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Part 1: Statistical Information 

 
Table 1: MATSEC Advanced Level Geography, May 2011 

   Distribution of Grades 
 

Grades A B C D E F Absent TOTAL 
No. of candidates 4 16 20 11 5 6 4 66 

Total % 6.1 24.2 30.3 16.7 7.6 9.1 6.1 100 
 
Part 2: Comments on the Candidates’ Answers 
 
General Comments 
 
Some of the replies were of high quality showing that the candidates have obtained 
the necessary geographic skills in both observation and presentation, apart from 
knowing the correct content to present. In fact, the scripts having very good to 
excellent answers were consistent throughout in their quality, with the same level 
prevalent in at least two of the three answers in each script/ booklet.  There was a 
marked improvement in actually reading the questions and addressing not just what 
was required of the candidate but also attention was paid to the keywords in the 
questions.   
 
The choice of questions for Papers 1 and 2 once again reflected the students’ 
inclination towards coastal and valley studies and most did take advantage of the 
choices presented to them, especially the first half of the candidates. The second half 
had difficulty in getting more than 12 marks for their answers; this pattern could be 
discerned for both papers 1 and 2. The quality of answers for Paper 3 decreased 
drastically when compared to the 2010 session.  Notwithstanding this, those 
candidates who showed factual knowledge in the subject, provided ‘applied’ 
arguments and answered the chosen question with the necessary detail, obtained high 
marks.  As in previous years, the quality of answers ranged from extremely high 
quality to the other extreme. 
 
The language used has greatly improved over the past three to four years, and from 
the May 2010 session, although one could still find spelling mistakes of basic terms 
used in Geography such as ‘vegitation’, ‘rubbel walls’, ‘citezin’, ‘lowwer’, ‘vallies’, 
and ‘enviorment’. There were phrases like ‘waste liquageus’, ‘medicans’ (instead of 
medicines), ‘urban rejuvenating’ (instead of regeneration), ‘elder buildings’ (instead 
of ‘old’), ‘expansions and depansions’ (assuming depansions is the opposite of 
expansions), and ‘embroy stag’ (embryo stage of a depression). The language and 
arguments used in Section B of Paper 1, which related to the Human Geography of 
the Maltese Islands, felt like both the typical language used in tourist guide books and 
arguments heard in TV programmes. Students need to develop the skill of presenting 
their work, not just for the exam, but also in their projects/report writing. This 
includes using the appropriate geographic terms and argumentation and the lecturers’ 
attention is being brought to this urgent need.  
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Detailed Comments 
 
Paper I 
 
Section A: Physical Geography of the Maltese Islands 
 
Question 1 required the candidates to describe how faults have formed the Maltese 
Islands and transformed the landscape. The answers given showed quite an in-depth 
knowledge of the subject and the diagrams were quite sufficient. It seems that 
candidates have referred to sources such as Pedley et al’s publication as suggested in 
the syllabus. Few, however, gave much attention to the second part of the question, 
that is, on how the landscape has been shaped. In fact few referred to Schembri et al’s 
publication (Ilma, Blat u Ħajja) which clearly illustrates this part of the answer, a 
pattern which seems to recur every time this question is put forward.  
 
Question 2 was the most popular choice of candidates for Section A. The answers 
discussed clearly outlined the three types of soils and the characteristics prevalent for 
each type, together with a short explanation of the principal causes leading to soil 
erosion. Incidentally, although Terra Rossa, Carbonate Raw Soil and Xerorendzina 
were expected answers to be provided by the students, there was one candidate who 
also mentioned the fourth type – ‘disturbed soil’. Many made reference to the Malta 
Soil Information System (MALSIS) and to the predominant causes of soil erosion. 
Although the question was an essay format carrying 24 marks, the way candidates 
paid attention to what was being asked of them helped them avoid the unnecessary 
loss of marks, much to their credit.  
 
The answers given for Question 3 were highly satisfactory, with detailed descriptions 
of the two chosen main terrestrial ecosystems of the Maltese Islands. The second part 
was equally well answered, where candidates had to identify one of the minor 
ecosystems/refugia and comment on how it came to be so rare. Most chose sand 
dunes, followed closely by freshwater ecosystems. The answers given showed that the 
candidates made use of books that are not necessarily listed in the syllabus and that 
they knew their subject, something which is to be expected due to the fieldwork 
element that they have to experience and study.  
 
 
Section B: Human Geography of the Maltese Islands 
 
Question 1 contained a quote from NCSD (2006) regarding the contribution of the 
farming community, rural environment and landscape to the tourism industry. 
Candidates were asked to list the main issues and constraints affecting agriculture’s 
growth, a question that carried half of the marks. The second part required the 
candidates to discuss the positive and negative aspects of agro-tourism. Candidates 
fared better in the first question but some came up with the usual clichés about the 
subject or even listed the positive aspect leaving out completely the negative aspects.   
 
Question 2 was made up of two parts: the first part dealt with the regeneration of 
urban cores and how this could prevent further urbanization. This part was adequately 
tackled, unlike the second part, which required candidates to discuss how an efficient 
and safe transport system was essential for the growth of urban areas. Most candidates 
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stopped at discussing accessibility of transport networks, leaving out the effective use 
of parking space, development of alternative roads, of pedestrian areas and of road 
safety, to mention just a few possible answers.  
 
Question 3 was the most popular in the Section and the one were most showed they 
were quite distant from knowing exactly what the subject entailed. The question 
required candidates to envisage the challenges and advantages of having a common 
energy grid connecting the Maltese Islands to the rest of Europe. Almost all the 
answers pointed out to having to construct an energy grid that covered all of the EU, 
including Malta and Gozo, and how this project was going to create new job 
opportunities. Many failed to realise that to connect the grid between countries does 
not entail such an infrastructure. It seems that many failed to understand the last part 
of the quote from the European Council (2011) that stated that ‘major efforts are 
needed to modernise and expand Europe’s energy infrastructure and to interconnect 
networks across borders’. The second part of the question asked for information about 
the policies and practices needed to reduce the dependency on the Marsa and 
Delimara power plants. Most fared so much better in this part of the answer, 
mentioning wind farms (and specifically Is-Sikka l-Bajda), photovoltaic cells and 
solar water heaters, government subsidies on clear forms of energy, better planning 
and education.  
 
 
Section C: Fieldwork and Statistical Techniques 
 
Question 1 was attempted by 6 candidates. It required an outline of fieldwork carried 
out on a theme related to social and economic geography, and what preparatory work 
is involved, tools and techniques to be used on site and statistical tools used in 
drawing up the report. The answers were quite good although they seemed rushed 
given that this was the third answer to be given in the booklet, which most probably 
can be interpreted as the candidate not having enough time to answer the more 
demanding statistical question that followed. In fact, most of the answers given were 
in bullet form.  
 
Question 2 was the most popular of the section, a clear favourite with 53 candidates 
choosing it out of a total of 60 (considering 6 candidates were absent). The question 
was structured in such a way that even if the student did not get the right answer at the 
very end, marks were still awarded for showing how the statistics were interpreted 
and worked out. In fact, some candidates even managed to get full marks for their 
answers. 
 
Question 3 was chosen by only one candidate. It required an outline of the different 
cartographic and graphic tools available for the representation of spatial data, giving 
examples of such and illustrations where appropriate. Apparently the candidate 
answering this question did so out of lack of time; although the essential tools were 
rightly pointed out, the description of their use was not fully developed.  
 
 



 5 

Paper 2 
 
 
Section A: Atmospheric Processes 
 
Question 1 dealt with the definition of insolation and the discussion of the long-term 
and short-term global factors that affect insolation. Most lost marks in not giving an 
adequate definition, as clearly requested. The inability of defining basic terms and 
phenomena seems to be a drawback of most students, an observation that is not 
limited to this question only but to all of papers 1 and 2 in general. Otherwise most 
answers dealt with the long-term effects, ignoring completely the short-term, most 
probably thinking it was an either/or question (which was not). 
 
Question 2 was an essay question which gave a choice between the Cool Temperate 
Continental and Equatorial climates. All the 11 candidates who answered this 
question chose the second option. Answers were adequate; however unfortunately 
most lost marks by skimming over the topic and failing to go in some detail by 
leaving out important climatic features such as wind and hours of sunshine from their 
discussion. On a more positive side, many made an effort to answer the first part of 
question, which required them to indicate where the climatic zone is largely prevalent 
and a large part of the answers included relevant illustrations. 
 
Question 3 was made up of two parts, each carrying 12 marks each. This was the 
most popular question to be chosen, and the first part was more than adequately 
explained and illustrated. The second part contained appropriate descriptions of the 
rainshadow effect; however the unnecessary reproduction by candidates of the 
diagram given in the exam paper could easily have been avoided. The time taken to 
draw such diagrams could have been used better by giving a more elaborate answer, 
especially since the question did not ask for such reproduction. 
 
 
Section B: Geomorphology 
 
Question 1 required the description of five erosion processes that shaped the coast 
and the main factors influencing the rate of coastal erosion. Considering the fact that 
fieldwork is often conducted in coastal areas, the response and quality of the answers 
were satisfactory.  
 
Question 2 was the most popular in choice. Most opted for an explanation of 
mechanical weathering, rather than chemical, covering most of the salient features of 
such a process in their answer. Some did find it difficult to define the actual 
weathering process, although this was made up for by the second part of the question. 
The (b) question, which carried 10 marks, required an explanation of the causes and 
effects of a tsunami. Almost all of the answers invariably mentioned the March 
Japanese tsunami and showed that the students had followed the phenomenon, much 
unlike the question on the Icelandic volcano carried in May 2010’s paper.  
 
Question 3 concerned the two types of river flow and which factors influence the 
velocity of a river (9 and 15 marks respectively). This question could easily have had 
an essay format but this present format was preferred to help candidates focus their 
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answers and therefore avoid the unnecessary loss of marks. The aim was achieved and 
the answers were highly satisfactory.  
 
 
Section C: Biospheric Processes 
 
Question 1 was almost as popular as the second question. Like all questions in this 
section, it consisted of an essay format, and asked candidates to define desertification 
and describe the causes and consequences of this phenomenon. The candidates 
showed a good grasp of the subject and replied with well-informed answers. The 
answers obtaining 20 marks and over were the ones that presented their arguments in 
a well-formed structure, flow, correct terminology and knowledge of the subject, 
often indicating real life examples of locations experiencing this phenomenon and 
how they are combating the problem.  
 
Question 2 had 22 responses, one more than the previous question. It had a choice, of 
either the savannah biome or the tropical rainforest, and asked for an account of the 
predominating characteristics of the vegetation formation, associated soils and 
nutrient cycles. All of the answers focused on tropical rainforest and no one chose 
savannah. The better answers gave a balanced essay between the three items required, 
and spent just as much space discussing nutrient cycles, apart from vegetation and 
soil. In fact, those that explained this last part in some detail and even provided 
illustrations for it, were awarded the higher end of the mark range, scoring from 18 
onwards (out of 24 marks).  
 
Question 3 concerned the main stages and processes involved in soil formation. 
There were 16 answers, some of them of above average quality, scoring more than 18 
marks. The best answers covered what was required in detail, using correct terms (and 
spelling) as well as informative illustrations, and not just doodles.  
 
 
Paper III  
 
Section A: Human Geography and the Developing World 
 
Question 1 was divided into three sections: Question 1A requested candidates to state 
the consequences of exploding populations in the developing world; Question 1B 
tackled the role of population pyramids in demographic studies and question 1C 
requested candidates to illustrate how age-sex pyramids could help to forecast health 
and educational needs.  Most candidates managed to provide good quality answers for 
the first two questions of Question 1, but in rare instances lost valuable marks when 
confusing the term ‘consequences’ with ‘causes’ for Question 1A. On the other hand, 
the quality of answers deteriorated drastically for Question 1C.  As in previous years, 
the majority of candidates lacked the ability to demonstrate how theory can be put 
into practice.   
 
Only five candidates attempted Question 3 of Section A. This question was also 
subdivided into three parts and focused mainly on economic geography with key 
topics being the GNP, debt crises for developing regions and poverty.  The quality of 
answers provided was unsatisfactory, as more than half of the candidates answering 
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this question did not even manage to obtain a pass mark.  Considering the emphasis 
given to economic geography at A-level standard, the outcome was surprising and 
disappointing. 
 
Section B: Issues in Resource Management 
 
All candidates opted to answer Question 1 of Section B.  The majority of answers 
provided for part A were of a good quality, as candidates showed the ability to clearly 
state why fossil fuels are classified as a non-renewable form of energy.  The second 
part of this question required candidates to identify the compelling reasons driving the 
economically developed regions to reduce their dependency upon fossil fuels.  
Answers provided for this part of the question, often related to environmental issues 
and failed to discuss other aspects such as cost of purchase, fluctuating prices and 
political instability in oil rich countries.  Quality of answers improved again for part C 
of Question 1 were most candidates were able to demonstrate the pros and cons of 
solar energy.  
 
Those candidates obtaining high marks (18 and above) showed good factual 
knowledge in the subject. 
 
Section C: The Geography of Tourism and Recreation 
 
Question 1 was the most common in Section C.  A total of 30 candidates attempted 
this question and the average mark obtained is 12.  The first part of the question 
requested candidates to discuss how the positive economic impacts of tourism are 
sometimes overstated. Although some good answers were noted, the majority of 
candidates did not succeed in expanding their answers as to include the cultural, social 
and environmental aspects of tourism.  The second part of the question related to 
tourism and the carrying capacity of a destination.  Candidates were expected to 
answer this question by making reference to the aspects/theories relating to the 
concept of Sustainable Tourism, but only few managed to do so.    
 
Question 2 was divided into three: Question 2A requested candidates to define 
domestic tourism; Question 2B related to development in technologies vis-à-vis 
growth in tourism and Question 2C requested candidates to state how contemporary 
demographic and social trends impact upon the growth in modern tourism scenarios.  
Most candidates who managed to provide average quality answers for the first two 
questions of this question, garnered valuable marks. Similar to Question 1C of Section 
A, the quality of answers deteriorated drastically for question 2C, as it related to 
‘applied geography’.  The majority of candidates answering this question could have 
earned more marks if they showed the ability to provide concrete examples as 
requested by the examiner.  The average mark obtained in Question 2 of Section C is 
11. 
 
Question 3 of Section C was attempted by 5 candidates and the average mark 
obtained is 11.  As could be suggested from simple statistical analysis, the answers 
provided for this question were unsatisfactory.  Part A of the question requested 
candidates to explain why tourism is classified as a ‘multi-sector’ activity, whilst part 
B focused on planning policies and the management of tourism and recreational 
activities. Candidates answering this question were requested to demonstrate factual 
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knowledge in tourism as a ‘multi-sector’ activity and how planning policies could 
assist in the sustainable growth of this economic sector.  Candidates attempting this 
question found it difficult to provide good quality answers, especially for part B of 
this question, thus losing valuable marks.    
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The following are a number of recommendations: 
 

� Candidates should be encouraged to continue developing the skill of 
argumentation in the answers provided rather than relying excessively on 
quotations provided by the examiner and/or common phrases.     

 
• Candidates need to develop the skill of presenting their work, not just for the 

exam, but also in their projects/ report writing. This includes using the 
appropriate geographic terms and argumentation and the lecturers’ attention is 
being brought to this urgent need. 

• Candidates could attain more marks if illustrating the ability to go beyond the 
theoretic part of Human Geography and provide ‘applied’ examples based on 
factual knowledge.  

 
• Candidates should be encouraged and trained in providing detailed answers 

and tackle the subject as indicated in the examiner’s question.   
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Chairperson 
Examiners’ Report 2011 


