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Are ''Prelim'' 
Too Easy? 

Examinations 

Tan l\ee Kiat 

W ether we like it or not, 
amination results tend to 
used as yardsticks for 

measuring academic performance. 
In the run-up to the national ex
aminations ( PSLE, '0'-levels and 
'A '-levels) all schools hold their 
own "Prelim" (preliminary) exami
nations. While schools will wish 
to gear their preliminary examina
tions to the standard of the national 
examinations, how can they find out 
whether this matching was 
achieved? A simple graphical 
method for doing this is described 
here. This graphical m~thod is not 
at all new but it is worth re-con
sidering whenever a school princi
pal and his teachers want to know 
whether their preliminary exami
nations in the various subjects have 
been overly easy or, as the case may 
be, overly difficult. Such compari
sons may be useful for fine-tuning 
the level of the next round of the 
preliminary examinations. 

For illustration, let us take a 
particular national examination 
such as the Primary School Leav
ing Examination (PSLE). The pos
sible grades for a single subject 
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range from A* to U, i.e., the 
grades fall into seven categories as 
follows: 

Grade Mark Range 
A* 91 - 100 
A 75- 90 
B 60- 74 
c 50- 59 
D 35- 49 
E 20- 34 
u below 20. 

As there are seven categories 
draw a seven-by-seven graph (see 
Graph 1). The bottom row of hori
zontal squares is numbered from 
seven to one (from low grades to 
high grades). The horizontal rows 
of squares will be used for the pre
liminary examination grades. In a 
similar manner, the v~rtical squares 
are numbered from seven to one. 
The vertical squares will be used 
for the final examination (PSLE) 
grades. 

With this seven-by-seven graph 
ready, the actual data can then be 
entered. Since each pupil has a pair 
of scores (his "Prelim" examina
tion grade and his PSLE examina
tion grade) his position on the 

graph, as represented by a small 
line "I ", is fixed in a particular 
square. When all the results of a 
group of pupils are entered into the 
graph the pattern, known as a 
scattergram, may look like that in 
Graph 2. The eight lines in the 
square (3,4) indicate that there are 
eight pupils who have that set of 
scores in the "Prelim" and PSLE 
examinations (i.e. a Grade 3 for the 
"Prelim" and a Grade 4 for the 
PSLE). 

An inspection of the general 
pattern of the scattergram will in
dicate whether the "Prelim" exami
nation has been too easy or too dif
ficult or whether it closely matches 
that of the national examination. If 
there is a close match then the 
grades obtained by the pupils in 
both examinations will be mostly 
the same grade. In this case, most 
of the lines " I" will fall along the 
main diagonal (i.e., at a 45-degree 
angle to the horizontal base) as 
shown in Graph 3. 

If the "Prelim" examination has 
been easier than the PSLE exami
nation then the PSLE scores will 
be generally lower than that ob
tained for the "Prelim" examin~-
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tions. In this case, most of the lines 
" I " will be below the main diago
nal as shown in the following graph 
(Graph 4). 

On the other hand, if the "Pre
lim" examination has been more 
difficult than the PSLE examina
tion then the scores obtained at the 
national examinations will be gen
erally higher than that obtained in 
the "Prelim" examination. In this 
case, most of the lines " I" will be 
above the main diagonal. 

What happens when there is no 
matching relationship between 
"Prelim" examination of a school 
and the PSLE examination? In this 
case, the small lines will be scat-

. tered above and below the main 
diagonal and the scattergram will 
not show any clear pattern. Thus, 
the scattergram shown in Graph 2 
indicates that there is no strong 
relationship between the two exami
nations for that particular subject. 

This simple graphical method 
can 'be used whenever there is a 
need to examine the relationship 
between two factors (e.g., prelimi
nary examinations and national 
examinations; English Language 
and Mother Tongue Language; 
Mathematics and Science; height 
and weight, etc.) 

Tho Wee Kiat is Senior Lecturer, 
Division of Psychological Studies, 
National Institute of Education, 
Nan yang Technological University, 
Singapore. 
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