
 

   

 

 

 

UNIVERSITY OF MALTA 
 

SECONDARY EDUCATION CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

ENGLISH LANGUAGE  
 

MAY 2015 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 
 
 
 

MATRICULATION AND SECONDARY EDUCATION CERTIFICATE 
 

EXAMINATIONS’ BOARD 

 

 

 



 SEC EXAMINERS’ REPORT MAY 2015   

2 
 

SEC ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
MAY 2015 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
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2.1 Paper I Part 1: Listening and Speaking 
2.2 Paper 1 Part 2: Language Use 
3.1 Paper 2 Question 1: Writing 
3.2 Paper 2 Question 2: Reading and Writing 
4.0 Conclusion 
 

1.0 GENERAL INFORMATION AND STATISTICS 

A complement of 4733 candidates registered for the May 2015 SEC English examination. Out of 
these, there were 2774 candidates who registered for Paper A and 1959 candidates who registered 
for Paper B. 
 

YEAR NUMBER OF CANDIDATES % PAPER A % PAPER B 

2015 4733 58.6 41.4 

2014 5146 58.1 41.9 

2013 5121 56.7 43.3 

2012 5326 54.0 46.0 

2011 5372 53.2 46.8 

2010 5692 50.9 49.1 

TABLE 1 – Percentage of candidates registering for Paper A and Paper B  

 

1.1 ABSENCES 

Out of the registered candidates, there was a total of 103 candidates who were absent for all the 

components of the examination. Out of these, 22 were Paper A applicants and 81 applicants, by far a 

larger number, were absent for Paper B.  

 

YEAR PAPER A PAPER B TOTAL 

2015 22 0.5% 81 1.7% 103 2.2% 

2014 29 0.6% 63 1.2% 92 1.8% 

2013 14 0.3% 49 1.0% 63 1.2% 

2012 11 0.2% 126 2.4% 137 2.6% 

2011 22 0.4% 123 2.3% 145 2.7% 

2010 27 0.5% 148 2.6% 175 3.1% 

TABLE 2 – Number and percentage of absentees for Paper A and Paper B 
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1.2 GRADE DISTRIBUTION 
 
The overall performance of the cohort sitting for SEC English May 2015 is indicated below: 

PAPER GRADE 1 GRADE 2 GRADE 3 GRADE 4 GRADE 5 GRADE 6 GRADE 7 GRADE U ABS TOTAL 

2 A 
% 

187 
6.7 

520 
18.7 

648 
23.4 

607 
21.9 

444 
16.0 

____ ____ 346 
12.5 

22 
0.8 

2774 
100 

2B 
% 

____ ____ ____ 115 
5.9 

454 
23.2 

456 
23.3 

394 
20.1 

459 
23.4 

81 
4.1 

1959 
100 

TOTAL 
% 

187 
4.0 

520 
11.0 

648 
13.7 

722 
15.3 

898 
19.0 

456 
9.6 

394 
8.3 

805 
17.0 

103 
2.2 

4733 
100 

TABLE 3 – Grade Distribution for SEC English Language May 2015 

 

2.1 PAPER I PART 1: LISTENING AND SPEAKING (50 MARKS) 

The oral component in the SEC English Language examination is common to both Paper A and 

Paper B and consists of three tasks: a listening comprehension, a role play and picture interpretation 

as a stimulus to conversation. This part of the examination paper is conducted by a separate set of 

examiners. A training session was held prior to the actual examination, during which the procedure 

and rationale of the different oral components were made familiar to the examiners concerned. During 

the training session, the examiners were given instructions for (i) reading pace and voice in 

preparation for the listening comprehension sessions and (ii) the assessment of candidates for the 

picture interpretation and role play. 

Listening 

a. Listening Comprehension (30 marks) 

This component of the examination tested the candidates’ listening skills. The candidates listened to 

two texts of comparable length and difficulty and then completed a number of short tasks which tested 

listening for gist and detail. 

TEXT  A: 

Each of the seven sessions consisted of a transcript of a radio programme on a famous shop giving 

the story behind Clarks, Fortnum and Mason, Liberty, Boots, Marks and Spencer, Harrods or 

Selfridges. (i) A task listing five items of reference related to the shop, (ii) a task of five True/False 

statements about the shop requiring reasons to support answers given, and (iii) a task of sequencing 

key events in the shop’s history were set.  

Task 1 (Reference) The reference task proved to be the most challenging of the three tasks to the 

candidates, not so much in understanding what they were listening to but in formulating their 

responses. A significant number of candidates lost marks for inaccurate or incomplete answers. For 

example, in the answer to question 1a of Session 6 – when Clarks/the company was founded – a 

good number wrote it was founded without specifying what it was. Similarly, in question 1b of the 

same session – when Nathan Clark was on leave in Kashmir - the answer was, in many cases, he 

was on leave. Others simply gave the information associated with the dates /numbers given without 

stating if the dates/numbers referred to when something happened or the number of years or people 

etc.  

Task 2 (True/False statements supported by a reason) This task was challenging as candidates 

were expected to give valid information to prove whether a statement was true or false. Some 

candidates chose whether a statement was True or False correctly but failed to give a relevant reason 

for their answer. At times, the opposite was observed. 
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Task 3 (Ordering items of information) posed hardly any problems, and a sizeable number of 

candidates got the sequence correct. 

TEXT B: 

Each of the seven sessions consisted of a transcript of information to passengers on a hop-on-hop-off 

bus tour of a particular town or city – Bournemouth, Cambridge, Brighton, Liverpool, Cardiff, Bath or 

Oxford. Each text was followed by (i) a grid-filling task and (ii) a matching exercise. 

Task 1 (Grid-filling task) Candidates did reasonably well in this task, yet at times marks were lost 

due to carelessness, with candidates apparently failing to follow instructions in the rubric or to read 

the items of information given and instead supplying dates/figures/names that were irrelevant. 

Task 2 (Matching task) The candidates’ performance here was satisfactory on the whole. There 

were many cases, however, when items were matched haphazardly (e.g. red buses – tempting). 

Overall it can be said that candidates are competent in their listening skills yet they need (i) to be 

trained to be more specific when answering a question and (ii) to pay greater attention to the rubric. 

More examination technique skills are required in this respect.   

 

Speaking 

 b. Visual Prompt (10 marks)  

This task in the oral component consists of a visual prompt to generate a brief discussion about topics 

as dictated by the language area of the syllabus. This year’s picture interpretation task comprised a 

picture and a pie chart related to matters of interest to teenagers: shopping preferences, favourite 

food, favourite sports, reasons for going abroad, computer use and favourite subjects. The picture 

and chart were meant to serve as a springboard for ideas, and the questions were worded in such a 

way as to avoid any ambiguity.  

The two questions in Set One were compulsory for all candidates and required them to describe the 

picture, interpret the chart and personally relate to the picture concerned. In Set Two, there were five 

questions and examiners were instructed to ask candidates three of these questions which tackled 

the relationship between the candidates and the topic being dealt with. This was followed by a final 

question, Question 6a/6b, which required candidates to move away from the picture entirely and to 

discuss the topic in a general way.  

The topics roused the interest of the candidates sufficiently and a significant number did relatively 

well. Yet unfortunately, a good number did not manage to achieve the desired result. The vocabulary 

of the weaker candidates was very limited whilst a few could not communicate at all. In the Set Two 

questions, many candidates kept their answers too close to the picture they had just been describing 

and failed to focus on the questions being asked. Sadly, only the more competent candidates tackled 

the final question satisfactorily. 

c. Role-play (10 marks) 

This component of the speaking examination requires candidates to take on a role in a relatively 

realistic situation. Prompts are provided for a brief exchange to take place between the candidate and 

the examiner to test the competence of the candidate to develop and conclude a dialogue and to 

express some functions, as dictated by the syllabus. 

This year the role play consisted of  a conversation  between the candidate, who was required to take 

on the role of the examiner’s friend, and the examiner about: either (i) a catastrophe reported on 
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television  or on a news website  or  an event witnessed by the candidate such as a raging  fire, heavy 

rain that caused extensive damage,  an explosion in a restaurant, rough winds and seas, an accident 

at sea or an old lady being robbed in a shopping centre, or (ii) an event attended by the candidate 

such as the opening of a new library, animal shelter, youth centre in town or an award winning 

ceremony. The candidates were expected to give their reaction to the news or to what they had 

experienced/witnessed and to express their views in accordance with the prompts provided to better 

guide them in their responses. The prompts were uniform across all role plays. 

In the role play candidates were evidently tense owing partly to the artificiality of the situation. A good 

number found it challenging to stick to the script provided and often missed prompts, misinterpreted 

them or ignored them. The usual failings appeared: (i) incomplete answers due to the candidates not 

having read the prompts thoroughly, also resulting in some candidates getting stuck half way through 

and being unable to continue the role play, (ii) Yes and No answers without any effort being made to 

elaborate. 

Overall, there was a mixture of all abilities as in previous years. Candidates seemed far more 

comfortable while engaging in the picture interpretation task than in the role play where they were not 

confident enough and did not always seem to understand how they had to formulate their answers. 

The more competent candidates did very well in the role play, actually acting out the situation while 

the weaker candidates just gave the barest minimum. The general impression created by the 

candidates’ performance was that they needed more practice in both the picture interpretation and the 

role play. 

2.2 PAPER 1 PART 2:  LANGUAGE USE (50 MARKS) 

The second component of Paper 1, which is assigned a total of 50 marks, tests the candidates’ 

competence in the use of the English language. Candidates were presented with nine tasks meant to 

test their knowledge and use of different grammatical structures of English as required in different 

contexts of everyday life. Both accuracy and appropriateness are tested in this write-on paper. 

Exercise 1 Candidates were presented with three options in each of the ten parts of the question 

testing their ability in the use of prepositions, the comparative and the superlative, quantifiers, modals, 

pronouns, adjectives, adverbs and nouns. The majority of the candidates did not encounter any 

problems in this task.  The most challenging item was No 4, with many choosing falling over her sofa 

rather than falling onto her sofa. 

Exercise 2 tested the candidates’ ability in the formation and correct use of adverbs. This appeared 

to be a difficult task  for the majority on two counts:  (i)  many did not know how to form an adverb and  

(ii)  most did not fill in the  correct word in the relevant blank, thus indicating  that they did not use the 

context to help them in this respect. Oftenly, evently, and fastly were some of the most commonly 

incorrect words given. 

Exercise 3 tested the candidates’ competence in the use of determiners. Many candidates fared well 

with quite a few garnering very high marks.  However, the use of the zero article, every, each, no and 

the proved to be difficult for some.  Again, a few did not use the context to understand meaning as in 

both of my three children for No 10. 

Exercise 4 dealt with the proper use of link words.  A significant number of candidates did well in this 

exercise, many succeeding in obtaining very high marks. Those who did not, often lost marks for not 

using capital letters where required. 

Exercise 5 was a word formation exercise in which the candidates, on the whole, did quite well. One 

item which challenged many was No 4 – insistence.  A good number misspelt it and wrote insistance 

whilst others came up with different variations of the verb insist. No 1 also proved difficult for some 

who gave a rageous / raged fire rather than a raging fire. 
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Exercise 6 was an exercise in question formation. Quite a number of candidates encountered 

problems here.  For the majority of candidates, No 5 seemed to be particularly difficult insofar as very 

few realised that the negative form of the verb – Isn’t it about time ……… was necessary.  A common 

mistake was the lack of use of the auxiliary verb – did – in No 4 – Where did the increase come from?  

Question 3 also proved difficult for many who did not come up with – By how much did Internet use 

increase ……… 

Exercise 7 was a cloze exercise.  Cloze exercises are always challenging and this was no exception.  

The candidates’ weakest point was that they did not seem to realise that they had to make use of the 

context to come up with the right collocation.  A case in point is No 3 – the low _____ of grammar and 

spelling……… for which language / knowledge /  percentage  was given rather than  level. 

Exercise 8 tested the candidates’ ability to use the tenses correctly.  Very few candidates managed 

to obtain high marks in this exercise.  Tenses were mixed up, words were misspelt, subject-verb 

agreement was not abided by and time reference was not used as a clue to arrive at the right tense.  

Surprisingly, many got (8) and (9) correct:  if she knew …. she would not have enrolled… . 

Exercise 9 required candidates to rewrite sentences in a context in such a way that the meaning 

remained the same.  Rewriting sentences and keeping the same meaning posed many problems to 

the weaker candidates.  Otherwise, many did reasonably well in this task with the exception of No  3 – 

indirect to direct speech – which the majority did not tackle correctly, showing a weakness in the use 

of direct speech. They kept the same pronoun using she instead of I in One respondent said: …….., 

and used the wrong tense, using the Past Perfect instead of the Present Perfect – after she had  seen 

the trailer. 

The paper was fair and pitched at the right level. The exercises were varied, according to the 

syllabus, and, most important, they catered for the different abilities of the candidates. Yet it was 

evident in the general performance of the candidates in this paper that the vast majority did not take 

the time to read each passage through before attempting it and often ignored the cues.  Spelling left 

much to be desired while candidates forfeited marks for failing to use punctuation, the capital letter in 

particular, correctly. Candidates need to keep in mind that this is a paper that tests accuracy and that 

spelling, punctuation and the rules of grammar, such as subject-verb agreement, for example, are 

very important. 

 

3.1 PAPER 2 QUESTION 1: WRITING (40 MARKS) 

In this section of the paper, candidates were required to write fluently and accurately on a title of their 

own choice from those presented. The candidates who opted for Paper 2A were expected to develop 

their writing in 320 - 350 words whereas the candidates who registered for Paper 2B had to develop 

their writing in 180 - 200 words. 

Candidates are specifically instructed to pay attention to aspects of vocabulary, paragraphing, layout, 

grammar, spelling and punctuation. This year four different writing tasks were offered. In Paper 2A 

candidates were given the choice of a short story, a description, a discussion or an article. In Paper 

2B they could choose a short story, a description, an email or an article. Candidates were expected to 

show their ability to narrate, describe, persuade, argue and give their views, as set out in the current 

English Language  syllabus,  in tasks which are practical and realistic. 

In Paper 2 A and Paper 2 B, all four tasks in each paper were attempted, but to varying degrees. The 

numbers below give a clear indication of the choice made by the candidates:  
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Task Type Paper 2A% 

Narrative 45.5% 

Descriptive 13.9% 

Discursive 34.3% 

Article 6.3% 

  

 Paper 2B% 

Narrative  25% 

Descriptive 9.1% 

Email 45.4% 

Article 20.5% 

TABLE 4 ─ Percentage distribution of writing tasks selected in Paper 2 question 1 

PERFORMANCE     

In the writing task, marks were awarded for:  

 i. content and development 
 ii. fluency  
iii. grammatical accuracy 
 
1.  CONTENT AND  DEVELOPMENT  
 
PAPER 2A 
 
Question 1 The Narrative Task  

Candidates were required to write a short story of between 320 and 350 words. The title was 

interpreted in different ways; many candidates wrote narratives which were relevant to the task, yet a 

substantial number disregarded the fact that the title was in the singular and wrote stories revolving 

round a set of footprints and not just one footprint. In some cases footprint and footstep were used 

interchangeably. In other cases the actual footprint was only casually mentioned in the story or 

mentioned at the end almost as an afterthought. Candidates preparing for this examination need to 

understand the importance of careful consideration of the title before setting about their task.         

In terms of organisation of ideas, candidates were penalised for lack of proper paragraphing and  

cohesion  between paragraphs.  Linking words were, in a significant number of essays, conspicuous 

by their absence, and in a few cases, the essay was written in one long, poorly-punctuated 

paragraph. 

Candidates who scored well produced well-organised and sequenced short stories with convincing 

characterization, an adequate setting and atmosphere and, most important of all, an original and 

striking plot. 

Question 2   The  Descriptive Task 

Candidates were required to describe what they saw and heard around them as well as their thoughts 

and feelings while standing in a queue.  A good number succeeded in projecting all the feelings of 

irritation and boredom that one normally associates this with.  Settings varied from a cash point in a 

supermarket to a ticketing booth before a concert or at a theme park. 

A significant number of candidates failed to follow the rubric, totally ignoring the fact that they were 

not to write a story, even though this was clearly stated in brackets next to the title. Again, it is 

imperative that candidates take the time to consider the tense used in the title: You are standing in a 

queue …….; it was clear that few took their cue from the tense, using the Past Tense instead or 

shifting between the Present and the Past Tense. It is evident that most candidates lack training in 

this sort of exercise.   
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Question 3   The Discursive Task 

This was a popular choice yet unfortunately a substantial number of candidates who chose it 

misconstrued the objective of this task and presented arguments in favour of and against technology.  

It appears that they homed in on the keyword technology in the title and overlooked the word creative. 

This resulted in long lists of the technological innovations and marvels of the last few years which 

indicated, without a doubt, that candidates failed to realise that the central theme was if, and in what 

way, technology has improved creativity in young people. 

There were several essays that made very interesting reading and in which the language was correct 

and idiomatic. However, a significant number were immature, repetitive and a clear indication of the 

candidates’ limited ability to discuss.  Candidates should read the rubric carefully and make sure what 

the task is all about before putting pen to paper. 

Question  4   The  Article 

In this task candidates were asked to write an article for an international young people’s magazine 

which was conducting research on the different activities that young people in Europe organise and 

participate in, focusing on young people in Malta.   

Most of the candidates who opted for this task seemed quite confident and dealt with the topic in an 

interesting way. The content was relevant yet in many cases candidates described the activities 

organised by young people in Malta and failed to give, or gave too brief an account, of the activities 

they participated in. 

Overall, candidates seemed to have grasped the formal tone and style of article writing and wrote with 

a sense of audience /readership in mind. 

PAPER 2B 

Question 1    The  Narrative Task 

The narrative title candidates were given should have been an interesting topic to build a story on, 

considering the current craze for taking selfies. Yet a considerable number failed to read the rubric 

carefully and wrote an extended definition of the word selfie, with some providing details as to its 

origin and the technology required to take a selfie. 

A significant number of the essays lacked proper organisation, a common failing being a long 

introduction which was irrelevant to the story.   

The story lines were generally thin, far-fetched and lacking in imagination. The problem appears to be 

that many candidates failed to understand that in a story characters must be intriguing and that 

interesting things must happen to them in settings that are realistically described. 

Question 2     The  Descriptive  Task 

Many candidates who attempted this task invariably used the Past Tense, ignoring the use of the 

Present Tense in the rubric, and wrote a narrative essay in spite of their being instructed not to write a 

story. Others failed to describe what they could see both inside the bus and out of the bus window, 

and only gave a mediocre description of the other passengers’ appearance and behaviour. There 

were also quite a number of candidates who wrote a long introduction giving an account of what they 

were doing on the bus, where they were heading for, and what they planned to do on reaching their 

destination, thus failing to achieve the task. 

The candidates who opted for the descriptive essay lacked organisational skills which resulted in their 

producing descriptive writing that was very much below the standard expected of them.   
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Question 3   The  Email 

A good number of candidates overlooked the words asking him to help you and simply wrote about 

what they had planned.  There were others who did ask for help without explaining what kind of help 

would be appreciated. It is only fair to state, however, that there were a few candidates who achieved 

the task very well, having come up with quite original ideas on the subject. These emails made 

interesting reading. 

The main problem lay in the format. Although the vast majority filled in the grid correctly, a significant 

number used the wrong greeting and/or salutation or, worse still, omitted them completely. 

Most emails lacked organisation while the ideas were repetitive and immature. 

Question 4   The  Article 

Few candidates opted for this question and those who did mainly wrote about going to the beach, 

barbeques,  travelling abroad  and  village feasts. On the whole the subject matter in all the essays 

was relevant.   

A significant number of candidates failed to use the article format and wrote essays lacking in 

paragraphing and an appropriate style. 

General Remarks 

In essay writing, marks are earned for task achievement and relevance which are basic requirements. 

In the narrative task candidates were expected to understand the rubric, create convincing characters 

and ensure that the sequence of events was realistic.  Both the article and the discursive task  called 

for a clear expression of the writer’s point of view  within the parameters  set by the rubric, while in 

writing a descriptive piece of work, candidates were expected to focus primarily on describing the 

experience  as set in the question  and  to avoid flying off at a tangent. Those who chose the email 

also had to consider the aim of the email carefully before putting pen to paper. 

As stated above, marks were lost when candidates did not fulfil the requirements of the title. A good 

number of the essays were in point yet very few candidates, particularly those who sat for Paper 2B, 

showed imagination and  were awarded  marks for originality of ideas. 

Candidates planning to sit for this examination need to understand the importance of comprehending 

the rubric well and following the instructions it presents. Candidates have to keep in mind that 

checking for relevance while writing is crucial. 

It is equally important that candidates learn to organise their work well and present their ideas in an 

orderly way. In a significant number of cases, the organisation was flawed and the writing task was 

uncontrolled and lacked coherence. The importance of the use of paragraphs and of linking words 

between paragraphs and within paragraphs needs to be instilled into students and prospective 

candidates. 

2.    FLUENCY 

The criteria were based on (i) the candidates’ ability to use a range of vocabulary clearly and                                      
(ii) their ability  to use the  language  appropriately in accordance with the task in hand. 
 
(i) Candidates who fared well, mainly the better Paper 2A candidates, did use a wide range of 

vocabulary and with the correct collocations suitable to the genre they opted for but the same cannot 

be said for a considerable number of candidates, those who sat for Paper 2B in particular, whose   

poor or limited choice of vocabulary cost them marks. The repetitive use of the same vocabulary 

prevailed and this limited range hindered candidates in their efforts to express their ideas. Many 
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words were used inaccurately with candidates failing to distinguish between roof and ceiling, make 

and do, teach and learn, ground and floor, these being just a few examples. The use of direct 

translation from Maltese was common, as in he has his birthday, I sleep at you, I make a party, 

among so many other Maltese/English words and expressions, while very few candidates indeed 

used idiomatic language in their essays. 

(ii)  The main problem was, without a doubt, a lack of linguistic competence with candidates showing 

a poor mastery of sentence structure. There were many instances when paragraphs were long and 

winding and consisted of just one poorly punctuated sentence in which the primary purpose was 

abandoned half way through and the candidates wandered off thus making it difficult for the reader to 

follow the writer’s train of thought. A lack of cohesion within a sentence was also evident in sentences 

where pronouns were switched as in One feels that he can do well if they try hard, for example. A 

syntactical error that appeared in a good number of essays was Me and my friends / sister / uncle  

etc.  

3.   GRAMMATICAL ACCURACY 

Marks were lost for grammatical errors across the whole range of writing tasks despite the fact that 

candidates were specifically advised to pay attention to grammar, spelling and punctuation. 

Grammar 

There was a high incidence of grammatical mistakes which made it more than evident that a 

substantial number of candidates  had not mastered  the basic  rules. 

The use of the tenses seemed to have been a major stumbling block, with candidates using the Past 

and Present Continuous / Past and Present Perfect tenses when the use of the Present Simple or the 

Past Simple was called for, as in I had sent the selfie after I was putting on my blue tshirt. The correct 

use of the Present Perfect also seemed to pose a problem, with many candidates failing to use it to 

express time up to the present and opting for the Past Simple instead. Another common mistake was 

the indiscriminate use of the Future will and the Conditional would. Quite a few candidates, especially 

those doing Paper 2B, went wrong in getting the subject predicate agreement correct using plural 

verbs with singular nouns and vice versa: the boy go, the families is . 

Another weakness appeared in the use of pronouns. Many showed an inability to distinguish between 

the Relative Pronouns who and which, and in a few cases mistakes were made in the use of the 

Personal Pronouns we / us   I / me.  There were also many cases when candidates failed to use the 

non-sexist pronouns they / them to refer to an individual of either sex as, for example, A student uses 

his computer on a daily basis rather than the non-sexist their computer. 

Spelling 

Quite a good number of candidates forfeited marks for poor spelling, and very few indeed produced 

essays with flawless spelling. The misspelling of function words, such as their / there, where / were, 

it’s / its, thought / taught, then / than continues to plague the candidates’ writing. Moreover, a number 

of candidates just put an apostrophe before or after the plural s for no reason and omitted it when it 

was needed to denote possession.   

Punctuation 

In a substantial number of essays, difficulties with punctuation were evident. Candidates seemed 

unable to distinguish between a comma and a full stop and used them indiscriminately while very few 

made use of the other punctuation marks. The haphazard use of the capital letter was rampant with 

capital letters used unnecessarily in mid-sentence. In some cases the pronoun I was written in the 

lower case. 
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More must be done to instil the need for and the importance of correct punctuation in students 

preparing to sit for their SEC  examination  in  English. 

The above comments generally point to failings in the candidates’ writing and are made with a 

purpose, namely to serve as guidelines.  The  candidates’  writing has shown that students  are not  

reading enough  of the right books  and are not engaging enough in discussion  with informed adults. 

Some of the opinions expressed argue a greater need for meaningful discourse between adults and 

the young people in their care. 

3.2 PAPER 2 QUESTION 2: READING AND WRITING (60 MARKS) 

In this component of the paper, a reading comprehension including a summary task and a brief writing 

task are set, in both Paper A and Paper B.  The reading skills tested in the A and B paper are largely 

similar as are the question formats. The difference lies in the difficulty level of the texts, the amount of 

reading required and the level of the reading skills required of the candidates. The texts in each sitting 

vary in topic and in type in order to ensure a more accurate representation of the candidates’ reading 

abilities. The reading skills tested range from reading for gist, reading for detail, working out the 

meaning of vocabulary from the context, summarising part of the information to working out the 

author’s intention.  The questions, meant to test the candidates’ ability to read, understand, evaluate 

and interpret the reading material, consist of multiple-choice questions, short-answer questions, 

inference questions, questions requiring the locating of information, True and False questions  

requiring a reason for the answer given,  and questions  asking candidates  to explain the meaning  of 

a word or phrase in the text.  Writing skills are tested at the end of the paper by means of a brief read-

and- respond task. 

Paper A  

In the Paper 2A comprehension task this year, candidates were presented with two reading 

passages. The first was an informative text about the history of the tin can and the second was a 

descriptive text on a journey to the remote Pacific island of Palmerston as told from a first person 

viewpoint. 

Candidates were tested on a variety of comprehension skills ranging from understanding the gist of 

the information given to reading for detail. The tasks targeted at reading and evaluating included short 

answer questions and True / False questions with reasons for answers given. Vocabulary tasks were 

set to test the candidates’ knowledge of word meaning within a context while writing skills were 

assessed by means of a summary task  at the end  of the first passage  and the writing of an  email at 

the end of the second. 

Paper B 

This year Paper 2B featured two reading passages. The first was a narrative text about a three-week 

youth expedition to the Arctic Archipelago of Svalbard told by the leader of the expedition in a first 

person account. The second was an informative text about night running as described from a first 

person viewpoint. 

The questions set were similar to those set in the 2A comprehension task and were directed at testing 

the candidates on a variety of comprehension skills such as grasping the gist of the information given, 

understanding at paragraph level, understanding more specific lexical items, expressions and 

vocabulary, and confirming statements giving a reason for their answers. The summary task and the 

brief writing task at the end of Passage 2 in which candidates were required to write a short note of 

between 50 and 60 words to turn down a friend’s invitation to join him/her on night runs tested the 

candidates’ writing skills.     
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PERFORMANCE: PAPER  2A 

Questions on Passage 1 

Question 1 This question tested the candidates’ ability to understand at paragraph level. Candidates 

were expected to focus on two aspects – feeding the sailors and selling the first commercial cans. In 

most cases only one aspect was provided, and very often candidates failed to explain without lifting 

words off the text. 

Questions 2, 6 and 9  Candidates were required to infer the meaning of a part sentence quoted from 

the text in all three questions. In Question 2 most candidates correctly inferred that Donkin could not 

have pre-empted that the Duke’s approval would have had such positive repercussions for years to 

come. In Question 6 candidates were required to use their own words to explain how an everyday 

object such as a tin can was now taken for granted. Marks were deducted when candidates failed to 

use their own words. Particularly problematic was Question 9 insofar as although most candidates 

succeeded in showing how the inventor helped to prevent malnutrition among sailors, they did not 

emphasise the fact that this was all due to the inventor himself being British. 

Question 3  Here candidates were asked to locate specific information and list the steps taken by 

Donkin to set up his business. This question did not pose any problems, indicating that candidates 

fare well when it comes to locating items / facts in the text and lifting the answers from the passage. 

Question 4  This question also tested  the  candidates’ ability to locate specific information, this time 

by means of a True / False  exercise in which two statements  were given.  Candidates had to provide 

a logical reason for their choice. Although the True / False questions were answered correctly in both 

cases, most candidates failed to give a suitable reason, especially for the second statement which 

proved to be particularly challenging. 

Question 5  Although candidates were once again required to infer meaning, this time from phrases, 

they were also expected to perceive a contrast. In the phrase small white plaque which is described 

as a low-key commemoration, they were meant to show how an invention of such importance was 

being commemorated by something so insignificant. Most candidates fared relatively well in this 

question.  

Questions  7 and  8 were straightforward questions requiring candidates to scan read  and look for 

specific information. A considerable number did well in these questions. 

Question 10 was a vocabulary exercise in which candidates were asked to scan read fifteen lines 
(lines 30 – 45) in order to find synonyms for the words given.  Quite a number encountered problems, 
especially with the words inventiveness – ingenuity and noble – lofty. No marks were awarded when 
spelling mistakes were made. 
 
Question 11 was the summary question (in 70 to 80 words). In terms of content, candidates were 

required to focus on the history of canning from Donkin’s day up to the present. A few summaries 

were less than 70 words long for which candidates were penalised while other summaries went over 

the word limit in which case the excess was not considered as part of the answer. Candidates did 

fairly well in this exercise. Marks were forfeited for spelling and grammatical mistakes, the copying of 

chunks from the text, mechanical listing of points without proper linking and the inclusion of irrelevant 

detail. 

Questions on Passage 2 

Question 1 (a) and (b) were meant to test the candidates’ understanding of the gist of the passage 

from their choice of the most appropriate title out of three options and the reason given for their 

choice. A significant number of candidates succeeded in picking the most appropriate title The Island 
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at the End of the Earth. The majority of those who chose the right title also ably supported their choice 

by pointing out the island’s geographical position and its inaccessibility. 

Questions 2 and  5  In these questions candidates were asked to locate specific information, and in 

Question 2 list reasons why the island of Palmerston was difficult to reach and, in Question 5, why  

many boats were wrecked on this island. In Question 2 the major problem that candidates 

encountered was overlapping, with quite a number listing facts that could easily have been 

incorporated in one  idea.  Question 5 was handled well on the whole.   

Questions 3 and 12   These questions tested the candidates’ skill to pick specific information from 

the passage. In Question 3 candidates were asked to lift from the text a part sentence of not more 

than 7 words showing how people resigned themselves to the weather when they took the journey to 

Palmerston. Most of the candidates succeeded in picking the expression At the complete mercy of the 

elements. The main problem was, however, that their answer went beyond 7 words, such as they are 

at the complete mercy of the elements. In Question 12 candidates were asked to find a sentence to 

highlight Marsters’s significance to the original inhabitants of Palmerston. This proved to be a 

relatively straightforward question where candidates lost marks mostly for spelling errors.   

Question  4 was an antonyms exercise in which candidates had to scan read part of the text to 

identify four single words opposite in meaning to those provided. A significant number failed to locate 

fainthearted for bold  and menacing for friendly. There were isolated instances of spelling errors. 

Questions  6, 8 and 9   In these three questions candidates were required to infer meaning from 

phrases lifted from the text. Most candidates fared well in their answers to Question 6. Question 8 

proved to be relatively tough for a good number who focused mostly on the inhabitants competing for 

the visitors to cater for their needs without taking the point of revel in the extra company into account.  

Question 9 carried 2 marks and asked candidates to define the phrase passed down through the 

generations by word of mouth. Candidates were expected to highlight the fact that traditions and rules 

were communicated orally and from one generation to the next. The majority failed to pinpoint both 

ideas and focused on one aspect or the other. 

Question 7  tested candidates’ attention to detail. It was a relatively straightforward question which 

most candidates answered correctly. 

Question 10 was an inference question which many candidates, it seems, did not understand 

because few gave a correct answer. The issue here was that with confidence was mistaken for in 

confidence. 

Question  11   This question tested the candidates’ ability  to understand at paragraph level and to 

use their own words in their answers. Although it was not a particularly problematic question, marks 

were lost when candidates, ignoring the part of the question that stated Explain in your own words, 

used the same words of the passage. 

Question 13   Candidates were given a set of words from the text and asked what these referred to in 

the passage. Correct answers were given by the majority. 

Short Writing Task   In this task candidates were required to write an email of not more than 80 

words to a friend describing a boat trip. As regards format, the majority employed the correct 

structure. However, at times the greeting was far too informal, for example Hey and Hiya, and the 

salutation formal – Yours truly, Yours sincerely, – followed by the candidate’s name and surname. 

The task was achieved by a significant number but most of the marks lost were due to syntactical 

errors, spelling mistakes and limited vocabulary while quite a number of candidates exceeded the 

word limit. 
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PERFORMANCE: PAPER 2B 

Questions on Passage 1 

Questions 1a and 1b   The skill tested by these questions was that of understanding the gist of the 

information found in the passage. In Question 1a candidates were asked to underline the most 

appropriate title out of three options, and in Question 1b they were required to give a reason for 

having chosen that title. The answers were satisfactory on the whole. 

Question 2 required candidates to pick (i) an adjective, (ii) a verb, (iii) an adverb and (iv) four 

consecutive words from the passage with a specific meaning. In their answers to (i) to (iii), some 

candidates did not give one word but resorted to quoting a whole phrase. This may be interpreted as 

an indication of their inability to identify individual parts of speech.  In (iv) there were quite a number 

who did not seem to know the meaning of the term consecutive and therefore quoted four separate 

words at random. 

Questions 3 and 5    In these questions candidates were asked to locate specific information and list 

the writer’s six actions on hearing a scream (Question 3) and the six things the writer did from the 

moment he heard the scream to the moment he was attacked by the bear (Question 5). In their 

answers to both questions, most candidates identified the information requested but the major 

problem encountered was overlapping, with quite a few dealing separately with two or three facts that 

could easily have been merged into one. 

Question 4   Candidates were required to describe in their own words how the writer felt on being 

attacked by the bear.  Most of the candidates correctly pointed out that the writer went through a near-

death experience, yet quite a few lost marks when they did not use their own words but merely lifted 

from the text. 

Questions 6,  7 and  10   Candidates were asked to infer the meaning of a sentence in Questions 6 

and 7, and the meaning of a part sentence in Question 10. In their answer to Question 6, very few 

candidates were able to infer the notion of completion from the sentence: Coming back as a leader 

had felt like coming full circle. Similarly, in Question 7, the sentence: For Horatio this should have 

been the beginning was mistakenly interpreted by many as the beginning of Horatio’s afterlife. In 

Question 10, when attempting to infer the meaning of the part sentence: this is when the anguish over 

Horatio’s death hit hard, only candidates who pointed out how the author was suddenly struck by the 

realisation of Horatio’s death gained the two marks allotted to this question. The majority only 

pinpointed the writer’s feeling of sadness.   

Question 8  was the summary  question. Most candidates highlighted the main points yet a significant 

number exceeded the word limit. In this case, points that were listed beyond the word limit were not 

considered. Moreover, a considerable number of candidates lost marks for basic grammatical and 

spelling mistakes. Marks were also deducted when candidates lifted directly from the passage. 

Question 11   Here candidates were given a set of words from the text and asked to explain what 

they referred to in the passage. Most candidates fared well in this exercise. 

Questions on Passage 2 

Questions 1a and 1b   Once again Question 1 tested the candidates’ ability to read for the gist of the 

text. In Question 1a candidates were given four options with running as their focus and required to 

choose one which clearly stated the purpose of the passage. In Question 1b they were asked to give 

a reason to support their choice. Most candidates succeeded in picking the correct option and in 

giving the appropriate rationale behind their choice. 
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Question 2  proved to be particularly problematic  for most candidates. They were required to explain 

the phrase born of necessity rather than design where one mark was assigned to a correct 

explanation of born of necessity and another mark was assigned for explaining that it was not 

something the author had planned. Most candidates misinterpreted the phrase and wrote that the 

writer was running to gain more health and fitness benefits which were never mentioned in the 

passage. 

Questions 3a and 3b   Most candidates fared well here. In Question 3a they were asked to pick a 

part sentence from the text of not more than four words showing that the writer did not go back to 

work after her baby was born. Marks were lost when candidates gave a phrase longer than four words 

or simply quoted maternity leave. Question 3b was straightforward and very few candidates did not 

succeed in giving a correct answer. 

Question 4   Candidates were required to scan read part of the text to identify six things that the 

writer liked about running at night. Most candidates did well in this question, yet marks were lost when 

they did not give a proper phrase and instead, gave terms like grassy slopes and nearby fields as 

answers. 

Question 5   In this question candidates were asked to scan read nineteen lines of the text in order to 

find synonyms for the eight words given. The exercise was well done on the whole but candidates 

forfeited marks for misspelling the words in their answers. 

Questions 6 and 9   Both these questions required candidates to infer meaning from given phrases 

taken from the text. In Question 6 they were asked to explain the phrase sensation is addictive in their 

own words. Marks were deducted when candidates re-used the words sensation and addictive. In 

Question 9 a more referential explanation was expected when candidates were asked to define the 

phrase Go out and meet them. A substantial number misinterpreted this.    

Question 8 was a True / False exercise where four statements were given and candidates were 

asked to state whether each statement was true or false and to give a reason for their choice. A good 

number gave correct answers, yet there were quite a few who resorted to simple rephrasing of the 

given statement rather than finding proof from the passage itself to support their choice. 

Short Writing Task   Candidates were required to write a short note of 50-60 words turning down a 

friend’s invitation to go night running and to provide reasons for not wanting to go. The candidates did 

well, on the whole, in achieving the aim of the task, but unfortunately syntactical errors and basic 

spelling and punctuation mistakes abounded in a good number of cases. A considerable number also 

disregarded the word limit and exceeded it. 

General comments    

The reading comprehension passages set were varied and interesting. It cannot be said, however, 

that quite a number of candidates failed to make the grade because they have a poor understanding 

of the English language. Marks were lost due to carelessness and a lack of examination techniques. 

The candidates’ incompetence in the use of English is evident when they are asked to answer a 

question in their own words. The standard in this case is low and the influence of the Maltese 

language is very strong. 

4.0 CONCLUSION 

Overall the candidates’ performance in the oral and aural components of the paper was relatively 

good. However, the different level of performance in the writing components was striking. The 

candidates’ incompetence in the use of the English language was clear in a piece of free writing, be it 

a paragraph, an essay or an answer to a question in their own words. A low level of grammatical 

accuracy was very much in evidence as was direct translation from Maltese. 
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That 16-year old students should be leaving school on completion of their secondary education with a 

poor command of English is a matter of great concern. Standards have to rise and this can only be 

achieved through a great effort to instil in these young people an increased awareness of the 

importance of English as an international language. Students should be encouraged to practise the 

language in all its forms and not regard it merely as a school subject. Only then will we see a marked 

improvement in the performance of candidates in the future.      
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