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Resource: The CARFE principles of mark scheme design

In the table below is an overview of five principles for mark scheme design introduced in the
‘Understanding and optimising your mark schemes’ webinar.

These principles are connected to each other and aim to guide your decisions making for
different types of mark scheme, with a particular focus on levels-based mark schemes.

In the ‘actions to consider’ column are some practical options that relate to each principle. These
may not always be appropriate and other actions might be possible, but they aim to offer away
to begin thinking about connecting the principles to practical solutions.
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Principle

Description

Actions to consider

C — Connect the
item and the
mark scheme

The success of an item (from a validity
perspective) depends upon making justified

decisions about the assessment tasks to use.

The content of the item and several other
factors will influence how students respond.
Student responses may be influenced by:

e Expectations of the student (i.e.
similar questions done in the past)

e Command words used (e.g. describe,
evaluate etc.)

e Paper layout (e.g. answer space)
e Response prompts (e.g. whetherthe

o Develop itemand mark
scheme drafts
simultaneously

e Think about how the
command words influence
how students interpret the
question

e Think about how many
levels of response that you
could realistically
differentiate. Research
suggests five is towards

. the top end of
number of desired responses has . .
been labelled) differentiation (Bramley,
2001)
A — Anticipate In many cases, items and mark schemes are e Think about what
the range of designed before any testing with students. responses from students
student This can create circumstances where a are ‘logically derivable’
responses student answers a question in an fromthe item.
unanticipated way. In many cases e Have asecond person
unexpected responses can be catered for in (e.g. a subject specialist)
the mark scheme during the standardisation answer the items as if they
process. are a student. Did they
answer in the anticipated
way?

o Arethere any ways that
you can pre-test the items
without risking the security
of the assessment or item?

R — Reduce The structure of the item and the mark e Provide item-specific
marking scheme influence the cognitive processes guidance to support
complexity underlying examiners’ marking behaviours general levels criteria

where possible

(Suto & Greatorex, 2008; Suto & Nadas,
2008). Examination items that require
examiners to scrutinise unexpected
responses from candidates, or require
examiners to evaluate a response using
knowledge from several sources were more
likely to result in lower reliability, compared to
simpler items.

e Refertokey points in the
mark scheme during a
standardisation process

e Reduce the number of
marks within levels

e Define what is not worth of
credit
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F — Format the
mark scheme to
facilitate
marking quality

Mark schemes are the primary point of
reference for examiners, and thus need to
have a high degree of usability. Research
has found that small changes to the
formatting of mark schemes can improve
usability ratings and overall marking quality
(Child, Munro & Benton, 2015).

Think about the use of a
mark scheme as a working
document — either printed
or on screen. Can you
make important parts of the
mark scheme more visible?
Reduce the overall size of
the mark scheme to one
page for easy review of the
levels in a level-based
mark scheme.

Include indicative content
alongside the level or
levels of response it refers
to.

Use bolding of key terms to
maintain their salience.

E — Evaluate Investigating item-level data can reveal Consider the mark

the potential issues worthy of further distribution data for your

performance of | investigation. For example, you may find that items. Does it appear that

the mark marks are ‘bunched’ in the middle of the mark some marks are being over

scheme range, or that some marks appear to be or under-utilised?
under-utilised. This does not necessarily Check if the full range of
mean that there is an issue with the mark marks within each level are
scheme specficially, but will help you plan being used. If not, this
discussions with people using the mark might suggest that

scheme to identify any issues. examiners are not sure

Itis also possible to use IRT-based statistical how to select a mark within

analysis to identify under-utilised marks (see levels.

Hughes & Shaw, 2016, for an example) Provide written guidance in
the mark scheme about
how to select a mark within
alevel.
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