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AM ENGLISH 

MAY 2015 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 

 

Introduction  In this year’s report we would first wish to focus on the choice of register 

with special reference to the distinction necessary between spoken and 

written discourse. This same phenomenon was discussed at length in last 

year’s report, but it is being revisited here because of its prominence. Our 

attention will then shift to the four dominant assessment criteria of the 

literature essay. 

 

With an increased exposure to the target language and its use in diverse 

informal contexts through daily activities like the social network, English 

has become one of the preferred languages for communicating in text 

messages and online. We welcome this increased use of English in the 

written form. The communicative aspect of language learning is precisely 

what each educator aims to achieve and encourage in learners. Regrettably, 

the downside of this aspect of language learning is when the distinguishing 

features of context specific register are not retained throughout formal 

education and at post secondary level. This is especially relevant at 

advanced level, and such is the case with this examination. At this level, the 

basic structure of the English language is readily accessible to all 

candidates. Their language awareness is normally enhanced through close 

reading of literary texts, critical appreciation and the Linguistics 

component; these aspects of the Advanced Matriculation syllabus should be 

able to consolidate the relevant knowledge and skills necessary to be fully 

proficient in English, as well as to help the candidates describe the 

difference between speech and writing and to enable them to distinguish 

between formal and informal register. 

 

A problem with informal register and speech dominant syntactic structure 

is becoming increasingly evident in essays and this is proving problematic. 

Speech fluency is quite evident in the oral component (introduced in 2013) 

where candidates fair quite well when adopting the informal register, even 

though they still have problems when adapting their spoken discourse to a 

formal context. Unfortunately, candidates seem unable to separate spoken 

from written discourse. It is imperative that more time and training is 

dedicated to this focus on context specific language usage in order to 

facilitate the candidates’ choice of register to reflect what is expected in the 

written tasks. Whereas in the past this aspect of language teaching was 

limited to some fine-tuning, with the event of texting and social 

networking, it has become an important feature in teaching. This 

observation is not intended to deprecate the use of English during such 

communicative intents, but it is an awareness raising exercise to address 

this emerging gap in the learners’ language usage. 
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The criteria commonly considered in the literature essays are ‘knowledge 

of content’, ‘relevance’, ‘structure’ and ‘language use’. In this year's report 

we would like to highlight these four dominant criteria in order to describe 

some of the problems examiners are noting as occurring more frequently 

than in previous years. It is interesting to note that candidates’ knowledge 

of the literary texts is generally good and there is evidence that they read 

the novels/plays/poems. However, a prevalent problem persists with the 

relevance criterion. Candidates seem compelled to narrate and/or list 

examples of events that occur in the novels/plays/poems without engaging 

in a discussion of the topic/theme highlighted by the essay title (statement 

or question). There is minimal critical engagement, which seems to suggest 

that candidates are either not doing enough close reading or do not read the 

title/question carefully. One may argue that this problem was noted in 

previous reports; however, the lack of a deeper understanding of the texts is 

emerging in an absence of in depth discussions. Despite the attempt to 

formulate statements/questions, which require minimal effort on the part of 

the candidates to decode, the literature essays are becoming increasingly 

weak in conceptualisation.  

 

The ability to operate on a conceptually challenging level is a necessary 

skill and educators are duty bound to create a safe space and as many 

opportunities as possible for learners to reach this developmental stage. 

Simultaneously, provision needs to be made to assist learners in 

channelling their focus on forming logical sequential arguments which they 

can articulate with clarity. A gap keeps widening in the candidates’ 

inability to structure their essays. Examiners consistently stress the lack of 

coherence and cohesion. Examination pressure is one contributing factor to 

such poor cohesion, but practice in being able to organise ideas into a 

coherent and cohesive structure is yet another skill which requires attention. 

It is possible to maximise the learning experience by combining the 

acquisition of critical skills with the ability to articulate learners’ thoughts 

and reflections in an organised manner.  

 

Language use is one of the most important criteria and it carries the weight 

that determines the candidates’ overall grade. We cannot emphasise enough 

the value of excellent communication skills through clarity of expression, 

careful selection of lexis (fit for the context), and well-structured sentences. 

Candidates should avoid long and convoluted sentences. Interestingly, 

candidates seem more in control of their written production while engaged 

in free writing, like the general essay (Paper III, Section A), rather than in 

their literature essays. Their writing skills suffer and their communicative 

ability breaks down when preparing their literature essays, with a 

noticeably poorer performance in the critical appreciation task. 

 

On a final note, we would like to stress that this report should be read as a 

continuation of previous reports and the more general comments presented 
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in this section are an addition to past versions. The following sections are 

more detailed comments on individual components, and they generally 

highlight a persistent problem with the gobbet essay, constant use of 

paraphrasing instead of critical engagement, and improper quotation 

format.  

 

Statistical 

Data 

The Table below summarises the distribution of Grades for Advanced 

Level English 2015. 

 

Distribution of Grades – MAY 2015 RESULTS 

 

Grade No. of Candidates % of Candidates 

A 30 4.1 

B 74 10.2 

C 254 35.1 

D 146 20.2 

E 92 12.7 

F 95 13.1 

Absent 33 4.6 

Total 724 100 

 

Grade No. of Candidates % of Candidates 

A – C  358 49.4 

A – E  596 82.3 

F 95 13.1 
 

PAPER I 

Section A 

Shakespeare: 

General 

Comments 

 

Very few candidates opted for Julius Caesar and The Tempest. The 

following comments will concentrate on the Othello essays, which 

represented more than 99 % of the examination answers. 

 

Specific 

Comments 

Julius Caesar 

1a, b & c Less than four candidates attempted this question and only one was fairly 

adequate. The other essays were mostly mediocre and did not achieve the 

task.  

 

 The Tempest 

 

2a, b & c Only two candidates chose this play.  

 

 Othello 

 

3a There is evidence that a small number of candidates are able to produce 
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outstanding essays on the gobbet. However, these are but a handful because 

the great majority, once again, betrayed the fact that most of them have not 

grasped either the point or the requirements of this type to task. Many 

simply ignored the chosen text and went off rambling on often unrelated 

matters about the play in general. Even when they did grasp the main point 

of the handkerchief, they limited themselves to stating bare facts about it 

and the scenes where it is involved with precious little critical comment. 

The main recommendation here is that candidates should first of all 

concentrate and focus on the actual content of the passage, drawing out 

what it reveals about characters, their interactions and the salient themes 

and images within the passage itself. It is only after they have done this 

that they should tackle the more general and extended implications of these 

issues within the whole play, not just describing scene and action, but 

critically evaluating their interconnection with the issues raised in the 

gobbet.  

 

3b Many candidates produced better essays for this question than (3a): a few 

even made an effort to distinguish the nuances implied by the word 

‘innocence’ and to apply them to their interpretation of the theme in the 

play. However, and again, a considerable number simply and 

unquestioningly went along with the statement in the title, without thinking 

about its possible partiality. Candidates should be alerted to the possible 

ambiguities and provocative one-sidedness of certain titles and reminded of 

their right to agree, disagree or partially agree with their claims, so as to 

encourage in them more critical and individual reactions. To be fair, a 

number of candidates did this.  The usual temptation to paraphrase the plot, 

sometimes at tedious length, was not always or frequently resisted. The 

capacity to think systematically and in a focused manner on the title was 

not often evident, and candidates should be coached in the ‘simple’ 

exercise of going back to the title every time they start a fresh paragraph, in 

an effort to ensure greater relevance and cogency in their essay. 

 

3c The key phrase which most candidates tended to either downplay or 

literally ignore in some cases was ‘the power of persuasion.’ This should 

have invited them to focus more intensely on the brilliant verbal and 

histrionic skills of Iago, as some candidates actually did by concentrating 

on his manipulative use of language and situations. A good number even 

pointed out the implied limitation of the statement contained in the title, 

cleverly mentioning the intervention of luck and weaknesses and strengths 

of other characters as contributing factors in the tragedy. Unfortunately, 

many limited themselves to vague and insipid generalisations about Iago’s 

obvious lying and the theme of appearance and reality, without really 

getting to grips with the actual techniques of deception employed by Iago 

in his verbal and psychological manipulations of other characters and their 

situation. Still, others produced a mere descriptive list of examples in which 

Iago deceives his victims, without any critical engagement on how and why 
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the persuasion works. 

 

Concluding 

comments 

Many of the candidates know the text fairly well, and can think about it 

reasonably well, but when it comes to putting pen to paper they have 

difficulty in focusing on choice and relevance of the material, organising it 

into a cogent sequence and expressing it in reasonably correct English. It is 

recommended that more time and effort should be invested to teach the 

nature and scope of literary essays, with exercises and tasks involving 

literary commentary, honing the candidates’ abilities to focus on key words 

in the essay title, keeping a steady focus on the main issue, structuring the 

candidates’ material in a more logical and coherent manner, and expressing 

it in decently idiomatic English. Another useful discipline is to convince 

certain candidates that mere quantity is no substitute for quality, and that 

sheer, mostly irrelevant verbosity is not that impressive.  

 

Section B 

Poetry: 

General 

Comments 

The essays show that there is a tendency to paraphrase, summarise the 

poems’ stories rather than focus on how that content is brought across 

through techniques and different styles. 

 

Candidates who did well used quotes and short references to the poems’ 

stories/content to illustrate their arguments rather than the other way round. 

Others gave perfunctory explanations, stating a point and not following it 

up or not giving a clear build up of an argument to fully convince the reader 

of their point. 

 

Candidates should focus more on structuring their writing, as many essays 

end up being fragmented because of: too many points placed together in 

one paragraph; use of short paragraphs; repetition of points; lack of a 

proper conclusion. Definitely, a good number of candidates’ writing skills 

and spelling leave a lot to be desired. Some candidates had valid points but 

these were marred by incoherent expression or a number of spelling and 

grammatical mistakes. 

 

Some candidates used minimal references to the text while others did not 

refer to the text at all. Moreover some candidates did not use references 

made adequately.  

 

Specific 

Comments 

Emily Dickinson 

1a & b Very few candidates attempted these titles and the work was rather weak 

overall.  

 

 John Keats 

 

2a & b The very small number of candidates who wrote essays on John Keats were 

limited to narrating the story rather than presenting a critical discussion. 
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 Wilfred Owen 

3a The essays on dehumanisation were more focused and relevant than the 

ones about style (Question 3b). Most candidates knew what the term 

“dehumanization” means and they could give examples from Owen’s 

poetry. There were certain essays that became repetitive and many 

candidates seemed to be only familiar with the fact that dehumanisation in 

Owen is closely linked to animal imagery. For example, most candidates 

were able to refer to those soldiers who did not receive a proper burial and 

the fact that most of them lived in an in-between state of consciousness – 

alive physically but psychologically almost dead. They also noted that 

soldiers were forced to lose their dignity and a sense of empathy for others.  

 

3b Candidates did not understand the question about style. It seemed that 

candidates had trouble understanding the word ‘style’. Many focused on 

different themes. Some superficially mentioned style in the first line of a 

paragraph but then proceeded to summarise once again rather than follow 

up on their initial arguments.  Others simply referred to literary techniques 

and therefore only wrote about the use of different images in Owen’s 

poetry or referred to, for example, onomatopoeia and then use of 

personification as two different styles rather than as being two examples of 

techniques, and therefore, one example of the same style. The good essays 

referred to Owen’s approach as a witness and accomplice, the 

conversational style used in his poetry, the literary allusions, including 

those biblical, his writing, and how at times he takes an individual personal 

approach while at other instances he narrates from a group’s perspective.  

 

Section C: 

Poetry 

Criticism 

The poem is structured in three equal stanzas and the theme is carried over 

the stanzas and intensified throughout. In this poem, the poet posits a 

hypothetical situation which is immediately asserted by the title. The 

situation is imaginary and a sequence of possibilities is enacted throughout 

the poem to bring the persona to a conclusion in the final line of each 

stanza. There is a constant juggling between the actual and the hypothetical, 

the real and the ideal, and this is largely but not exclusively manifested in 

the poet’s choice of concrete and abstract nouns respectively. An attempt at 

creating a ‘volta’ is made in the fourth line of each stanza, with the use of 

the word ‘But’ (1st and 2nd stanzas) and ‘Yet’ (final stanza). The 

cumulative effect, both thematically and emotionally, is reinforced by the 

final line of each stanza, where the reader finds the poet moving from the 

subjective (I), to the objective (You) and, finally, to the collective (We).  

Generally speaking, in this poem candidates found a generous choice in 

that they could relate to it fairly easily. The language was clearly 

understood and although candidates largely lacked the critical language and 

vocabulary to express themselves, they did manage to point out the 

dialectical tension in the lines, the thesis/antithesis paradigm, and the 

hypothetical situation presented by the poet. The good candidates managed 

to relate to this balancing act and generally wrote good answers. It is 



AM Examiners’ Report – May 2015 

 

8 

recommended that candidates become more and better acquainted with 

critical vocabulary to further enhance their arguments. The very good 

candidates, around 5% of the candidate cohort who took this exam, 

managed extremely well-structured essays, using the right language and 

pitching their critical insights at a high level. They commented on the 

versification, the diction, the hypothetical assumptions, and more. Their use 

of the English language was largely impeccable and their answers were a 

clear indication that they were well-versed in stylistics and critical 

appreciation. The weak candidates produced a shabby paraphrase and at no 

point did they try to comment critically. They created a ‘story’ and it was 

manifest that they were out of their depths with regard to critical 

engagement with a text.  

 

Language use was erratic and the structure of the essays was either 

extremely poor or else without shape. Paragraphing was a major concern. 

On a general note, it is essential that candidates learn to differentiate 

between terms such as ‘verse’ and ‘line’ which, almost entirely across the 

whole range, were used interchangeably. Also, one refers to the speaker’s 

voice in a poem as the ‘persona’ or ‘speaker’ not the ‘narrator.’ Punctuation 

is also an issue that needs to be dealt with seriously – it is unacceptable at 

this level that candidates use commas indiscriminately and haphazardly, for 

instance. If the language and critical appreciation issues are dealt with 

effectively, candidates will be able to tackle such an exercise with a greater 

degree of competence and confidence. 

 

  

PAPER II 

Section A 

Novel: 

General 

Comments 

The Handmaid’s Tale remains the most popular text of the examination, 

this year attracting over 85% of the candidates. It is followed by Atonement 

and The Heart of the Matter, as the next leading novels, and then the less 

popular Great Expectations and Emma. 

 

Unfortunately, introductions are not always directly relevant to the 

statement and it is almost tempting to assume that they are prefabricated. 

Nevertheless, it may be possible that candidates do not immediately 

establish the connection between the statement in the essay title and their 

knowledge when what they commonly assume is not overtly represented by 

the statement – this requires a mental leap. A good plan would allow them 

to write an introductory paragraph that truly introduces the arguments they 

wish to pursue in their essay, as relevant to the title. 

 

The AM syllabus, Appendix 1: Notes to Students and Teachers, 

Recommended Usage section, states that ‘single quotation marks should be 

placed around cited material in in-text citations’ and that ‘titles of novels or 

plays […] should be underlined’. The vast majority of candidates overlook 

this and use double quotation marks around cited material and even the title 

of the novel itself while others place the title within inverted commas and 
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underline it. 

 

Specific 

Comments: 

 

The 

Handmaid’s 

Tale 

Several candidates approached this novel with enthusiasm, evidenced by 

the solid textual knowledge and array of quotations. Unfortunately, the 

inability to remain focused on the precise demands of the question is a 

pitfall which candidates appear to be unable to steer away from time and 

again, despite the emphasis that is placed every year on the necessity of 

relevance. It is indeed disheartening to see candidates who have clearly 

prepared themselves thoroughly for the examination fail to score an above-

average mark, because of lack of focus on the question. 

 

An aspect that was observed this year was the proliferation of categorical 

statements about this novel, suggesting that such candidates making these 

assertions have a limited understanding of the novel’s themes and 

Atwood’s overarching purpose. An alarming proportion of candidates still 

continue to write about Gilead as if it were a real place (Gilead was a free 

state before it was oppressed; Offred is transferred to Gilead; Offred 

becomes a handmaid due to changes in Gilead and so on). Moreover, the 

absolute majority of candidates stated that the main reason for the 

formation of Gilead was the low birth rate or the need to increase its 

population, seemingly oblivious to the disturbing presence in the text of a 

power-motivated regime that seeks to oppress everyone. Strands of the plot 

deliberately left vague by Atwood were turned into assumptions by several 

candidates: Luke is shot dead; Offred escapes and starts a new life; Nick 

falls in love with Offred; Unbabies are killed; Offred’s name is June.  

 

1a The gobbet attracted one third of the total responses to the novel, ranging 

from excellent to below standard. The incident of Janine giving birth was 

so obvious that almost everyone succeeded in contextualising the passage, 

although in a couple of instances, candidates thought that the scene took 

place during the Prayvaganza or at the Red Centre.  

 

A welcome improvement this year was that very few candidates indeed felt 

compelled to narrate in detail incidents leading up to the gobbet. The vast 

majority went straight to the gobbet and its main ideas, although there were 

still some very lengthy and unnecessary introductions about the formation 

of Gilead. It must be emphasised that the gobbet response has to remain 

grounded in the given passage and all links to the wider themes of the novel 

must be absolutely relevant. The weaker responses often went off at a 

tangent about oppression, listing several examples of oppression in the 

novel. The reference in the gobbet to the Wife’s blue slippers invariably 

elicited the lists of roles, complete with description, function and colour 

coding of each and every one. Such paragraphs detract from the main focus 

and take up precious writing space which could be used to develop more 
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relevant points. Although candidates focused on the gobbet’s main issues, 

very few managed to tease out its implications. Most skimmed the surface 

by commenting (and giving examples) on ‘envy’ between the handmaids 

and the wives or among the handmaids themselves, completely missing the 

significance of the rapport that develops spontaneously among the 

handmaids during the birth.  

 

Many candidates wrote at length about Janine’s role in the novel, most not 

making their remarks properly relevant. For instance, relating the story of 

Janine’s testifying or her portrayal in the Particicution must have a purpose. 

It is not sufficient to write long paragraphs merely describing the two 

incidents. Most candidates rightly linked the handmaid/wife dynamic to the 

Ceremony, however generally limiting themselves to a description of the 

position of the characters during the episode, without exploring the wider 

significance. Many also compared the handmaids’ unison during the birth 

scene to other episodes such as Testifying, Salvaging and Particicution but 

almost no one picked up on implications of the different mood here and 

more importantly, the significance of the public spectacle of the birth, 

showing that whatever happens is for the sake of – in this case, belongs to – 

the state.  

 

There were some top rate answers that shifted seamlessly between gobbet 

and novel, focusing on issues such as fertility, motherhood and the role of 

the handmaid; the emphasis on and irony of the new woman’s culture; the 

unison between the handmaids, as well as the handmaid/wife dynamic; 

Offred’s sardonic humour; the role of Janine.  

 

1b Two-thirds of the candidates who tackled The Handmaid’s Tale opted for 

the essay. It was expected that candidates would find the question to be a 

straightforward one, as it combined two of the novel’s main ideas: loss and 

fear. However, this question produced some of the most mediocre answers; 

in fact, only a very small percentage managed to score a top range mark, 

while most obtained a mark that was, at best, average. The issue of 

relevance to the question was especially in evidence. Candidates had the 

material at hand but were unable to focus this sufficiently. It must be 

pointed out that when an essay question seems to lend itself to a list of 

illustrations, as in this case, candidates should resist the temptation to give 

endless examples at the expense of argument. The better approach would 

be to look for the underlying ideas suggested by the essay question and to 

subsequently organise the response around the discussion of these ideas 

using the examples to support the argument. Relying on examples to make 

up the bulk of the essay inevitably leads to narration as well as overall lack 

of cohesion.  

 

Responses generally gave long lists of Offred’s memories, often presented 

as narration, regardless of whether these implied the idea of “mourning” or 
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not, followed by another list and more narration of Offred’s (and often, 

other characters’) fears, once again skirting the idea of fearing the future. 

For instance, to illustrate Offred’s mourning of her mother, many recounted 

the episode of the burning of pornographic material. This is clearly 

memory, not mourning. Some spoke about Offred mourning language and 

wrote lengthy, irrelevant paragraphs about the function of language in 

Gilead. Surprisingly, several candidates overlooked the novel’s ending, 

which was surely relevant to the discussion of Offred’s fear of the future, 

especially in its ambiguity. Candidates who scored well above average 

selected their material and quotations judiciously, showing how notions of 

loss, mourning and fear of the future are intertwined rather than three 

separate major ideas. 

 

Jane Austen With the exception of A Handful of Dust, this novel remains one of the least 

popular of the five – 5% of the candidates chose to focus on this novel. 

Unlike previous years, the choice between either 2a or 2b was quite 

balanced; however, performance was better in essays addressing 2b. 

  

2a Contrary to last year, this year’s gobbet essays were rather poor. The 

extract is rather key in the novel and better recognition and 

contextualisation was projected. However, very few focussed on the gobbet 

and fewer still tried to contextualise it.  
 

2b Performance in these essays was slightly better but very few candidates 

challenged the statement; they resorted to a list of examples as they limited 

themselves to narrating Emma’s role in society and her behaviour without 

engaging in a discussion of complacency. As was highlighted in the earlier 

sections, candidates’ knowledge of the text is clear but there is limited 

depth of understanding and few candidates explore the underlying tensions 

that Austen addresses in her novel. Unfortunately, the listing of examples 

contributed towards a rather fragmented structure, as the paragraphs 

seemed disconnected one from the other. 
 

Great 

Expectations 

Responses to Great Expectations accounted for 13% of the total candidates. 

Despite the novel’s length, complicated plot and numerous characters, the 

novel does not appear to present any serious difficulties to the candidates. 

Dickens’ moral universe and purpose are absolutely clear. Perhaps for this 

reason, candidates run the risk of discussing the novel quite superficially. 

 

3a The gobbet elicited some top rate answers as well as very poor ones. 

Although a few candidates ran into difficulty with trying to contextualise 

precisely the declaration of Pip’s feelings for Estella (some said it was in 

Part 2), this did not generally hinder the well-prepared candidates from an 

insightful discussion about Pip’s infatuation. Many failed to comment on 

Miss Havisham’s reaction to Pip’s declaration, which was an important part 

of the gobbet. A handful merely paraphrased the extract or else told the 
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story of the novel. 

 

3b Three-quarters of the candidates writing on Great Expectations opted for 

this essay which focused on the presentation of good and evil in the female 

characters. Generally, the material presented was solid but fairly 

predictable: a character-by-character approach, each independent of the 

rest, showing how each female influenced Pip and whether Dickens 

rewards or punishes the character. The better essays positioned their 

discussion within the wider frame of Dickens’ attack on Victorian society, 

illustrating how the female characters act as Dickens’ moral compass.  

 

The Heart of 

the Matter 

The popularity of this novel still applies, and similar to last year, it was the 

third most widely chosen novel with 27% of the candidates choosing this 

text. The more popular choice was 4b because it seems that Henry Scobie’s 

second visit on the Esperanca left the candidates quite confused.  

 

In the introduction to this report, reference is made to choice of register. 

Some of the examples are listed here as an illustration of what must be 

avoided. 

i. To start off with… 

ii. God is also featured a lot in the novel 

iii. He [Scobie] embarks in a stressing journey of what should be done 

iv. Scobie wants to constantly please his wife and make her happy 

v. Scobie loving himself is absent in the novel 

vi. He was willing to get rid of his own life for their misery to end! 

vii. …have a conversation with the almighty one 

 

4a The essays on this year’s gobbet were rather poor when compared to last 

year’s performance. 34% of the candidates opted for this question and most 

of them either confused this episode with the first one or never made 

reference to the first encounter with the Captain of the Esperanca. 

 

There were a few excellent essays which took advantage of the 

development of events and Henry Scobie’s change noted between the first 

encounter and the one represented in the extract. These were well-balanced 

essays that took into account the extract itself by noting the tension and 

disappointment, and moving to the immediate context of the extract to 

extend to the rest of the novel on a more thematic level.  

 

Unfortunately, as indicated earlier, there was a major stumbling block with 

the actual extract being contextualised in the novel, and a good number of 

candidates failed to locate it as occurring towards the end of the novel. 

Therefore, there were candidates who mistook this episode for the first one 

and started by mentioning the Captain’s letter and the bribe.  

 

4b A good 66% of candidates chose this question. Candidates are often too 
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categorical in their assertions and seem to respond to the text at face value. 

In Greene’s novel the unfolding of a character – the development – is 

gradual, despite the foreshadowing devices, like motifs and symbols, and if 

the reader fails to notice the less obvious hints – which contribute to the 

complexity of characterisation – it becomes problematic. Candidates tend 

to concentrate on one aspect of the character and stop questioning. This was 

quite evident in the assumption that Louise loved her husband, and 

candidates did not challenge her claim that she loves Henry Scobie by 

observing her behaviour and evaluating her comments. Such examples of 

categorical assertions are rather frequent: he thinks that he is responsible 

for everyone he loves and thinks that he controls everything and everyone.  

 

There were approximately four different types of approaches to this 

question:  

i. Sole focus was on Henry Scobie and his love for Louise, Helen, 

God and Ali (the latter was often ignored) 

ii. Love and other characters beside Henry Scobie 

iii. Remained entirely concentrated on Henry Scobie’s love of himself 

and God 

iv. Maintained that Henry Scobie hated himself but loved God  

 

Having outlined these flaws, it is also important to mention that most 

candidates attempted to engage in a discussion on whether or not Henry 

Scobie’s ‘love’ can be classified as such. They emphasised the mistaken 

view that his pity is a form of love. 

 

Examiners would like to believe that there is more depth of understanding 

than what actually appears in the essays; however, candidates are either 

unable to articulate their thoughts or assume that the examiner has some 

level of insight into candidates’ deeper understanding. Henry Scobie’s 

journey from beginning to end deserves more than a simple sentence like: 

Scobie loves God. 

 

Atonement Atonement attracted responses from about 49.9% of the total number of 

candidates, two thirds of whom opted for the essay on the concept of guilt, 

(question 5b). Most of the candidates were conversant in the content but 

only a few managed to successfully present fully relevant, well-informed 

essays that were organised in a cogent and coherent manner. Other 

weaknesses included poor language skills, unidiomatic writing and 

punctuation errors. Spelling was also a notable weakness with some of the 

most common errors being the following: infront, alot, infact, truely, 

herione, condems, ommission, comission. Moreover, a substantial number 

of candidates used the name ‘Emilia’ (a character in Othello) instead of 

‘Emily’ when they were referring to Briony’s mother. Other general 

comments include the wrong use of quotation marks and presentation of the 

title.  
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5a The gobbet was taken from the novel’s epilogue but most candidates failed 

to use this term and instead wrote that the passage is found in Part Four of 

the novel. In general, most candidates need to work harder on the gobbet 

task. A good number of them regarded this question as a prompt to include 

all they knew about the novel rather than placing the extract within its 

context and discussing its significance to the narrative. Having said this, it 

must be noted that there were a handful of excellent responses which not 

only revealed sound knowledge of the text but also demonstrated a well 

developed link between the extract and the various characters and themes 

concerned. 

 

5b This essay question asked candidates to discuss the concept of guilt as 

shown through a number of characters in Atonement. Most candidates 

approached this by presenting a list of those characters that, in their 

opinion, are somehow guilty. While this can be conceived as an appropriate 

approach to discuss the notion of guilt, it is rather limited as an important 

factor is completely ignored. All candidates failed to comment on a 

significant layer to the guilt theme which has to do with the history of 

literature or, to put it simply, that Briony feels guilty for her power as a 

writer. Moreover, a substantial number of candidates narrated all the main 

events of Part One which lead up to Robbie’s arrest mainly, the fountain 

scene, Robbie’s letter, the library scene and Lola’s rape. Candidates 

resorted to this sequence to describe how Briony is guilty for 

misinterpreting these actions. However, all this narration is completely 

irrelevant unless it is somehow very well worked into the argument. 

 

Unsophisticated argumentation, to say the least, characterised most of the 

essays. Some of the candidates’ poor writing is illustrated below: 

i. The other person who was suspected apart from Robbie was Danny 

Hardman, a servant but because of his father’s perfect lullibai 

he was free from any accusations. 

ii. They didn’t speak up when the wrongman was convicted for 

Marshall’s crime. Rather the two married and lived in their 

chocolate kingdom, making Amo bars for war soldiers. 

Meanwhile, there were some outstandingly sophisticated essays marked by 

evidence of broader reading within McEwan’s work as well as reference to 

critics and theorists such as Lucy Kellaway (English journalist and literary 

critic) and Roland Barthes’s notorious readerly and writerly texts. 

 

A Handful of 

Dust 

6a & 6b 

Once again, none of the candidates opted for this novel. 

  

Section B 

Prose 

As is often the case every year, there were a number of excellent essays, 

but the majority of the answers ranged from the mediocre to the adequate. 
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Criticism 

 

 

The candidates who were awarded high marks wrote essays demonstrating 

a deep understanding of the text. Their use of English was of a sufficiently 

high level to enable them to express their ideas clearly and coherently.  

These candidates’ essays also demonstrated an ability to argue points 

maturely as well as the skill to identify important aspects of form, structure 

and diction in the text and to analyse them with confidence, supporting 

their points with well-chosen quotations from the text. Most of the essays 

produced by the candidates for this component, though, fell well below this 

level of performance.  

 

A good number of candidates gave the impression that they were strangers 

to the aims and methods of literary criticism. In far too many of this year’s 

essays, in fact, candidates limited themselves to either producing a 

summary of the text or to presenting a long and detailed paraphrase of the 

entire passage. Essays in the lower bands were also often characterised by a 

lamentably low command of English. Introductory statements such as This 

prose deals with a man Iman who is in a hospital… or In this prose the poet 

shows us a boring room and a sick man inside… were legion. Admittedly a 

few candidates in the lower bands did try to engage critically with the text 

but their inadequate command of English proved to be a formidable 

stumbling-block. In most cases, these candidates’ efforts at developing a 

literary analysis of the text were randomly intermingled with passages of 

paraphrase or speculation, and their essays were so unfocussed and poorly-

structured that little of value was expressed.  

 

Other candidates’ work demonstrated that prior to beginning to write a 

literary criticism essay, they should read the text carefully, preferably more 

than once. These candidates’ essays were riddled with inaccuracies and 

factual errors which could have been avoided had they read the text 

properly. The most common of these errors was the assumption that Inman 

could not wait to be discharged from hospital, that he could not endure life 

there anymore, etc. Had the candidates who stated this read the final 

paragraph carefully and reflected on the implications of Inman’s fear of the 

contemporary world, they would not have been so hasty to conclude that 

the protagonist is anxious to leave the hospital.  

 

Other candidates demonstrated a tendency to make assumptions which had 

little or no basis in the text. The seedy hospital and the author’s reference to 

‘Indian pipes’ (l. 19) led many candidates to assume that Inman is Indian 

and/or that the story is set in India. Admittedly, the protagonist’s surname, 

which does not sound particularly Anglophone, may have helped confuse 

these candidates. Some candidates, besides – influenced by current affairs, 

no doubt – promptly changed Inman to ‘Imam’, and referred to the 

protagonist by that ‘name’ throughout their essays. 

 

In both the lower and average bands, this year’s essays tended to be poorly-
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structured, and generally had a none-too-incisive analysis, paraphrase and 

speculation. The content of this year’s text was such that it gave rise to a lot 

of the latter. There was speculation about the country where the text is set, 

about Inman’s age (with many candidates assuming that he is very old 

since he is given to dwelling on his childhood and because he feels he does 

not belong in the present age), about the nature of the protagonist’s injuries 

(with the majority of ‘speculative’ candidates suggesting that Inman had 

been injured while fighting in a war) and even about why the hospital is so 

appallingly unhygienic. Another issue which gave rise to much speculation 

among candidates was that of the historical period in which the narrated 

events are set. On this issue candidates tended to fall into two camps, with 

roughly half of them asserting that the text is set in the past and the other 

half stating that the hospital Inman is convalescing in has no electricity and 

has low standards of sanitation because it is to be found in a developing 

country. It must be admitted, though, that several candidates in the average 

and higher bands who said that the text must be set in the past went on to 

remark that although the events in the text are set in the past, the language 

used in it does not feel ‘old’. This was doubtless a perceptive comment. 

 

Most candidates correctly identified the words ‘flapped’ (ll. 4 & 13) and 

‘cupping’ (l. 22) as onomatopoeias and commented on the importance of 

the window in Inman’s ward not only as the patient’s sole source of contact 

with the world outside but also as a species of ‘door to the soul’ for Inman. 

Several candidates also commented pertinently on figures of speech such as 

the personification ‘the first gesture of the morning’, the metaphors ‘broken 

occupants’ and ‘the…smear of foggy dawn’ and the simile ‘[t]he window 

was tall as a door’. Some candidates also commented on the resonances of 

the name Inman, associating it with the indoors-outdoors motif Frazier 

weaves through these paragraphs. Some candidates, thus, interestingly 

remarked that though, as a child, the protagonist had been a creature of the 

outdoors, at one with nature and with the cycles of the farming calendar, he 

is now an ‘in-man’ – someone who feels safer indoors rather than outdoors 

– as the ‘metal-faced’ world of the present spells nothing but menace to 

him. The better candidates who touched on this point went on to tie the 

notion of Inman’s reluctance to face the outside world with the tone of the 

passage which, given the protagonist’s unfortunate circumstances, is calmer 

and more serene than one could have expected. 

PAPER III 

Section A 

Language 

Essay: 

General 

Comments 

 

 

Specific 

Comments:  

In this section of the paper, candidates were expected to write an essay of 

not less than 500 words on a title of their own choice from a list of eight 
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 which included examples of argumentative, narrative and descriptive 

essays.  

 

All eight titles offered were attempted, but to varying degrees. The numbers 

below give a clear indication of the choice made by the candidates: 

 

TITLE  NUMBER % OF CANDIDATES WHO CHOSE 

IT 

A.  16.9 

      B.  21.4 

      C. 13.5 

      D.  9.1 

      E. 12.2 

      F. 12 

      G. 5 

      H. 9.9 

 

TABLE 1 ─ Percentage distribution of essay titles 

 

PERFORMANCE  

 

1. Content & Organisation: 

 

QA:  The majority of the candidates who attempted this title wrote very 

interesting and imaginative stories which ranged from the protagonists 

finding themselves in a fairytale world (Alice in Wonderland sort of 

setting), to situations where they were led to commit suicide or to take an 

important decision to start afresh. The candidates who attempted this title 

were very good in narrative technique and some even went as far as to 

include a twist at the end. When marks were lost, this took place as a result 

of poor organization in the sense that most of the writing was taken up with 

the setting of the scene, only shifting the focus to the book whispering the 

story and describing what should have been the main action of the narrative 

in a rushed way at the end.  

 

QB:  As the table above demonstrates, this title was the most popular 

amongst candidates this year. Although, like title A, this was a narrative 

essay, the quality of material in terms of content and organization varied 

greatly with some very good essays as well as some mediocre ones. A good 

number of candidates chose to travel back in time, for instance, to the first 

or second world war in Malta or in Germany and gave very effective 

accounts of the atmosphere in shelters and the heartbreaking scenes of 

devastation and suffering. Others went back to the French Revolution in 

Paris, others to their parents’ wedding. There were candidates who chose to 

travel to the future and gave very interesting descriptions of our country in 

fifty or a hundred years from now whilst one candidate gave an 
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exceptionally good account of a trip back to 2015 from the future reflecting 

our life today in contrast with life in the future. There were a good number 

of candidates, however, who opted to travel back to a more recent event in 

the past (a couple of weeks or months back) such as a football match, 

holiday or party, with many completely ignoring the time machine and 

simply writing an account of an experience they lived through which they 

enjoyed or which had a particular effect on their lives.  

 

QC: The majority of the candidates who attempted this wrote essays with a 

very tenuous link to the title, opting instead to write about the advantages 

and disadvantages of the use of the internet, whilst completely disregarding 

the notions of concentration, contemplation, reflection and the internet’s 

remaking us in its own image, with a few candidates inserting a few lines 

here and there on one or, at most, two of the concerns mentioned in the 

title. Furthermore, a number of essays tended to be repetitive and at times 

lacking in cohesion.  

 

QD: The candidates who opted for this title wrote very interesting essays 

on the importance of books in our lives, with a good number imaginatively 

tackling the metaphorical implications of windows in a house and linking 

these to the part played by books in our lives. Others opted to disprove the 

title in the light of technological developments today, arguing that it is a 

house without the internet which is like a house without windows in 

today’s day and age.   

 

QE: The candidates who chose this title presented very effective arguments 

in favour of children being taught how rather than what to think.  

Candidates dwelt at length on the importance of creativity in today’s youth 

and criticized the present educational system arguing for a more flexible 

and less exam-oriented system to allow children to fully learn about life 

itself. In general there was a certain flow in the candidates’ writing and 

their ideas were conveyed coherently. 

 

QF: Many candidates who attempted this task showed good knowledge of 

the topic and were well-conversant with world events. The arguments 

presented, either for or against the statement, were very well-supported by 

examples from world politics and international events, particularly the 

Charlie Hebdo incident in Paris.   

 

Qs G & H: The candidates who tackled these two titles approached them in 

a similar manner: some either wrote a story that dealt with the notions of 

safety or achievement whilst others opted to discuss various types of safety 

(safety in the home, online, at work) and achievement (academic 

achievement, achievement in one’s personal life and goals). In those cases 

where candidates opted for the former approach, very few narratives 

actually captured the real notion of safety or achievement, with many 
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essays touching on the subject very superficially: for instance, someone out 

alone at night and finally being safe at home; someone studying all their 

life and finally achieving success. The good narratives were those where 

the notion of safety or achievement was central to the essay: the sense of 

sacrifice to achieve or the difficulties to obtain complete safety. Those who 

opted for the second approach found themselves listing various forms of 

safety or achievement with very little linking along the way. 

 

2. Expression and grammatical accuracy: 

 

Expression is problematic for many candidates.  

i. A syntactical mistake that kept appearing time and time again was 

Me and my friends/sister. 

ii. Many candidates resorted to a direct translation from Maltese to 

make do.  Some Maltese to English translations included we are 

violented; avoid from getting seriously injured; one of the most 

things they have invented; it remains the fact that; they go right and 

find the answer; which some of them are accepted today. 

iii. It was noted that very few candidates were capable of using the 

non-sexist pronoun they/them to refer to an individual of any sex. 

Although one was also widely used to refer to the subject of a 

sentence, it is the pronoun he/him/they that was then commonly 

used to refer to it, as in the following sentences One cannot know 

what they are actually buying; when one believes he achieves. A 

number of candidates also used different pronouns within one 

sentence as the following illustrates:  we can do loads of things 

from the comfort of your home. Some candidates also have 

difficulty remembering what the subject of the sentence is, for 

example when the subject is plural whilst further on they use a 

singular pronoun to refer to it as in:  books open all kinds of world 

to us, it creates images  

iv. Use of ago instead of before was in evidence in the narratives. For 

example: They wanted to fulfil the blood pact made with the devil 

thousands of years ago… 

 

Grammatical errors: 

i. Of great concern was the fact that a good number of candidates 

demonstrated weakness in the use of narrative tenses constantly 

shifting from past to present in the narrative, at times even within 

the same sentence. Poor knowledge of the use of the past perfect 

was also very much in evidence. Candidates also showed that they 

were not too familiar with the conditional: if I would stumble on a… 

ii. Punctuation appears to be a dying art with candidates who often 

showed an inability to distinguish between the comma and the full 

stop and the comma and semi-colon, often using them 

interchangeably. 
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iii. Spelling remains a problem for many candidates. Basic spelling 

mistakes included confusion between where/were, their/there, 

then/than, its/it’s, thought/taught, weather/whether/wether just to 

name a few. Other commonly misspelt words were woman instead 

of women; unconcious instead of unconscious; continously instead 

of continuously; appologised instead of apologised, the ie/ei rules 

(decieved/releif); completly instead of completely; dependant rather 

than dependent, unfortunatly instead of unfortunately; lead instead 

of led; troughout, happinness. Some candidates erroneously used 

the apostrophe in verb formation as in make’s or in the plural of 

words: shelter’s 

iv. There was no agreement between subject and verb as in the 

significance of books are; posting videos have become.  
 

Section B: 

Summary 

Although attempts at this year’s summary in Section B were mostly 

consistent insofar as the inclusion of significant points was concerned, there 

were a number of variants in terms of general self-expression, quality of 

diction and extent of synthesis. The passage set should have been easily 

accessible to the candidates since the topic was a familiar and current one, 

even if the location mentioned was distant and one they were probably 

unacquainted with. Some unacceptable traits of certain answers were the 

tendency to misspell the latter, representing it as “Losetho” and other 

similar versions, as well as the inexplicable reference to the destination as 

“Lesotho’s”, imbuing it with the possessive even at the very beginning of 

the candidates’ summaries. Others spoke of Lesotho as a town, village, or 

even the entire southern region of Africa, when its status as a country was 

clearly alluded to at the commencement of the passage. More serious errors 

in summarising included both the omission of a certain amount of 

information, with crucial elements being glossed over or left by the 

wayside, as well as the miscomprehension of various key points; for 

example, the confusion of the roles of the project’s instigators and the 

teachers involved in the programme. 

 

A number of replies were remiss not just in the order of their ideas, but the 

structure of their summaries as a whole, beginning extremely abruptly. 

These tended to plunge straight into the intricacies of the programme dealt 

with in the text, without any reference whatsoever to the country, the part 

of the world it is found in and the nature of the project delineated. Also, 

rather than actually summarising, some candidates appeared to reproduce 

parts of the text in their answers. Of course, the usage of merely a few 

words from the passage is to be expected and tolerated; unfortunately, 

however, the worst offenders went far beyond this. Candidates’ 

transgressions in this sense ranged from reproducing a number of lines 

from the text, apparently in an effort not to exclude some material which 

was assumed to be vital, to rendering huge chunks of the text in very short 

sentences. Some candidates could not, it seems, comprehend the objective 
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of the summary, and used lines from the text between quotation marks. 

This seeming inability to efficiently synthesise the given text was, 

unhappily, present in a good percentage of the answers. Apart from 

manifesting itself in ‘borrowing’ from the article, difficulties in 

recapitulation were, in turn, characterised by overlong, unwieldy sentences, 

ostensibly in an attempt to include as much information as possible, or 

extremely short statements. The former seemed to take shape due to a 

combination of poor writing skills and circumlocution; the inability to 

distinguish between the text’s ‘skeleton’, as it were, and the key elements 

to include in a summary was rife. On the other hand, the brief, staccato-

style sentences almost took the appearance of bullet points in certain cases, 

giving the summaries a disjointed, fragmented feel, and also resulting in a 

lack of connectivity between the items mentioned. 

 

As far as the level of writing skills was concerned, many answers displayed 

an inconsistency relating to the use of personal pronouns and tenses. 

Numerous answers referred to the country or government of Lesotho as 

“they” throughout, while others used the same pronoun initially, moving on 

to “it” later on in their summaries. Difficulties related to paraphrasing and 

poor diction were observed in a good many answers, which explains the 

abovementioned issue of lifting massive parts of the text and utilising them 

verbatim in their replies. Certain candidates were also unaware of the fact 

that idiomatic expressions need to be faithfully and precisely used, leading 

to constructions such as the government “rolling [the programme] out in the 

country”. 

 

On a more positive note, the better answers tended to satisfy both 

requirements of a tidy structure working hand-in-hand with a pertinent and 

lucid order of ideas as well as evincing a varied diction, talking of, for 

example, ‘prioritising’ education, rather than using the words of the text 

itself. It is a shame that efforts successfully combining these two major 

aspects of the summary were few and far between. 

 

Section C 

Linguistics: 

General 

Comments 

In general, most candidates are well prepared for this section as evidenced 

by the responses given to the three options set. Most candidates 

demonstrated a reasonably good understanding and knowledge of linguistic 

terminology and concepts, and they provided  correct answers to specific 

questions set (2a & 2b), or were successful in applying  this knowledge in 

explaining certain topics (1) and in analysing specific texts (3). However, it 

is important to remind candidates that correct use of language and 

expression are absolutely necessary to achieve coherence in essay writing. 

It is particularly disappointing to note that a few candidates simply 

mentioned certain linguistic terms without showing any understanding of 

their meaning. There were also a few cases where these terms were used 

incorrectly. Another point which needs to be stressed is that there were a 

few instances where essays were far too short, around 200 – 250 words, 



AM Examiners’ Report – May 2015 

 

22 

when the rubric specified “not more than 400 words”. It is obvious that 

these ‘short essays’ lacked the required depth of detail.  

 

1 This was the least popular option and only about 11 % of the candidates 

opted to answer this question. The quality of candidates’ responses ranged 

from the weak to the very good, though the percentage of candidates who 

obtained a poor score was considerably much lower than those who 

achieved a higher score. The candidates who obtained high scores  

produced a well-written essay that was carefully organised and tackled all 

aspects that were specified in the question, namely a detailed definition of 

Standard English and Received Pronunciation, information about the 

origins of these varieties, and more recent developments concerning 

attitudes towards SE and RP. These candidates were precise and clear in the 

way they approached the topic and the depth of detail they provided. In 

fact, it was  encouraging to note that these candidates were very familiar 

with the information relevant to Standard English and Received 

Pronunciation. On the other hand, there were also some candidates who did 

not possess the necessary knowledge and understanding of these two terms 

(SE and RP) and their essays were poor in content and weak in expression. 

In fact, these weak responses were characterised by instances of 

erratic/incorrect attempts at explaining the two terms, basic or minimal 

detail concerning their origin,  and/or  drifts into areas/topics that were not 

relevant to the question. A few essays were  too short and sketchy and thus 

did not provide the quality and depth of response required. Other 

weaknesses included poor writing skills and erratic use of language that 

negatively affected the coherence of the essay.  

 

2 This was by far the most popular choice for candidates; in fact, around 64% 

(close to two thirds of all candidates) answered this question. In sub-section 

A, which  was aimed at assessing candidates’ proficiency in various aspects 

of language known as Language Basics, some candidates had problems in 

providing accurate answers to questions b (Abstract nouns), f (Primary 

Auxiliary Verbs), g (Modal Auxiliary Verbs) and especially j (the use of 

this as a cohesive device: either as a demonstrative pronoun or as a 

determiner). There were many candidates who did not answer this  question 

(j) correctly. In sub-section B, the majority of candidates were able to 

segment the words correctly into morphemes and identify correctly the kind 

of morpheme. There were a few candidates who performed badly because 

they confused morphemes with Syllables (this emerged clearly from their 

segmentation of the words) and incorrectly labelled the Bound morphemes 

as derivational or inflectional.  

 

3 This was the second most popular question for candidates (around 19%). 

The performance of those who answered this question was slightly different 

from that of candidates who answered questions 1 or 2,  in the sense that 

there were fewer candidates who performed either very poorly (7%) or 
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excellently (5%). The absolute majority of the candidates’ essays can be 

classified as falling within a continuum ranging from ‘barely adequate’  to 

‘very good’. Candidates who performed well were able to demonstrate their 

knowledge of the terminology and the accuracy required in analysing the 

various stylistic / linguistic aspects presented in the advertisement. They 

were able to identify, and explain the effect of, specific examples of these 

features within the text. Their essays were clearly written, well structured 

and well referenced by examples from the advertisement. However, there 

were also some essays that were disappointing because they did not provide 

any evidence of close, careful reading of the advertisement and there was 

no evidence of any attempt to analyse the language (vocabulary and 

grammar) used. The advertisement set was particularly rich in vocabulary 

related to the lexical field of education and schooling, and in the choice of 

positive words intended to persuade and inform, and had various 

grammatical aspects such as sentence construction and the  use of personal 

pronouns (we, you) for particular effects. Candidates should keep in mind 

that in order to obtain a really high score in this kind of essay they need to  

go beyond a superficial description related to the advertiser, target 

audience, purpose of the text and graphological elements presented. They 

should especially consider the effect of the language (vocabulary and 

grammar) used and they need to illustrate their explanations by providing 

examples from the text. A substantial number of candidates managed to 

provide very good responses.   

 

On the whole, candidates’ performance in this section was satisfactory. 

However, more careful and focused study of the specified topics as set in 

the syllabus will certainly ensure that candidates are better prepared and 

able to answer the various types of questions set. Finally, accuracy in 

writing skills and expression are especially important.  

 

Oral  Part 1: 

The questions served to help candidates warm up to the task at hand. Some 

of the candidates who were more reticent when it came to speaking, even 

with the 'why' questions answered, finished about 15 seconds before the 

allocated end time. A few, who elaborated on their answers, got as far as 

the fourth question within the required time frame. The list of 6 questions 

in Part 1 helps to get a better sample from those candidates whose answers 

are on the short side.   

 

Part 2: 

The choice of pictures offered candidates good opportunity to describe the 

pictures and talk about them for the required length of time. In the follow 

up task, most candidates elaborated on their answers well enough to 

provide a good sample of language for rating. Those candidates who were 

reticent in Part 1 found Part 2 easier. This was a good stepping stone to Part 

3.  
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Chairperson 

2015 Examination Panel 

 

 

Part 3: 

Overall, candidates were well prepared and took close to the full time 

allocated to develop their presentation. While candidates generally 

expressed themselves well, few candidates demonstrated higher levels of 

coherence and some candidates did not make good enough use of discourse 

markers. There was a good spread of choice of topic on which to talk 

about.  

 


