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A. Registrations 
 

In the 2019 session, a total of 1730 candidates registered to sit for the Italian examination. Out of 1730, 854 

candidates applied for Paper IIA (49.4%) and 876 candidates applied for Paper IIB (50.6%). These percentages 

mean that the number of those who register for Paper A is on the decrease whereas those who register for 

Paper B are on the increase. This is again evident when compared to the percentages of the 2018 session. 

There was an increase of 208 candidates in the total number of applications for the Italian exam, when 

compared to the May 2018 session. 

Year Total SEC registrations Italian SEC registrations % 

 

2012 7295 2025 27.76 

2013 6694 2026 30.27 

2014 6599 1924 29.16 

2015 5878 1839 31.29 

2016 5830 1814 31.11 

2017 5497 1611 29.31 

2018 5145 1522 29.58 

2019 5407 1730 31.99 

Table 1: Registrations 

B. Attendance 
 

Out of a total of 854 candidates for Paper A, 14 candidates were absent for the examination. For Paper B, 64 

candidates out of the total number of registrations (876) were absent. Tables 3.1 and 3.2 provide an 

overview of the grades attained by candidates during 2018 and 2019. 

C. Overall performance 
 

Table 2 outlines the grades attained in 2019 by Paper A and Paper B candidates. 

GRADE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 U ABS TOTAL 

IIA 97 157 249 126 95 - - 116 14 854 

% of Total 11.4 18.4 29.2 14.8 11.1 - - 13.6 1.6 100.0 

IIB - - - 173 150 156 140 193 64 876 

% of Total - - - 19.7 17.1 17.8 16.0 22.0 7.3 100.0 

 

Total 97 157 249 299 245 156 140 309 78 1730 

% of Total 5.6 9.1 14.4 17.3 14.2 9.0 8.1 17.9 4.5 100.0 

Table 2: Grade Distribution for SEC Italian Main Session 2019 
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In the 2019 session, as is evident in Table 3.1 below, when compared to May 2018, there was a slight 

decrease in the number of candidates who obtained grades 1 to 7. 

 2018 2019 

Number of 

candidates 

% of those who 

sat for the 

examination 

(n=1522) 

Number of 

candidates 

% of those who 

sat for the 

examination 

(n=1730) 

Grades 1-3 493 32.4 503 29.1 

Grades 4-5 478 31.4 544 31.4 

Grades 1-5 971 63.8 1047 60.5 

Grades 6-7 252 16.5 296 17.1 

Grades 1-7 1223 80.3 1343 77.6 

Table 3.1: 2018-2019 grade comparison 

 

Grade 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 U Abs Total 

2018 % of Total 5.5 10.1 16.8 17.9 13.5 9.1 7.4 17.6 2.0 100 

2019 % of  Total 5.6 9.1 14.4 17.3 14.2 9.0 8.1 17.9 4.5 100 

Table 3.2: 2018-2019 percentage comparison per grade 

 

D. Comments on the candidates’ performance 
 

Paper 1 Part 1: oral / aural skills 

Speaking skills were given a weighting of 14% and the component consisted of two exercises; a picture 

interpretation and a free conversation about general topics. The marking scheme  was based on the 

candidate’s ability to: 

(1) interact spontaneously and autonomously in a conversation, 

(2) communicate coherently in Italian, giving priority to communicative skills and strategies. 

Although the use of a picture interpretation task is considered to be of help for the candidates to express 

themselves in the target language, a good number of candidates found it difficult to express themselves in 

basic Italian. A few candidates lack the basic vocabulary they needed to use and thus, depended entirely on 

the examiner’s questions and prompts to speak in Italian. For the oral component, the candidate’s ability to 

communicate effectively in Italian is important. 

The Picture Interpretation: 

This task presented the candidates with a picture, which they could describe and talk about. As in the 

previous year, prompts/questions were used to better gauge the candidate’s ability to articulate words in 

Italian. Different sessions had different pictures but all images allowed candidates to use a range of 

vocabulary, which was within their reach. Candidates were also asked to imagine the interaction between 
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the persons in the images. Examiners stated that starting the oral exam with a picture helped candidates to 

calm down and talk more, even though some still encountered issues related to basic vocabulary and simple 

phrases. 

The Free Conversation: 

Candidates were asked to express themselves in Italian on topics of a general nature, most of which were 

related to everyday events or which candidates were familiar with. The examiners helped candidates by 

asking questions and giving prompts. Speaking is tested so that candidates show that they are able to 

communicate in a language, at first with short utterances and then with long, flowing sentences that extend 

to fluent interaction.  

Listening 

Following last years’ experience, even this year all candidates sat for the same listening paper given that 

simultaneous sessions were held in different venues. The component consisted of three tasks. In the first 

exercise, candidates were required to first look carefully at nine illustrations, then listen to seven mini-

dialogues and for each one, write the number that corresponds to the illustration. Candidates were informed 

that there was an extra illustration and an example was given. In the second exercise, candidates needed to 

listen to a short text and then answer questions of a varied nature in writing. These questions assessed a 

number of enabling skills, including listening for detail, listening for gist/general meaning, working out the 

meaning from the context, and making inferences. In the third exercise, candidates had to listen carefully to 

another short text and then fill in some missing details on the corresponding sheet. 

Examiners noted that a lack of focusing on the question asked, made some candidates hazard a long answer 

in the hope that they would include the answer required by the examiner.  

Paper 1 Part 2: Language Use 

 

This component requires metalinguistic and analytical skills. The tasks set in Section A examine the 

candidates’ accurate use of the language. This spectrum covers knowledge of: spelling, morphology, 

vocabulary, syntax, language structures and sociolinguistic competence. Section B tests Culture. 

Section A: Language 

Most of the exercises in this section are contextualised and require reading and understanding. The exercise 

in which candidates fared badly and consequently lost most marks was Exercise 1 where candidates had to 

form expressions commonly used in the Italian language. This proved to be a stumbling block to many. Only 

a handful managed to obtain the full marks allotted to this exercise. Even Exercise 4 (on the use of pronouns) 

proved to be a hard nut to crack. Candidates fared badly even in Exercise 6 where most obtained only half 

the marks whereas others left it out completely. They corrected words which were correctly spelt. 

Candidates somehow expected to have to add accents or insert an ‘h’  but did not see the incorrect use of 

the “concordanza” (both in number and in gender) between nouns and adjectives. 
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Section B: Culture 

As in previous years, the vast majority of candidates fared extremely well in this section.  

Paper 2 

 

Comprehensions 

The candidates’ reading skills were tested by means of two tasks for each Paper (A & B). The tasks were 

distributed as follows: 

 Comprehension 1 Comprehension 2 

Paper A Text-based Text-based 

Paper B Picture-based Text-based 

 

As in the 2018 session, even this year one of the reading tasks in Paper IIB included questions on a picture-

based text. Questions were varied in nature and most of them made direct reference to the image. The first 

task in Paper IIA was a text with a variety of questions. The reading skills tested in the second task in both 

Paper IIA and Paper IIB are largely similar as are the question formats. The difference lies in the difficulty 

level of the texts, the amount of reading required, and the level of reading skills required. The format was 

very similar to the one adopted in the previous year with questions set to test a varied amount of skills 

including; skimming, scanning, inference and vocabulary. The two tasks in each paper varied in topic and in 

type, thus allowing the examiners to achieve a more accurate picture of the candidates’ reading abilities. 

Candidates seemed to have found little difficulty in understanding the general sense of the texts but failed 

to tackle questions related to interpretation of single words or phrases. It is a real pity that, as noted even 

in previous years, a limited vocabulary size and a poor performance in language skills were evident in many 

scripts. Also, candidates should not copy answers directly from the text. This of course does not necessarily 

mean that candidates did not understand the passage but it does reveal a sense of insecurity in the way they 

express themselves. Some candidates did not pay enough attention to detail and in the process lost valuable 

marks.  

In Paper B, as in 2018, the choice of an advert to replace a regular text was well received by the candidates. 

In fact, candidates have done better in Comprensione 1 when compared to the other text. It is to be noted 

that there were very few cases of answers being left blank. However, a number of candidates did manage to 

get maximum marks. In Comprensione 2, no candidate managed to attain the maximum 12 marks attributed 

to this exercise.  
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Writing tasks 

The writing tasks set are as follows: 

 Paper A Paper B 

Task 1 50-60 words 50-60 words 

Task 2 200–210 words 150–160 words 

 

In Paper A, candidates needed to complete a short message about one topic. With respect to the long writing 

task/essay, there was a choice of two titles and the candidates were not presented with any prompts. The 

same applied for Paper B but the tasks had more guidelines. Even though the titles were guided, some tasks 

were left out completely or short paragraphs were written that contained very few words in Italian. Some 

candidates did not follow the titles and guidelines provided.  

In Paper A, the effort in providing a coherent text was quite noticeable. For the most part, punctuation marks 

were used correctly and ideas were divided in paragraphs. This shows that candidates took time to plan their 

work. Furthermore, examiners noted that candidates, in their great majority, wrote the essay in the right 

format, dividing it in an introduction, body and conclusion, something which has been severely lacking in the 

scripts in previous recent years.  On the whole, essays displayed correct sentence grammar, punctuation, 

sentence unity, syntax and spelling. On the other hand, some candidates included certain idioms which were 

out of context.  

Some candidates tend to write well over the established number of words. Very often, longer texts lead to 

further mistakes. The majority of candidates, however, stayed well within the parameters of the word count 

required. Some shortcomings were encountered when it came to fluency in writing. Many times the 

sentence structure needed changing and while some candidates clearly did revise their work and correct the 

texts, it is evident that many did not re-read their work or make any changes. Candidates need to be 

reminded to stick to the tenses according to the needs of the text. It is very common to see past and present 

tenses in the same sentence, which inevitably leads to confusion in understanding. There is also the need 

for candidates to have a good grasp of basic grammatical points, such as; the use of the article and the 

prepositions (preposizioni articolate). 

In Paper B, little or no punctuation was used and the texts produced by the candidates were very often 

difficult to read. Some texts lacked continuity and/or included words in English or Maltese or both. Many of 

the essays were disorganised and confusing. They lacked organisation and appropriate transition. Some of 

them lacked to provide an introduction, a body and a conclusion. They lacked good utilization of grammar, 

including punctuation, paragraphs, spelling, subject and verb usage. Some essays failed to give a coherent 

message, as well as some of them were difficult to comprehend. Candidates need to read more so that they 

can improve ideas, write better sentences in a structured way and use punctuation marks as necessary.  

Quite a number of candidates lack the vocabulary needed to write what they want correctly and some lack 

knowledge of sentence structure. Spelling mistakes prevail in the Paper B, particularly. Spelling mistakes are 

constantly repeated. 
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 Further effort needs to be made both in Paper A and in Paper B, mainly in the areas of: vocabulary building, 

sentence structure and verbs. Candidates need to be reminded to revise their work during the allotted 

examination time. Main mistakes included: the use of accents and the accordo between feminine, masculine 

and plural words. 

E. Conclusion:  
 

As happened last year, even in this session in Paper A there were more scripts of a higher level. Paper 2B 

showed once again that it is still too hard for quite a number of candidates who opt for it but are not so 

fluent in the subject. Overall, there needs to be more emphasis on the productive skills in the oral and written 

components, where candidates need to make an extra effort by reading and practising more, in order to 

learn vocabulary, improve confidence and make better use of the correct tenses and sentence structure. 

 

Chairperson 

Examination Panel 2019 


