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Introduction

Students in the United Kingdom take their main examinations at the age of 16. These examinations are set by a number of different awarding bodies which subscribe to a common set of principles and procedures for putting their exam papers into large print and braille for candidates with visual impairment. Responsibility for this is not delegated to individual schools but is undertaken centrally by each awarding body. The standard procedure is that a copy of the original paper is sent to a specialist VI teacher to identify what modifications should be made to the content of questions. These modifications are then approved by the awarding body and the modified paper produced to agreed standards in large print or braille. The purpose of this paper is to consider the nature and extent of modifications in large print papers provided by the three awarding bodies in England, to ascertain whether they reflect the same approach and understanding.

Method

A request was made to all three main awarding bodies in England in Spring 2004 for copies of original and modified large print papers for maths, geography and science. These subjects were chosen on the basis that they were likely to reveal different issues in the modification process, namely:

· Maths papers often require candidates to work actively with diagrams and shapes, e.g. by measuring or drawing.

· Science papers use a range of pictures and diagrams to explain or illustrate processes, requiring candidates to interpret these in order to demonstrate subject knowledge and understanding.

· Geography papers require candidates to interpret specific types of visual information such as detailed maps and satellite photographs.
The great majority of changes to papers relate to the use of graphics (i.e. pictures, photographs, maps or diagrams) in the original paper. It was therefore decided to code individual papers around the graphics they contained and the way in which these were treated in the modified papers.  Each graphic would be coded as one of the following:

· Enlarged - any graphic which is fundamentally unaltered apart from being presented on a larger scale and with increased print size.

· Simplified - any graphic which is shown with reduced detail in the modified paper, but where no significant changes have been made which alter the nature of a question.

· Modified - any graphic where the presentation and/or content has been altered significantly.

· Removed - any graphic which is not present in the modified paper, because its contents have been converted into text or it has been judged unnecessary.

In order to make the comparison between different subjects and awarding bodies easier to understand, a 'change index' was designed by allocating a value to each type of change and then dividing this by the total number of changed graphics for that subject. The index was designed to reflect the level of change as follows:

Enlarged = 1

Simplified = 2

Modified = 3

Removed = 3

The rationale behind this approach was that enlargement represents the least available change to a graphic, amounting to 1:1 equivalence with the original. Simplification involves minor change, while modification and removal both represent the greatest level of change possible. While individual changes vary in extent and significance the index is valid as a broad measure of the overall level of change to a particular exam paper.

Findings

The tables below summarise the main findings of the survey.

Table A: Changes by awarding body

Awarding Body A

	
	Enlarged
	Simplified
	Modified
	Removed
	Total 

graphics
	Change  score
	Change index



	Geography
	22
	8
	11
	5
	46
	86
	1.87

	Maths
	29
	15
	11
	8
	63
	116
	1.84

	Science
	39
	20
	11
	8
	78
	136
	1.74

	Total
	90
	43
	33
	21
	187
	338
	1.81

	%
	48%
	23%
	18%
	11%
	100%
	
	


Awarding Body B
	
	Enlarged
	Simplified
	Modified
	Removed
	Total 

graphics
	Change score
	Change index



	Geography
	27
	1
	0
	0
	28
	29
	1.04

	Maths
	11
	10
	5
	1
	27
	49
	1.81

	Science
	42
	6
	0
	3
	51
	63
	1.20

	Total
	80
	17
	5
	4
	106
	141
	1.33

	%
	75%
	16%
	5%
	4%
	100%
	
	


Awarding Body C
	
	Enlarged
	Simplified
	Modified 
	Removed
	Total 

graphics
	Change score


	Change index



	Geography
	35
	8
	0
	0
	43
	51
	1.19

	Maths
	13
	3
	1
	1
	18
	25
	1.39

	Science
	29
	10
	2
	1
	42
	58
	1.38

	Total
	77
	21
	3
	2
	103
	134
	1.3

	%
	75%
	20%
	3%
	2%
	100%
	
	


Table 2: Change index by subject
	
	AB

A
	AB

B
	AB

C
	Total
	Change score
	Change index

	Geography
	46
	28
	43
	117
	156
	1.33

	Maths
	63
	27
	18
	108
	190
	1.76

	Science
	78
	51
	42
	171
	257
	1.5


In summary the following differences between the three awarding bodies can be identified: 

· Just under half the graphics from Awarding Body A were enlarged, with roughly one in four simplified, one in five modified and one in ten removed. Using the change index, Awarding Body A comes out with an overall figure of 1.81, indicating a relatively high level of change.

· Awarding Bodies B and C followed a roughly similar pattern to each other. In both cases three out of four graphics were enlarged, one in five or less was simplified and one in 20 or less modified or removed. Using the change index, Awarding Body B comes out with a figure of 1.33 and Awarding Body C with 1.3. 

· Comparing subject, maths papers involve the greatest amount of change with a change index of 1.76, followed by science (1.5) and geography (1.33). However, the pattern is very variable between the three awarding bodies, with Awarding Body A registering the highest level for geography papers (1.87) while for both other Awarding Bodies this was the subject involving least change. 

· It is noticeable that the change index comparison between the three different subjects (1.33 to 1.76) is less than that indicated by the overall comparison between the three awarding bodies (1.3 to 1.86). This suggests a significant variation in the overall approach that the different awarding bodies take to modifying papers. 

Discussion

Exploring the modified papers provided by each awarding body in more detail bears out the view that they take different approaches to modification, regardless of the subject involved.

Awarding Body A

Modified papers from Awarding Body A were characterised by a flexible approach which set it apart from the other two awarding bodies. Key examples of this approach are summarised below.

· Some modifications involved reducing the amount of data, for example in maths graphs where the range of values was reduced in order to fit the necessary information onto a single page in the modified paper. A question involving a scattergram was also modified so that it contained 16 instead of 25 points but would still give the same answers. 

· Six maths modifications involved changes to the actual task. The most notable was the removal of a question worth two marks requiring the candidate to complete a drawing on an isometric grid. Other changes to tasks arose from changes already made to values given on graphs or other diagrams. 

· Five science graphics involved three-dimensional diagrams of processes which were re-presented as two-dimensional drawings. 

· A number of graphics were removed from papers. These were illustrations which were not required to answer the question because the text contained the necessary information - for example, a picture of a kettle in a science paper. 

· Several questions involved the replacement of graphics with written materials One science diagram illustrating a process was replaced with a written summary of the same process.  A geography question on soil erosion asked candidates to match causes of erosion to four blank labels on a photograph. In the modified version, a paragraph describing erosion in the same area was followed by a question asking for four causes to be identified from the passage. 

· Detailed maps appeared in three geography papers. These were replaced by larger scale versions which necessitated some changes to questions because they did not cover the same area as the originals.  Questions referring to locations on a map which were excluded from the modified extract had to be altered to refer to different features.  Other geography maps were significantly simplified, such as a colour map portraying wetlands with around 15 parts labelled, which in the modified version became a simple black and white line drawing with only five labels. The questions remained unchanged. 

From the above summary it is clear that papers from Awarding Body A were generally modified in creative and flexible ways to make them accessible to candidates with visual impairment. However, some of these changes might be argued to change the nature and/or level of difficulty of the questions concerned.

Awarding Body B

Modified papers from Awarding Body B displayed less flexibility of approach and appeared to have been produced with less time and resources than those of Awarding Body A. This was evident in a number of ways:

· A number of graphics which were potentially suitable for simplification or modification were just enlarged. In geography a complex weather map and a colour map were enlarged even though the resulting images were visually unclear. Several maps and diagrams were enlarged straight onto A3 paper with the only evidence of modification being the addition of large print labels.

· There was little evidence of graphics being removed. In science papers especially, pictures and photographs were left in which appeared to serve no purpose beyond illustration.

· Tables were often enlarged without attention to the fact that they would not fit easily across an A4 page. As a result, modified tables were often cramped and encroached into the margin of the paper.

· There was very little evidence of questions being reworded and none of tasks being changed. In geography, candidates were asked to describe details in photographs which were poorly enlarged. A question asking candidates to draw and label a sketch map was left intact, in contrast to Awarding Body A where similar questions were replaced with maps to be labelled.

Overall, papers from Awarding Body B displayed a number of common features. Professional input by a modifier was often not in evidence and did not follow a clear pattern. The majority of graphics were changed by enlarging the original and adding new labels. There was evidence in all subjects of questions where candidates with visual impairment might struggle with visual presentation.

Awarding Body C

Papers from Awarding Body C were noticeably different to those from A and B.  They were characterised by good quality graphics in the original paper, which were then only minimally changed in the modified version. Specific examples included the following:

· In geography papers a number of maps and photographs were used, with questions requiring candidates to draw information from these different sources to create their answer. All the graphics concerned were professionally enlarged and re-labelled in large print as required. The resulting images contained all the original detail and were sometimes visually complex. Questions were unchanged.

· Modification took place to several maths questions. For example, in a reflection task a picture of a flag was replaced by a triangle. Another question asked candidates to draw a shape unaided, but in the modified paper a grid was provided for assistance in doing this. In a science question a diagram was altered from 3D to 2D.

· Only two graphics were removed, in both cases on the basis that they were not needed to answer the question. 

· Relatively few graphics other than graphs were simplified. Where this happened it usually involved improved shading or colour to create stronger contrast, for example in a diagram of an electrical plug or a picture of a blood cell.

In general, papers from Awarding Body C followed a much stricter line on modification than Awarding Body A, keeping the number of changes to graphics and questions to a minimum. However, Awarding Body C's papers were produced to a much high quality than those of Awarding Body B and followed a more consistent approach.

Conclusion

The findings of this exercise suggest that candidates with visual impairment who take their examinations with one awarding body are likely to be presented with modified large print papers which differ quite markedly in the nature and extent of their modified content from those of another. A number of factors may explain these differences:

· The number of changes required to make a paper accessible could reflect the content and design of the original paper, i.e. one paper might need less modification than another because the original had been better designed with accessibility in mind. This appeared to be the case with many of the papers provided by Awarding Body C.

· Different syllabuses place different emphasis on the skills they are assessing and this may play some part in the variations noted. However, it seems unlikely that this factor would explain differences in approach to the extent suggested in this study.
· Variation in the approach of individual modifiers may have a bearing on the way in which papers are modified. Although all modifiers are supposed to follow the same guidelines there is no effective way of monitoring the extent to which they do so.

· Although all awarding bodies are supposed to follow the same standards, these are open to differences of use and interpretation. One awarding body might agree to changes which another would reject, on the basis that these conflicted with an objective being tested. The survey suggests that the three awarding bodies do not share a common understanding in this important area. 

· Variation may exist in the time and resources which awarding bodies allocate to the production of modified papers.  For example, this might explain why papers from one awarding body fell below those of the other two in their production quality. 

Overall, this survey suggests that that work is needed in a number of areas to ensure that candidates with visual impairment receive examination papers of equal quality regardless of which awarding body is concerned. These include the following:

· More detailed guidance on the nature and extent of modification allowed in each subject area.

· Proper training of the specialist teachers who carry out these modifications.

· Improved communication between awarding bodies on their policy and practice in relation to modified papers.

· Regular evaluation of modified papers by an external body.

From September 2007 the UK examination system will be covered by disability discrimination legislation. Research evidence of this kind may be influential in persuading the awarding bodies to take their responsibilities towards providing high quality papers for candidates with visual impairment more seriously than they do now.[image: image1.png]
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