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Background.

Tick – Tock! Tick –Tock!  Tick – Tock!  Tickety –Tock!

Have you noticed just how fast it goes – especially on Exam day!

Each examination diet the FMCS Examiners refer to Time Management, or the lack of it, in their Examiners’ Report. 

The other big issue with Examiners is number of candidates who don’t answer the questions asked.

This article will proffer advice on both topics – though to me they are symptoms of the same thing and can be treated as one.

The OLM offers good advice on work planning. Like the SBM material much is written about the techniques that candidates need to apply to be successful.  Those that don’t take that advice on board often get a second opportunity to sit the examination. I don’t know about you but I haven’t yet found the Case Study so interesting that it is worth doing a second time just for fun!!

What follows is just one of many techniques available to FMCS candidates – the essential thing is to practice a number of techniques until you find the one that is right for you and then continue to hone it until it is good enough to get you at least 40%!

By the way – if your technical skills acquired at Certificate and Diploma levels are not up to standard there isn’t much I can do for you – but following this advice will maximise your chances!

The Pre- seen.

Study the pre- seen, because, although, it isn’t like the SBM pre-seen where you have to do research, you do need to be extremely familiar with it. 

You are not required to do any calculations with any numbers in the pre-seen material but you may find that it helps your understanding of the background if you do. 

Don’t simply read the pre-seen through – study it. Examiners are not devious, they don’t tell you things to mislead you; they tell you things about the organisational background, which are more than likely going to be relevant somewhere in the examination. It takes a long time to write the pre-seen and it is blind tested twice by different people. In recent diets the pre- seen provided much of the information for the rapid response question, but this need not always be the case. Examiners are not obliged to ask questions on the pre- seen material 

Think carefully about the potential strategic issues that are being raised – but don’t question spot. You’ll find things much easier if you have got a clear picture of the potential big issues. You’ll spot them quicker when you get the main case file.

Many candidates have trouble reading the case file from beginning to end, and then applying it to the questions. I suggest that if you, like me, are not a speed reader then you don’t try to read it through to begin with. When you were taking Certificate and Diploma Examinations, hopefully, you read the requirements of the question before reading the data. There is no reason to treat the Case Study any differently. 

The Morning Session.

So start with the questions. These always refer to a page in the main case. This page is called ‘the set up page’ and sets out the question requirements. Examiners spend many hours getting the words and the order right. This is the question to be answered – so spend a little time understanding what you are being asked to do. This applies to all the afternoon questions.

Then sort out your time allocation for the morning. You’ll need about 30 minutes to think about the possible Rapid Response Questions so you’ve got 2 hours in the morning for the afternoon questions.  If we assume that there will be three questions, allowing ten minutes analysis per question gives you about 90 minutes to allocate for detailed reading and analysis. Allocate your time pro rata the marks available. 

What you are seeking to do is to get a good grasp of the overall position of the organisation. So you don’t need to do all the calculations in intimate detail – broad brush will do initially. You can then decide which ones you’ll need to do in detail later.

Some candidates split the case study into separate ‘files’ pertinent to each question using the index. If it works for you – give it a go. It enables you to break down the information in the case study into manageable chunks. The problem with this approach is that some pages contain information relating to more than one question, so make sure you don’t miss material that relates to another question or theme. And remember – the actual examination is not the place to try out a new technique!!

Use the index – examiners take trouble to get it right – don’t simply ignore it, it tells you where information is.

Managing the Rapid Response Question (RRQ).

It is clear from fail scripts that many candidates panic and start writing before getting their brain in gear. Think carefully about how you are going to approach this testing question. The RRQ’s objective is to test your understanding of the case and your ability to provide information in an easily absorbed form.

One way of dealing with it is to resist the urge to start writing immediately but to take 15 or 20 minutes to think about what is required, assemble the information you need, do the simple calculations that are expected of you and then to write out your answer. 

You can write three or four pages in 20 minutes if you know what you are writing about. 

You may already have done some calculations on the pre- seen – things like population / demand /supply proportions (as in Plentyside - November 2005) to identify any mismatch. I know you can’t take it in with you – but doing the calculations before the day helps your understanding and makes it easier and quicker on the day.

You should also have made yourself aware of the big issues and done some calculations in the 30 minutes you left available before the end of the morning session.

The afternoon questions.

For the afternoon questions, allocate your time according to the marks available. Remember you must score at least 15% on each question to pass.

A 40 mark report gives you 90 minutes in the afternoon. Given that you can write the report in 30 minutes if you know what you are writing about, gives you an hour to complete the detailed calculations needed after your morning’s broad analysis.

Now here’s the thing. If you study previous Tutorial Guides you’ll see that most of the marks are given for your analysis of the case material –not its repetition. Three pages of nicely worded introduction, adding nothing to the case material, scores very little, whereas, one page of punchy interpretation scores very highly. But remember it is a report not pages of bullet points.

Examiners are not looking for a Booker Prize winner so follow these simple rules:

Plan your answer before you start writing.

One point per paragraph – not more than three 20 word sentences per paragraph. The first sentence makes the point, the second provides the justification, or evidence, and the third states the implications. I stress the good marks are in the implications – not in repeating what is in the Case material. 

Use tables to convey information and words to interpret it.

Use headings and sub headings, encapsulating the point made, to provide a logical track through your report. This also shows the examiner that you have dealt with every area you were asked to.

Conclusions follow from the discussion in the report and the recommendations for action by the decision makers follow from the conclusions. 

In short - do what you are asked to do in the order you are asked to do it!!

And remember – weak answers usually fail to explain the significance and implications of the points identified, and fail to recommend actions which the decision maker can take to rectify or moderate the problem.

Finally,

Finally, there’s the old question – “What is the difference between an amateur and a professional?” 

Answer – an amateur practices until he/she gets it right, a professional practices until he/she cannot get it wrong.

Get the point?

