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Part 1: Statistical Information

The distribution of grades awarded in the May 2013 session are given in the table below. 

GRADE A B C D E F Abs Total
Number 6 17 17 11 6 3 4 64
% of Total 9.38 26.56 26.56 17.19 9.38 4.69 6.25 100

Part 2: Comments regarding candidate’s performance

Paper 1

Question A1
In part (a, ii) of this question, candidates took different approaches to describe synchronous and 
asynchronous communication.  Some candidates provided a simple explanation as expected in the 
marking scheme.  The majority contrasted the words in terms of transmission synchronisation, whilst 
others explained the difference between synchronous and asynchronous web services.  There is 
nothing wrong with these explanations but some answers were so technical that it was clear that 
candidates learned them by heart.

With regards to the question on cloud computing (a, iv), candidates provided very narrow definitions, 
relegating the whole concept to just a form of online data storage or more specifically to Dropbox 
service.

It was noted that candidates found it particularly hard to adapt their theoretical answers to practical 
scenarios. In question (b, i), they were aware of how to improve security against malicious attacks, 
but generally could not keep in mind that such measures are meant to be implemented in a DVD shop 
with a limited capital.  Similarly, in (d, i), the majority of candidates completely ignored the fact that the 
system is to be implemented in a manufacturing firm.

Question A2
In question (c), a common mistake was for candidate to compare and contrast the terms strategic, 
tactical, and operational from a management context, ignoring the fact that the question was about 
information systems not management.
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Question A3
The prevalent observation made whilst marking this section is that many candidates fail to understand 
the difference between a device and the business process in which the device is commonly used.  For 
example, many candidates explained that a barcode includes all the information about a product (id, 
description, price, stock levels).  In a similar fashion, they also could not differentiate between OMR 
and exam marking, and between stripe\smart cards and the paying process at a retail shop.

For (c), as noted earlier, candidates found it difficult to adapt their answer to the provided scenario.

Question A4
A small problem arose in the marking of question (b) due to an ambiguity in question (a).  The 
problem is that there are two widely accepted perceptions on the difference between primary and 
secondary storage.  Some regard primary storage as volatile (e.g., RAM) and secondary storage as 
non-volatile (e.g., hard disk).  Others consider internal devices (e.g., hard disk) as primary storage 
and external devices (e.g., external hard disk) as secondary storage.  Both answers were accepted as 
long as there was consistency between the explanations and the examples provided.  The problem, 
however, was that those candidates who used the latter interpretation found it much harder to answer 
correctly the follow-up question (b).

The term “backup methods” used in question (c) is rather vague and due to this, answers which were 
not as technical as the ones in the marking scheme still had to be accepted.  Perhaps, for a question 
like this it would be better to tell candidates to specifically explain the ones expected by the examiner 
(RAID, grandfather-father-son, etc.).  For (d), more than one backup method was accepted, as long 
as it was backed by valid reasons.   

Question B1
In (a), the most common mistake was listing methods of verbal communication that do not involve any 
technology, such as word of mouth.  Another inaccuracy in some answers was listing a brand name 
(e.g., Skype) as opposed to the technology behind it (e.g., voice over IP).

Candidates also struggled to compare the terms in (c), even though they were capable of outlining 
good advantages and uses for social networks and blogs. 

Question B2
Candidates did quite well in this question.  They may have not used the technical terms anticipated in 
the sample answers, and they did lose some marks to that end, but nonetheless they managed to 
develop good arguments. 

Question B3
The main issue in answers to this question was that candidates were all the time beating around the 
bush, but wrote very little in terms of marketing concepts.  Another common mistake was that some 
candidates have misconceptions about marketing, confusing it with advertising or the sales function.  
Very few candidates wrote about how marketing can contribute to profits.

Question B4
Requiring candidates to formulate their answer as a report was a little odd for an exam question, 
especially since 5 marks were tied to it.  Such questions are more appropriate for projects.  There 
were some excellently formulated answers, with executive summaries and table of contents.  
However, the majority only limited themselves to writing an introduction and conclusion.

The content of the report was good and technical for the first three terms (hacking, fraud, and data 
loss) but poor for the last two (plagiarism and illegal copies of data).
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Paper 2

Question A1
Candidates did well overall in this question.  In question (a) candidates found (a, iii) and (a, iv) difficult.  
The latter was often superficially explained, with many candidates simply acknowledging that http is 
used as a prefix to URL’s.  Questions (b) and (c, ii) also proved to be challenging.  For (c, ii) 
candidates did mention that CLI is mostly used by computer specialists but fell short from explaining 
why.

Question A2
A2 was one of the least popular questions.  The term amalgamated services may have scared 
candidates, and rightly so.  Whilst the term appears in the syllabus, it is not an established name for 
the mentioned category of software applications.  Another word which may have confused candidates 
was mobility in question (c).

Candidates struggled mostly in (d).  Though they knew what phishing, key logging, and social 
engineering are, they found it hard to say how businesses could address such issues.

Question A3
The number of candidates who got question (a), which asked for a very basic SQL query, wrong was 
worrying considering that candidates had done a databases project prior to sitting to the exam.  
Perhaps one should rethink this project to encourage candidates to write more queries and use less 
built-in wizards for query generation.

As expected, question (c) was another stumbling block for exam candidates.  Normalisation is a 
fundamental, yet difficult topic, and defining the different levels of normalisation is perhaps more 
difficult than applying them.  One should consider turning such question into a practical one, whereby 
candidates are presented with a table containing anomalies, and they are asked to apply 
normalisation rules over it.

Performance for question (f) was mixed – candidates explained portability, security, and data size 
well, but not robustness.

Question A4
Candidate performance was quite good in this question.  For question (d), a common mistake was to 
define portability in terms of data (using data on different computers) as opposed to portability of the 
software (installing the software on different platforms).  Another question that proved difficult was (f).

Question B1
Candidates did extremely well in this question.  They encountered most difficulties when writing about 
the object-oriented paradigm.  

Some candidates misinterpreted the algorithm as a flowchart\pseudocode which is slightly inaccurate 
as these are representations of an algorithm. 

It is to be pointed out that in the syllabus1, there seems to be a mistake in listing the five areas of 
feasibility.  Letter‘S’ from the acronym TELOS stands for schedule feasibility not social aspects 
feasibility.

Question B2
Questions (b) and (e) differed from many others in the exam as they were very subjective and 
required candidate to think rather than recall.  Answers were mixed but rarely were answers up to the 
level indicated in the sample answers.

The different types of testing (question c) were often confused with each other.
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Question B3

Just like they struggled to define the object-oriented paradigm in B1, candidates found it hard to 
differentiate between a class and an object.  They seemed to vaguely know what a class is but rarely 
defined an object properly.  Some said that an object is contained in a class, others that the object is 
a field in a class.  In contrast, question (e), still on object-oriented programming was answered quite 
well.

Functional programming (b) was an alien word for most candidates, even though overall, interpreters 
(c) were well explained.

4GLs were defined properly, but only two candidates could provide more than one correct example. 

Question B4
B4 was by far the least popular question in both papers, and candidates who opted for it did not 
answer it well.  Polymorphism (a) is a difficult concept to explain, and no one actually succeeded in 
explaining it.  The same suggestion made about normalisation (question A3) applies here.

What was not anticipated, on the other hand was mistakes in question (b), particularly in (b, ii).  
Perhaps candidates knew if/switch statements as conditional statements rather than branching 
statements.

Only one candidate seriously attempted question (c), which, albeit is amongst the simplest algorithms, 
is still perhaps too hard for candidates at this level to write without an IDE and under examination 
conditions.

Conclusion
Two important observations emerge from the marking process.  The most worrying, is that it 
transpires that the examination system is still mostly rooted into behaviourism.  Learners are seen as 
“empty vessels” into which knowledge is poured.  From an examination perspective, the fact that 
questions are mostly theoretical in nature, promotes the notion that the more candidates can 
memorise theory, the better the mark they are going to get.  It is clear that candidates have adapted 
to this mentality, and whilst they are able to provide very good definitions and explanations, lack of 
actual understanding is promptly uncovered whenever they are asked to apply a concept to a 
scenario or to compare one concept with another.  It has been noted, that candidates are so 
accustomed to this approach that at times they start writing as soon as they identify keywords in the 
question, completely disregarding what the question actually asked for.  It seems that candidates are 
more interested to showcase what they have studied in relation to the keyword rather than to actually 
answer the question.This pattern is mostly evident whenever a question has more than one 
parameter (e.g., improve security in a DVD shop whilst keeping capital costs contained)

On the other hand, whenever candidates are encouraged to think and reason rather than recall (e.g., 
paper 1, questions B2, B3), some actively refuse to do so, perhaps because they are not trained to do 
so in the first place.

The second concernis that candidates did very poorly in any question related to programming theory 
and practice.  This is a concern because programming is an integral part of the IT advanced level 
course and because candidates should have already undergone a lot of programming before sitting 
for the exam.

Chairperson

2013 Examination Panel
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Part 2: Comments regarding candidate’s performance

Paper 1


Question A1


In part (a, ii) of this question, candidates took different approaches to describe synchronous and asynchronous communication.  Some candidates provided a simple explanation as expected in the marking scheme.  The majority contrasted the words in terms of transmission synchronisation, whilst others explained the difference between synchronous and asynchronous web services.  There is nothing wrong with these explanations but some answers were so technical that it was clear that candidates learned them by heart.


With regards to the question on cloud computing (a, iv), candidates provided very narrow definitions, relegating the whole concept to just a form of online data storage or more specifically to Dropbox service.


It was noted that candidates found it particularly hard to adapt their theoretical answers to practical scenarios. In question (b, i), they were aware of how to improve security against malicious attacks, but generally could not keep in mind that such measures are meant to be implemented in a DVD shop with a limited capital.  Similarly, in (d, i), the majority of candidates completely ignored the fact that the system is to be implemented in a manufacturing firm.


Question A2


In question (c), a common mistake was for candidate to compare and contrast the terms strategic, tactical, and operational from a management context, ignoring the fact that the question was about information systems not management.


Question A3


The prevalent observation made whilst marking this section is that many candidates fail to understand the difference between a device and the business process in which the device is commonly used.  For example, many candidates explained that a barcode includes all the information about a product (id, description, price, stock levels).  In a similar fashion, they also could not differentiate between OMR and exam marking, and between stripe\smart cards and the paying process at a retail shop.


For (c), as noted earlier, candidates found it difficult to adapt their answer to the provided scenario.


Question A4


A small problem arose in the marking of question (b) due to an ambiguity in question (a).  The problem is that there are two widely accepted perceptions on the difference between primary and secondary storage.  Some regard primary storage as volatile (e.g., RAM) and secondary storage as non-volatile (e.g., hard disk).  Others consider internal devices (e.g., hard disk) as primary storage and external devices (e.g., external hard disk) as secondary storage.  Both answers were accepted as long as there was consistency between the explanations and the examples provided.  The problem, however, was that those candidates who used the latter interpretation found it much harder to answer correctly the follow-up question (b).


The term “backup methods” used in question (c) is rather vague and due to this, answers which were not as technical as the ones in the marking scheme still had to be accepted.  Perhaps, for a question like this it would be better to tell candidates to specifically explain the ones expected by the examiner (RAID, grandfather-father-son, etc.).  For (d), more than one backup method was accepted, as long as it was backed by valid reasons.   


Question B1


In (a), the most common mistake was listing methods of verbal communication that do not involve any technology, such as word of mouth.  Another inaccuracy in some answers was listing a brand name (e.g., Skype) as opposed to the technology behind it (e.g., voice over IP).


Candidates also struggled to compare the terms in (c), even though they were capable of outlining good advantages and uses for social networks and blogs. 


Question B2


Candidates did quite well in this question.  They may have not used the technical terms anticipated in the sample answers, and they did lose some marks to that end, but nonetheless they managed to develop good arguments. 


Question B3


The main issue in answers to this question was that candidates were all the time beating around the bush, but wrote very little in terms of marketing concepts.  Another common mistake was that some candidates have misconceptions about marketing, confusing it with advertising or the sales function.  Very few candidates wrote about how marketing can contribute to profits.


Question B4


Requiring candidates to formulate their answer as a report was a little odd for an exam question, especially since 5 marks were tied to it.  Such questions are more appropriate for projects.  There were some excellently formulated answers, with executive summaries and table of contents.  However, the majority only limited themselves to writing an introduction and conclusion.


The content of the report was good and technical for the first three terms (hacking, fraud, and data loss) but poor for the last two (plagiarism and illegal copies of data).


Paper 2


Question A1


Candidates did well overall in this question.  In question (a) candidates found (a, iii) and (a, iv) difficult.  The latter was often superficially explained, with many candidates simply acknowledging that http is used as a prefix to URL’s.  Questions (b) and (c, ii) also proved to be challenging.  For (c, ii) candidates did mention that CLI is mostly used by computer specialists but fell short from explaining why.


Question A2


A2 was one of the least popular questions.  The term amalgamated services may have scared candidates, and rightly so.  Whilst the term appears in the syllabus, it is not an established name for the mentioned category of software applications.  Another word which may have confused candidates was mobility in question (c).


Candidates struggled mostly in (d).  Though they knew what phishing, key logging, and social engineering are, they found it hard to say how businesses could address such issues.


Question A3


The number of candidates who got question (a), which asked for a very basic SQL query, wrong was worrying considering that candidates had done a databases project prior to sitting to the exam.  Perhaps one should rethink this project to encourage candidates to write more queries and use less built-in wizards for query generation.


As expected, question (c) was another stumbling block for exam candidates.  Normalisation is a fundamental, yet difficult topic, and defining the different levels of normalisation is perhaps more difficult than applying them.  One should consider turning such question into a practical one, whereby candidates are presented with a table containing anomalies, and they are asked to apply normalisation rules over it.


Performance for question (f) was mixed – candidates explained portability, security, and data size well, but not robustness.


Question A4


Candidate performance was quite good in this question.  For question (d), a common mistake was to define portability in terms of data (using data on different computers) as opposed to portability of the software (installing the software on different platforms).  Another question that proved difficult was (f).


Question B1


Candidates did extremely well in this question.  They encountered most difficulties when writing about the object-oriented paradigm.  


Some candidates misinterpreted the algorithm as a flowchart\pseudocode which is slightly inaccurate as these are representations of an algorithm. 


It is to be pointed out that in the syllabus
, there seems to be a mistake in listing the five areas of feasibility.  Letter‘S’ from the acronym TELOS stands for schedule feasibility not social aspects feasibility.


Question B2


Questions (b) and (e) differed from many others in the exam as they were very subjective and required candidate to think rather than recall.  Answers were mixed but rarely were answers up to the level indicated in the sample answers.


The different types of testing (question c) were often confused with each other.

Question B3


Just like they struggled to define the object-oriented paradigm in B1, candidates found it hard to differentiate between a class and an object.  They seemed to vaguely know what a class is but rarely defined an object properly.  Some said that an object is contained in a class, others that the object is a field in a class.  In contrast, question (e), still on object-oriented programming was answered quite well.


Functional programming (b) was an alien word for most candidates, even though overall, interpreters (c) were well explained.


4GLs were defined properly, but only two candidates could provide more than one correct example. 


Question B4


B4 was by far the least popular question in both papers, and candidates who opted for it did not answer it well.  Polymorphism (a) is a difficult concept to explain, and no one actually succeeded in explaining it.  The same suggestion made about normalisation (question A3) applies here.


What was not anticipated, on the other hand was mistakes in question (b), particularly in (b, ii).  Perhaps candidates knew if/switch statements as conditional statements rather than branching statements.


Only one candidate seriously attempted question (c), which, albeit is amongst the simplest algorithms, is still perhaps too hard for candidates at this level to write without an IDE and under examination conditions.


Conclusion


Two important observations emerge from the marking process.  The most worrying, is that it transpires that the examination system is still mostly rooted into behaviourism.  Learners are seen as “empty vessels” into which knowledge is poured.  From an examination perspective, the fact that questions are mostly theoretical in nature, promotes the notion that the more candidates can memorise theory, the better the mark they are going to get.  It is clear that candidates have adapted to this mentality, and whilst they are able to provide very good definitions and explanations, lack of actual understanding is promptly uncovered whenever they are asked to apply a concept to a scenario or to compare one concept with another.  It has been noted, that candidates are so accustomed to this approach that at times they start writing as soon as they identify keywords in the question, completely disregarding what the question actually asked for.  It seems that candidates are more interested to showcase what they have studied in relation to the keyword rather than to actually answer the question.This pattern is mostly evident whenever a question has more than one parameter (e.g., improve security in a DVD shop whilst keeping capital costs contained)


On the other hand, whenever candidates are encouraged to think and reason rather than recall (e.g., paper 1, questions B2, B3), some actively refuse to do so, perhaps because they are not trained to do so in the first place.


The second concernis that candidates did very poorly in any question related to programming theory and practice.  This is a concern because programming is an integral part of the IT advanced level course and because candidates should have already undergone a lot of programming before sitting for the exam.



Chairperson

2013 Examination Panel







2



