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Part 1: Statistical Information

Statistics

Table 1 shows the distribution of grades for the May 2014 session of the examination.

GRADE A B C D E F abs TOTAL
NUMBER 5 16 39 15 13 12 16 116

% OF TOTAL 4.3 13.8 33.6 12.9 11.2 10.3 13.8 100

Part 2: Comments regarding candidate’s performance

2.1 General Remarks

The History Advanced Level examination is made up of three three-hour papers, each of which
carries 33% of the total mark. In Paper I ‘Maltese History’ and Paper II ‘International History’,
which test essay-writing skills, candidates are asked to answer four essay questions which are
strictly related to main historical themes set in the syllabus. In Paper III ‘Source, Analysis and
Interpretation’, the candidate’s skills of source comprehension, analysis and interpretation are
examined.

The results obtained this year are once more comparable to previous years, confirming a general
trend. On a positive note, a slight overall improvement in candidate performance was noted in the
A to C brackets. Nevertheless, several of the shortcomings noted in other sessions were also in
evidence this year. These shortcomings include limited integration of the subject material, little
indication of further reading, as well as limited essay writing skills. A weak understanding of basic
concepts was noted in several scripts. This conceptual weakness does not only characterize the
discussion of the main topics of Maltese history, but also extends to major themes of International
history. Declining levels of reading were again noticed this year, partly reflected in the recycling of
class notes, and mostly resulting in little effective discussion in statement-based essay questions.
As noted in former sessions, this lack of personal reading is probably linked to limited proficiency
in English, which is the language of the examination. Among the lower grades, gaps in factual
knowledge were particularly evident. The Board feels the need to reiterate the importance of a
solid factual knowledge at this level. As noted in previous sessions, the candidate’s acquisition of
writing and analytical skills should be a priority, but these depend, in turn, on solid factual
knowledge of the subject.
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2.2 Detailed Remarks

Paper I Maltese History

Candidates are required to answer questions 1 and 6 and to answer two other questions, one
from each section. All questions are essay questions. Question 1 offered an either/or choice
between a question on political concessions obtained by the Maltese, in comparison to their
political demands in the nineteenth century, and a question based on a statement on the 1903
constitution. As in former sessions, in 1 (a) it was noted that candidates mostly overlook important
nineteenth-century developments, such as the introduction of liberty of the press, and the
application of the Cardwell principle. Several candidates who chose question 1 (b) produced a
descriptive account without showing that they were trying to answer the question. The other
questions tested knowledge of the British policy of accommodation of the Maltese Church, as part
of Church-State relations; the impact of British use of the Maltese naval and military base on
Maltese dependence; the role of migration as a solution to Maltese economic problems; and the
development of the Language Question after 1870. Section B offered an either/or choice between
post-war Maltese economic reconstruction and the effect on Anglo-Maltese relations; and the
impact of Maltese independence on Anglo-Maltese relations to 1979. Other questions addressed
social and economic issues faced by Maltese administrations in the inter-war period; the impact
on the local Church of Maltese politico-religious conflicts; the impact of socio-economic changes
on Malta’s post-war demographic profile; and the rise of polarization in the Maltese political party
system.

The main topics addressed in the paper, including Maltese constitutional development, Church-
State relations, and the Language Question, demand a level of factual knowledge which is
normally achieved in the upper grades. The Board noted substantial variations in factual
awareness, as well as in basic tasks such as the definition of key concepts and the chronological
organization of the subject matters. As in previous sessions, several candidates were noted to
apply the terms of ‘us/them’. Equally worrying is the tendency to discuss political history in terms
which seem to be borrowed from the language of journalism. Factual shortcomings across the
board reveal limited reading and studying skills. Candidates need to prepare better on key topics.
This is felt to be particularly the case with topics in the post-1921 period.

Paper II International History

The same trends seen in Paper I were also evident in Paper II. As already remarked generally,
essay-writing skills were seen to deteriorate considerably beneath the A to C category of
candidates. Most students demonstrated poor analytical skills, while a worrying trend with
misplaced causation persisted. Question 1 offered an either/or choice between a question on the
prospects of socialism and liberalism and the relationship with  German industrial development;
and the achievement of Italian unification ‘by blood and iron’, to borrow the phrase from the
German setting. Other questions tested knowledge of varying levels of industrial development in
late nineteenth-century Europe; the ambitions of the Great Powers and the role of the Ottoman
empire as the ‘Sick Man of Europe’; the system of alliances and alignments developed after 1871
by Bismarck; and the factors behind the rise of Nazism and Fascism. Question 6 offered an
either/or choice between a question on the American policy of containment in Cold War Europe;
and the end of the Cold War. Other questions addressed the role of popular struggle in
Mediterranean decolonization after 1945; the role played by the two superpowers in the Arab-
Israeli conflict; European integration to 2004; and the nuclear arms race to 1989.
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In general the Board noted that the levels of factual knowledge were satisfactory in the upper
grades, in relation to core topics such as the unifications of Italy and Germany, and the
revolutions in France. With other topics, notably the ‘Eastern Question’, once more it was noted
that candidates were less confident. The topics of Mediterranean decolonization after 1945, and
the rise of Fascism and Nazism in the inter-war period, hardly attracted any answers, as in
previous sessions. Moreover, the subject of European integration only attracted a handful of
answers. As noted in recent sessions, it is evident that candidates prefer to concentrate on a
small number of topics, a highly selective trend which poses a significant risk of recycling class
notes.

Paper III Source, Analysis and Interpretation
This paper presents a choice of four comprehension tests based on original sources, in order to
test the candidate’s analytical skills, especially the ability to read critically, interpret and place in
context the passages from ‘unseen texts’. This year, the Board noted progress in the
performance of candidates in the upper grades. Nevertheless, several candidates in the lower
brackets again found it particularly difficult to fulfill this test of critical reading of sources and
historical analysis and interpretation.

Candidates are required to answer two questions, one from Section A and one from Section B.
Section A offered an either/or choice between question 1 on political development from 1800 to
1921, based on an extract from The Claims of the Maltese by Mitrovich in 1835, and question 2
on Anglo-Maltese relations from 1945 to 1979, based on an extract from correspondence on the
breakdown in Anglo-Maltese talks in 1958. In Section B candidates were required to choose
between question 3, on socialism, liberalism and nationalism from 1789 to 1917, which was
based on an excerpt from the Troppau Protocol of 1820, and question 4 on the Cold War, based
on an exchange between US President Kennedy and Soviet Foreign Minister Gromyko in
October 1962.

The levels of factual knowledge demonstrated by candidates attempting these different questions
varied considerably. Question 1, testing knowledge of Maltese demands and British concessions
in the early British period, was answered with a degree of confidence by a good number of
candidates. Question 2, on the crisis in Anglo-Maltese relations in 1958, also attracted
knowledgeable answers, but a lesser degree of confidence was demonstrated. In Section B,
several candidates answering question 3 on the Troppau Protocol showed a good level of
preparedness. Question 4 tested knowledge of the Cuban Crisis in the context of Cold War
rivalry. The performance of candidates attempting this topic varied considerably. In a number of
answers, it was clear that candidates found it difficult to relate information provided in the
passage, to their knowledge of the subject. A confusion of concepts, dates and key names was
also noted at times. To conclude with a general positive note, an improvement in the performance
of candidates in Paper III over past sessions was noted.

The importance of training on primary sources should be emphasized. Key skills in source
analysis and interpretation can only be acquired through a direct interaction with primary sources.
Moreover, this will deter candidates from the practice of recycling class notes, and will stimulate
them to read further and think critically about the subject.

Chairperson
Examiners’ Panel 2014


