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General Performance 
 
The number of candidates who sat for the Advanced Level examination in Italian in 2012 
is shown in Table 1 below, together with the tallies of grades obtained and figures 
reported for the examinations held in 2010 and 2011: 
 
Table 1: Grades obtained by candidates in 2010, 2011 and 2012 
 
  May-10 % May-11 % May-12 % 

Candidates 256 100.0 266 100.0 255 100.0 
Grades A-E 193 75.4 190 71.4 176 69.0 
Grades A-C 130 50.8 131 49.2 114 44.7 
Failed 53 20.7 64 24.1 63 24.7 
Grade A 22 8.6 21 7.9 17 6.7 
Grade B 39 15.2 37 13.9 31 12.2 
Grade C 69 27.0 73 27.4 66 25.9 
Grade D 35 13.7 36 13.5 42 16.5 
Grade E 28 10.9 23 8.6 20 7.8 
Absent 10 3.9 12 4.5 16 6.3 

 
The number of candidates registered in 2012 was slightly less than the figure reported in 
2011, as it dropped from 266 to 255.  
 
Percentages of candidates who obtained grades A-C and A-E decreased when compared 
to those registered in 2010 and 2011. The reasons for this will be explained when the 
various sections of the examination paper will be discussed. In Table 2, the difference 
registered in grades obtained in 2011 and 2012 is presented: 
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Table 2: Difference in grades between 2011 and 2012 (reported as percentages) 
 

  May-11 May-12 Difference 

Grades A-E 71.4 69 -2.4 

Grades A-C 49.2 44.7 -4.5 

Failed 24.1 24.7 0.6 

Grade A 7.9 6.7 -1.2 

Grade B 13.9 12.2 -1.7 

Grade C 27.4 25.9 -1.5 

Grade D 13.5 16.5 3 

Grade E 8.6 7.8 -0.8 

Absent 4.5 6.3 1.8 

 
The data reported in Table 2 indicate that, when compared to the examination held in 
2011, a reduction is registered especially in the number of candidates who did not obtain 
a Grade C or higher. The amount of candidates who obtained Grades D or E in 2012 is 
slightly higher when compared to 2011, whereas the number of candidates who failed the 
examination is practically identical (64 candidates in 2011 and 63 in 2012).  
 
Paper I: Oral examination and listening summary 
 
The oral part of the exam is where candidates fared best overall. Candidates’ performance 
in the listening comprehension was also quite satisfactory, as more than half of them 
obtained marks which were above the overall average of the whole examination. 
Candidates who performed poorly in this paper generally achieved a low global mark in 
the whole examination.  
 
Paper II: Essay and language exercises 
 
One of the aims of this paper is to examine candidates’ communicative and linguistic 
competence, including their orthographic (spelling) and grammatical skills.   
 
In the essay, besides expressing oneself clearly in Italian and avoiding 
grammatical/spelling errors, great importance is attributed to style and presentation of 
ideas (coherence and cohesion). Furthermore, one expects candidates to use punctuation 
correctly, to divide the essay appropriately in paragraphs and to use an adequate range of 
vocabulary, avoiding unnecessary repetition. 
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The range of marks obtained in the essay in the 2012 examination was extremely wide: 
on the one hand some candidates’ level of written Italian approached native-like 
competence, on the other hand there were candidates who were not capable of writing 
simple sentences correctly in Italian. As repeatedly observed in the reports of the past 
years, several candidates would obtain a much better mark in the essay if they were 
to avoid elementary grammatical and spelling errors, especially in these basic 
categories:  
 

- spelling:  
o distinction between a/ha, o/ho, è/e, ce/c’è, ne/n’è;  
o use of ‘h’ and ‘i’ in syllables chi, che, ghi, ghe, cio, cia, ciu, gio, gia, giu; 
o incorrect use of ‘h’ in words including syllable cia: e.g. *pancha used 

instead of the correct form pancia;   
o distinction between ‘gna’ and ‘gnia’ (e.g. compagna / compagnia) 
o use of accents, which in some scripts were non-existent; 
o use of the apostrophe. 
 

- morphology: 
o use of the articles and of the singular / plural (several errors in incorrect 

article-noun agreement e.g. *l’esami); 
o use of pronouns (several errors, especially in the distinction between 

li/gli ); 
o prepositions (several errors in the use of preposizioni articolate; cases of 

negative transfer from Maltese e.g. *sul telefono); 
o agreement, especially noun-adjective agreement with nouns ending in ‘e’ 

in the singular form (e.g. *molti ragioni); 
o verbs: in a number of cases, problems were encountered not only in the 

use of more complex forms but also in verbs which are essential in order 
to communicate adequately (e.g. the use of the passato prossimo and the 
imperfetto). 

 
- syntax and vocabulary: 

o in some instances, too many sentences were restricted to simple forms 
(e.g. sentences containing only one verb). This led to essays which were 
below the level expected in this examination; 

o incorrect, incomplete or incoherent syntactic order; 
o constant repetition of the grammatical subject, including names and other 

proper nouns;  
o some candidates only used basic vocabulary (e.g. repeated use of 

adjectives such as grande, bello, brutto; the use of generic terms, such as 
cosa, to refer to a vast array of situations, problems, phenomena, etc.); 

o negative transfer from Maltese, especially in the use of vocabulary. 
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- textuality: 
o some candidates repeated themselves often and unnecessarily;  
o punctuation was used very sparsely at times; in other cases, it was used 

exaggeratedly (especially commas); 
o ideas and originality: unfortunately very few candidates were capable of 

presenting arguments coherently and even less wrote original and 
interesting essays; 

o in some instances, the essay was not divided adequately into paragraphs. 
The concluding paragraph also often proved to be problematic for a 
number of candidates.  

    
From the above list, one may note that errors were made in basic grammatical concepts. 
This can easily be addressed if one had to focus more attentively on such shortcomings, 
especially in cases where candidates expressed themselves correctly in Italian. It is 
indeed regretful to see candidates who fail their essay, despite possessing an 
adequate level of communicative competence in the language, because their work is 
rife with errors such as the ones listed above. In most cases, these candidates did not 
manage to attain a Grade C or above in the examination as their low mark in the essay 
influenced their overall performance negatively. 
 
Another very obvious shortcoming which should be addressed is the lack of editing. 
This is especially evident in cases where candidates alternate the correct spelling of 
words with incorrect forms of the same word. Candidates should learn that checking 
one’s work is an extremely important skill and that adequate planning and time 
management will lead to a better piece of writing. It must also be emphasized that 
editing is a skill that needs to be taught and that it is useful for all languages, including 
one’s mother tongue. 
 
In this paper, candidates were also asked to complete four language exercises on the 
following topics:  
 
Exercise 1:  Testing the use of the Imperative mode and pronouns (production) 
Exercise 2:  Testing the use of pronouns (production) 
Exercise 3:  Testing knowledge of vocabulary (recognition) 
Exercise 4:  Testing verbs (production) 
 
Overall, candidates’ performance in this paper was just above average. Considering that 
these exercises set out to test basic grammatical concepts, one would expect candidates to 
obtain better marks. 
 
Paper III: Written comprehension and written summary 
 
The article set for the written comprehension was selected from an Italian online 
newspaper (www.repubblica.it) and was based on a current affairs news item, together 
with a comment. Most questions on the article required relatively straightforward 
answers, though in some cases candidates were required to infer information from the 
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text. Most candidates’ performance in this task was satisfactory, while others failed to 
comprehend the text well. 
 
The following suggestions are made on this part of the examination and are useful for 
future candidates and teachers: 

 

1. Candidates should read questions very carefully in order to make sure that they 
have understood exactly what is being asked. Many candidates lost marks 
because answers given did not address the set questions precisely. 
 

2. The copying of entire questions, or large parts of them, in the answers to the 
comprehension should be avoided.  
 

3. If answers are too long, examiners will take it that the candidate is not sure 
what the question is really about or that he/she is not sure about the answer.  
 

4. Corollary to the above: very short answers should be avoided. Very often these 
do not answer the question fully and therefore points are lost.  
 

5. If asked to answer four questions out of six, candidates should not answer all 
six of them. Only the first four answers will be considered. 
 

6. More attention should be paid when candidates are asked to provide a 
paraphrase for a sentence included in the text, or when asked to explain the 
meaning of such sentences: for example, if one is asked to explain arrestato 
per associazione a delinquere one is to avoid using the words associato and 
delinquente in one’s answer.  

 
The article chosen for the written summary was taken from the same online newspaper 
(www.repubblica.it). The language used by the author of this article was straightforward 
and the content should not have been problematic for the candidates to comprehend. The 
article, however, did present a challenge in order to organise the facts included therein in 
a coherent and cohesive paragraph, especially when considering the various points of 
view included in it. Overall, the performance of candidates in this exercise was poor, 
especially in comparison to the marks attained in the written comprehension. 
 
 The following suggestions are useful for future candidates and teachers: 
 

1. Planning of work: only a few candidates were capable of grouping the various 
ideas presented in the article and then sequencing them logically. Most candidates 
just followed the development of the article, as if a newspaper article generally 
has the same structure as a summary. Following the article could indeed be a good 
idea, in some cases, but definitely not in this case.  

 
2. Comprehension: many candidates did not understand the article well. They often 

tried to cut corners and were imprecise in what they reported in their summary. In 
some instances, main points were omitted and minor ones included and even 
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dwelt upon at some length. Very often it was not clear to whom the ideas referred 
to belonged. 

 
3. Orthography and punctuation: marks were lost because of spelling errors and 

incorrect use of punctuation. These were similar to those listed above with 
reference to the essay. 

 
4. Vocabulary: save for a few candidates, the range of vocabulary used was rather 

limited.  
 

5. Grammar: as in the case of the essay, several grammatical errors were committed, 
especially in the use of the articles (e.g. i studenti, un’accordo, la problema) and 
in noun-adjective agreement. 

 
6. Syntax: most candidates are in possession of a basic level of syntax. Though it is 

to be expected that students write better when developing a subject of their choice 
and that reporting somebody else’s writing is a more difficult task, one still 
expects better syntactic structures from candidates who study Italian at Advanced 
level. In this examination, this was especially evident with regard to cohesion: 
many candidates’ writing progresses in fits and starts.  

 
7. Copying from the original text: many candidates copied entire sentences from the 

original text. This is penalised. 
 

8. Length: many candidates wrote more, sometimes much more, than 220 words (in 
some cases up to 400 words). These candidates made no attempt to do away with 
unnecessary words and it is advised that one refers to the comments regarding 
editing one’s work included in this report with reference to the essay. 

 
Paper IV: Culture, anthology and the novel 
 
Candidates’ performance in the part of the examination dedicated to culture (based on the 
Europa e Italia text) was extremely mediocre and unfortunately confirmed the trend 
which has emerged in other recent examination sessions. This was, in fact, the section of 
the examination in which the overall performance of the candidates was poorest. 
Examiners expect the candidates to prepare themselves on this text by reading it 
carefully, understanding it and discussing its content with teachers and other students. 
Candidates are also advised to relate its contents to recent cultural, economic, social, and 
other developments in Italy. This would certainly be useful for them to understand it and 
to appreciate better the various facts and notions included.  
 
Candidates obtained better marks in the literature section, including a reference to the 
context question and an essay on a novel. In this section, many candidates did not 
encounter major difficulties in order to answer the questions, with most marks being lost, 
yet again, not because of a lack of knowledge of the texts but because of poor language 
competence and writing skills. 
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Conclusion 
 
In order to pass the Italian Advanced level examination, elementary language errors 
must be avoided and one must possess adequate communicative skills, both at 
recognition and productive level. Knowledge of the set texts is important, but unless 
this is accompanied by adequate grammatical knowledge and communicative 
competence, marks will be lost in the various tasks of the examination, including those in 
Paper IV which is dedicated to culture and literature. During the Advanced Level course, 
it is fundamental for students to learn and consolidate basic grammatical notions (namely 
the basic verb tenses, noun and adjective morphology, articles, prepositions and 
pronouns) and to learn to edit their work. They need to read in Italian (and be constantly 
encouraged to do so if necessary) and expose themselves to the language through 
television programmes, films and the Internet.  
 
Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
 
August 2012 


