  While communicating, the left side of your brain becomes dominant which impedes your ability to generate ideas.  By performing the thinking step prior to communicating your answer, you will access the right side of your brain and generate more ideas.

There are basically three types of thinking required when answering a question:

1. Logical thinking.

2. Creative thinking.

3. Strategic thinking.

Each of these types of thinking requires a different approach:

1. Logical thinking requires a structured approach that draws on the left side of your brain.

2. Creative thinking requires an unstructured approach that draws on the right side of your brain

3. Strategic thinking requires a pre-developed thought process.

Most examination questions require a mixture of these types of thinking so techniques should be de​veloped which are flexible.

Note that lateral thinking techniques can be used to help generate ideas but are seldom required to solve problems in an auditing or accounting examination.

The general techniques for thinking about an answer are:

1. Appreciate the importance of this step. If you do not pre-think the answer, your solution will be weak and not score the maximum amount of marks.

2. Allocate sufficient time for doing the job properly. You cannot rush this step.

3. Focus full concentrated energy while thinking about the solution.

The techniques for logical thinking are:

1. Define the objectives/assertions. You cannot achieve objectives unless you have defined them.

2. Define the issues/problems. Marks are usually awarded for addressing the issues or solving the prob​lems.

3. Identify the inputs necessary to address the issues, solve the problems, and/or achieve the objectives. Mark plans usually allocate marks for listing the informa​tion taken into account when solving the problems, addressing the issues or achieving the objectives.

4. Consider alternative ways and means of achieving the objectives, addressing the issues or solving the problems.

5. Decide on the best strategy for solving the prob​lems, addressing the issues and/or achieving the ob​jectives.

6. If available, recall your predetermined approach.

The following techniques are suggested for creative thinking:

1. Use creative thinking tactics (mind maps). It has been shown that one generates more ideas when using a spider or mind map approach than when listing points methodically down the page.

2. Use information in the question to generate ideas. Many marks are given in mark plans for merely re​peating information given in the question!

3. Draw from your practical experience. This can, however, be dangerous as the circumstances in the question may not exactly match those you came across in practice.

4. State the obvious. You would be surprised to see how many marks are awarded for points no intelligent person would think of writing, e.g. get the stock sheets!

5. Cover from the beginning to the end and everything in between. The classic mistake candidates make is to start in the middle. Ask yourself: "What do I do first?" Then: "What do I do last?" This gives you the framework for completing the in-between part.

6. Ask yourself questions (talk to yourself). This is what thinking is all about.

7. Look for alternatives, options and other ways of doing the same thing. Do not assume that there is only one answer.

8. Let your mind run free: don't censor your ideas. Being critical at the idea generation stage will put a break on your idea generation facility.

Remember that the whole purpose of answering the question is to score marks. To score marks one must try to visualise what points are in the marker's plan. As this is often impossible, one has to employ certain strategies that will, hopefully, achieve this objective. Examples of such strategies are:

1. When in doubt, don't leave out.

2. If the instruction is vague, give a broader interpretation.

It is essential to develop standard methodologies in ad​vance for each of the major sections in the syllabus. This will save time in the examination and will prob​ably result in higher marks being scored.

Planning the Answer

Candidates avoid planning an answer for the same reasons they avoid thinking, i.e.:

1. They do not appreciate the importance of plan​ning.

2. Planning takes effort and energy and they do not like making this type of investment.

3. They are in a rush to start answering the question so neglect this step.

This step is of vital importance as it enables you to get your thoughts in order before diving in and answering the question. This is especially important when the ideas have been generated in random order using a mind map or a spider diagram.

There are three objectives to achieve during this step:

1. Visualise the structure of your answer.

2. Visualise the logical flow of your answer.

3. Visualise the depth to go into in each area.

Structure

1. Whenever possible, set out your answer in terms of the instructions.

2. Use the correct form, e.g. letter, report, memoran​dum, etc.

3. Consider the use of a split page.

Logical Flow of Answer

1. Start at the beginning and end at the end.

2. Consider the use of headings and sub-headings.

3. Organise your ideas into a logical sequence.

Depth

1. Be guided by the marks and the amount of time at your disposal.

It is essential to develop specific planning skills in ad​vance of the examination for each of the major sec​tions in the syllabus.  For example, if asked to comment on what an auditor in public practice may do, one could approach the problem from the follow​ing points of view:

1. Define the overriding principles to which the audi​tor should comply.

2. Consider the specific rules governing the situation.

3. Consider your firm's own policy.

4. Conclude what you feel is right.

Communicating the Answer

Your communication is the exam​iner's window to your mind. If your communication is vague, sloppy and grammatically incorrect, the examiner will gain a poor impression, which will count against you.

The following is a list of criticisms of candidates made by examiners in past examiners' comments relating specifically to communication:

· Giving irrelevant points

· Contradicting themselves

· Not being concise

· Making vague and general statements for which no marks can be awarded

· Poor spelling, grammar and expression

· Unacceptable abbreviations

· Illegible handwriting

· Answers untidy

· Lack of system and logic

· Not keeping to the point

The communication objectives to be achieved are:

1. Legible: if the examiners cannot read your answer you will not be awarded the marks for your ideas.

2. Presentation: You will lose marks for poor presen​tation of you answers as marks are specifically allocated for this aspect of your communication.

3. Professional: You will create a bad impression it your communication is sloppy and contains gram​matical errors.

4. Effective: Your communication should result if a constant stream of marks being awarded for your answer.

Techniques for achieving these objectives are given below.

Legibility

1. The purpose of writing is so that someone else can read it. If your writing is illegible, start working on it now: you can change the way you write (unless you say you can't).

2. If you find that, due to a personality defect, you can​not change your illegible handwriting, print.

3. Write in a bright blue ink: this will help improve legi​bility.

4. Experiment with different pens until you find one that will improve your writing.

5. Leave a blank line between each of your points. This will give the examiner eye relief.

Presentation

1. Make use of a margin.

2. Block your answer: write up against the margin.

3. Keep your rough workings outside your answer.

4. Use a ruler to draw lines.

5. Use the correct form, e.g. letter, report, memoran​dum, etc.

Professional

Grammar

1. Use correct spelling and grammar.

2. Ensure that the verb agrees with the subject of the sentence.

3. When using "it" or "they", ensure that the reader knows to what you are referring.

4. Do not use a word unless you know the exact defini​tion thereof.

Style

1. Avoid the use of slang and jargon.

2. Do not use emotional words such as "great" and "rubbish".

3. Do not use abbreviations.

4. Choose the simple word instead of the complicated word.

5. Avoid clichés, e.g. "last but not least".

6. Avoid the word "very".

7. Use precise words in place of vague words; e.g. examine in place of check.

8. Write statements in the positive form.

9. Use definite, specific, concrete language.

10. Omit needless words.

11. Keep to one tense.

12. Use the correct ending to a letter, e.g. if you addressed the person as "Dear Sir", use "Yours faithfully", "Dear Mr Smith", "Yours sincerely", "Dear Jane", "With kind regards, Yours sincerely".

13. Do not write "TIME" at the end of your answer: you get no marks for it and it irritates the examiner.

Effective

1. Think before you write, i.e. train your mind to work ahead of your hand.

2. Communicate to the examiner: write like you would talk.

3. Keep the structure of your sentences simple.

4. Use point form whenever possible.

5. Use the active voice.

6. Be concise but at the same time precise.

7. Keep to the point: writing irrelevant points wastes valuable time.

8. Confine one idea to one paragraph.

9. Avoid meaningless, blank statements.

10. Support any statement of fact you make with evi​dence.

11. Support any opinion you give with reasons.

12. Consistently edit your communication for a lack of common sense.

The following instructions have been given by the PAAB on how to communicate:

1. Answer the question directly; do not merely give a broad outline.

2. Do not proceed to set out everything you know about a subject without regard to specific require​ments.

3. Arrange your answers in numerical sequence be​fore handing in your examination papers.

4. Once you understand the requirements or a ques​tion clearly, organise and structure your answer in such a way that it responds directly to the require​ments, which are intended to be the framework on which answers should be constructed.

5. If you organise your answers carefully before writ​ing them in final form, it will save time and help you to write coherently. Preparing rough outlines may also assist you in organising your answers.

6. Ensure that you group common points under a suit​able sub-heading. This will make your answers more coherent and logical.

7. Restrict yourself to one idea per sentence.

8. Present your answers in point form, and not in long, narrative passages.

9. Gauge the length of your answers to the number of marks for the question. The available number of marks should be taken as an indication of the ex​pected length and the required depth of the answer.

10. Answer each question completely and concisely. However, guard against answers that are so brief that they are likely to omit important points.

11. Demonstrate to the markers that you not only know facts, but also understand them. Guard against vague answers and contradictions.

12. Ensure that the answer is a full statement of your knowledge on what is required by the question; the markers cannot award marks for what they think you know, but have not written down.

13. Guard against omitting facts on the grounds that they should be obvious to the markers.

14. Do not include everything you know about a par​ticular topic if it has not been required in the hope that you might gain extra marks; this is generally a waste of valuable time that could be used more beneficially on another question. This seems to apply particular​ly to computer related questions.

15. Avoid repetition of points; additional marks can​not be obtained in this way.

16. Where requested, adequate reasons and argu​ments should be supplied to support statements you make.

17. The requested structure of an answer should be used; e.g. if a letter is requested, the answer should be in the form of a letter.

18. Communicate in proper, concise language. This will improve your answer. Strive for a quality and quantity of ideas, not a quantity of words.

19. Do not repeat the question, this wastes valuable time.

20. Be specific in your answers - do not assume that the marker will know what you are trying to say, or that he will assume that you have the correct knowledge. Be so specific in your answers that there could be no mistaking the meaning set out in your answers.

21. Support your answers with legible and properly labelled calculations. This allows markers to deter​mine how you arrived at your final answer. If the mar​kers are able to trace an error to its source in your calculations, they frequently award credit that may otherwise have been lost. Make sure that your work​ings are cross-referenced to your answers.

22. Write legibly. Your handwriting should be rea​sonably legible and answer sheets should look neat. However, your answers need not be printed or writ​ten in an artistic handwriting.

23. Do not use a pencil or a pen with light ink: this makes your answers harder to read. It is ad​visable to use only black or bright blue ink.

24. Leave adequate space between words, sentences and paragraphs. It is, in fact, advisable for you to write on alternate lines: this tends to make writing more legible and marking easier.

25. Attempt to improve your use of language. A sig​nificant deterioration in expression, in both English and Afrikaans, has been noted in recent years. Weak expression does not enhance your chances of receiving good marks as your knowledge and ideas do not come across clearly.

It is essential that, during the preparation for the examination, you obtain a third party to read your answers for the purpose of identifying communication problems so you can get to work on improving your communication.

Addview Answers

The last thing you will want to do at the end of an examination paper is to review your answers. How​ever, this is an important part of the question answer​ing process as you can, during the addview stage, pick up some valuable marks which could make the dif​ference between pass and fail.

It is easy to score the first 45% of the marks in a paper: the difficult marks to get are the ones that make the difference between pass and fail. You could easily pick up six marks in the last fifteen minutes if you do the addview step. You should be fighting to score marks right up to the point at which the invigilator says, "pens down".

Ideally you should do a complete editing job on your answer. However, the time constraints will not per​mit you to achieve this. The question is, then, how can you best utilise your time during the addview stage to ensure that you maximise those last gasp marks. You score marks for points made. If you can find more points during the addview stage, you will be able to score more marks. Your best chance of scoring marks is not to edit your language but to try to generate more ideas.

The following suggestions are made:

1. Do this step at the end of the paper.

2. Allocate time for this task in the planning of the paper.

3. During the reading, thinking, planning and com​municating processes your subconscious mind becomes familiar with the problems in the questions. Without you being aware of the process, your subcon​scious mind continues to think about the problems long after you have completed dealing with them. On revisiting the problem, your mind will start generating some high quality points you did not think of the first time around. Make full use of this facility.

4. Start on question one and ask yourself:

· What did the question want?

· Where should I have started and ended?

· What points should I have made in my answer?

· Did I make them?

This process will spark your subconscious into action and you should find some quality ideas flowing out. Ensure that they flow right onto your page.

It is important to anticipate the addview process during the communication stage so that you will have left spaces for these additional ideas.

Start training your subconscious mind to serve you during the addview stage.  It works: you just have to persevere.

Other Strategies

Your prime objective is to score more than, say, 70% for the paper, depending on your target.  By setting a high target, if you slip up in one question, you will still have enough leeway to pass.

It is recommended that you budget your time as fol​lows:

	Scan paper, allocate time, etc.
	3%

	Read, think, plan and communicate
	90%

	Addview answers
	7%

	Total
	100%


You were probably taught at school to read through the whole paper before you get started. This is suicide in an examination where you do not have a choice of which questions to do.  Your sub-conscious mind only starts working when you get involved and not on a superfi​cial reading of the questions.

There are two views on the order in which the questions should be done:

1. Read the required of each question and start answering the question that excites you the most.

2. Take the questions in order.

The danger with the first approach is that you may be looking for confidence and you may choose the most difficult question in the paper. The first approach is fine if you can justify why you are using it. Otherwise just go for the questions as they come.

It is essential that you keep to the time as budgeted. The fatal error that candidates make is to go five minutes over time on each question and then to find that they cannot do the last ques​tion properly.

The following are some general strategies to consider:

1. Often you will wonder whether the mark plan has a point you are presently considering. When in doubt don't leave out. Instead of wasting time and energy considering putting the point into your answer, just put it down. You do not get penalised for points you have which the mark plan does not have.

2. Don't search for a confidence booster. If your choice turns out to be a confidence destroyer, a year of your life will disappear down the tubes.

3. Don't dwell on the outcome of the examination: your full focus should be on interpreting the instructions, comprehending the information, generating mark scoring ideas, planning your answer and communicating during the examination. Do these steps properly and the outcome will take care of itself.

4. Don't go over time in a question. You cannot a question unanswered.

5. Don't walk out of the examination before your time is up. Fight until the last minute to generate more mark scoring points. The last few minutes in the examination could result in that extra mark need to get you over the cut-off point.

6. If you get into the read, think, plan stage of the ques​tion and draw a complete blank, place the problem into your sub-conscious mind and get on with the next question. When you revisit this question later in the examination, the answer should take shape.

7. If surrounding irritants annoy you, get used to working with earplugs.

In Conclusion

The ten-step approach to answering questions in an examination is “If think POKIC, passing completely assured”:

1. Interpret the question (I).

2. Get the Facts (F).

3. Identify the Problems and issues (P).

4. Define the Objectives to be achieved (O).

5. Identify the Knowledge required to bring to bear (K).

6. Generate Ideas to solve the problems, address the issues and achieve the objectives (I).

7. Apply common sense to your answer (C).

8. Plan the approach to setting out your answer (Passing).

9. Communicate the answer (Completely).

10. Addview your answers (Assured).

Go for it!
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