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A. General Performance 

Results 

 

GRADE A B C D E F ABS TOTAL 

NUMBER 10 63 240 140 113 74 142 782 

% OF TOTAL 1.3 8.1 30.7 17.9 14.5 9.5 18.2 100 

Table 1: Distribution of Grades for Advanced English Special September Session 2020  

 

Grade No. of 

Candidates 

% of Candidates 

A - C 313 40.0 

A - E 566 72.4 

Absent 142 18.2 

FAIL 74 9.4 

Table 2: Candidates’ general performance  

Context for Interpretation of Results 

 

Evaluating the candidates’ general performance in the September 2020 Special Session poses clear 

challenges. Like other Advanced and Intermediate Level MATSEC exams, the English Advanced Level 

examination held in 2020 was in some ways different from the exams held in previous years, and this makes 

comparing with previous years far from straightforward.  

In terms of the administrative aspects of the exam itself, the differences are that due to Covid-19 the main 

sitting was in September rather than May, and candidates did not sit for their Oral component (6% of total 

marks across the exam) but were given full marks in this section instead.  

There were also several changes in the examination papers that resulted from the new Advanced English 

Syllabus. Among the most notable changes in the syllabus from the previous syllabus, we note: several new 

primary texts in specific components of the exam (Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet and the poetry of Seamus 

Heaney, Carol Ann Duffy and Elizabeth Bishop in Paper 1; Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mocking Bird and Emily 

Brontë’s Wuthering Heights in Paper 2); the removal of gobbet questions from Paper 2; and slightly different 

rubrics in the Poetry and Prose Criticism sections in Paper 1 and Paper 2, respectively.  

However, arguably, one of the most decisive issues to be reckoned with in any analysis was the very high 

number of absentees (142 candidates, i.e., 18.2% of the candidates registered for the exam). In the 2019 

report we noted that the official number of absent candidates in previous years needed to be explained 

further as a significant number of candidates would attend the oral exam but then miss one or more of the 

written components. In such cases, candidates are not marked as absent. For instance, while the official 

percentage of Absent candidates in 2019 was 9.3%, in actual fact 14.1% of the candidates missed one or 

more of the written components. Since, due to Covid-19, no Oral examination was held this year, the number 

of absentees is more fruitfully compared to those who missed the written component in previous years. 
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Doing this, we still find that this year’s percentage of absent candidates (18.2%) is markedly higher than that 

of last year (14.1%), the year before (2018, 10.7%) and the one before that (2017, 12.1%).    

A related datum is the number of candidates registered for this session: 782. While this represents an 

increase from 2019 (743) and 2018 (749), the actual number of candidates who sat for the examination (or 

parts of it, since candidates who attend only one or two of the papers are not marked as absent) was 640.  

Table 3: Number of candidates registered, by year 

Evaluation of Results 

 

Despite the significant disruptions that Covid-19 has caused, we note that the candidates’ performance in 

the 2020 September session was, on average, better than in 2019.  

There was a higher percentage of A-C performances (40.0%, up from 37.4% in 2019), a higher percentage of 

A-E performances (72.4%, up from 70.8% in 2019), and significantly fewer candidates who failed (9.4%, down 

from 19.9% in 2019).  

The markers noted that there were far fewer very poor performances than in the last few years. At this point, 

whether this may be attributable to candidates having had more time to prepare for this exam due to it 

having been held in September (instead of May) or whether this was related to the very high number of 

absentees is difficult to establish. However, we are reasonably confident that this was caused neither by the 

changes in the syllabus nor by any changes in the expected standards in the exam. Indeed, despite there 

being a new syllabus, the average scores in the various components of the exam were only marginally 

different from last year (and the differences were well within ranges that are to be expected across different 

sittings).  

If we look at the grades in more detail, we find that there were more Ds (17.9%, up from 17.2%), more Cs 

(30.7%, up from 29.1%), and more Bs (8.1%, up from 5.9%) than in 2019. On the other hand, there were 

fewer Es (14.5%, down from 16.2%), and As (1.3%, down from 2.4%). The general picture, therefore, is of a 

higher concentration of B to D performances and fewer As, Es and Fs.  

We are pleased that poor to very poor performances were fewer this year, but we are also very concerned 

about the fact that only 10 candidates obtained an A grade. In the 2019 report, we commented on what we 

described as ‘a clear downward trend in performance in the higher brackets over the last five years.’ While 

in 2020 the percentage of As and Bs, put together, is higher than in 2019 (9.4%, up from 8.1%), this was 

lower than in 2017 (11%); 2016 (12.3%); 2015 (14.3%), and 2014 (15%). Remarkably, we have to go back to 

2007 (7 As from 676 candidates) to find a comparably lackluster performance in terms of the number of As. 

We must insist that despite the lack of As, there is enough evidence in the numbers to indicate that the 

general performance of the candidates should not be simply interpreted as a sign of falling standards across 

the board. However, the gradual dwindling in excellence in the last 5 years is a cause for concern that we 

invite educators and policy makers to investigate, particularly because the expected standards for each grade 

have not changed significantly in any way in this period.       

Year 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Candidates 546 545 539 537 650 724 801 867 749 743 782 
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If we take a closer look at the candidates’ performance in the three written papers, we find that there was 

a marked improvement from last year in the average marks obtained by candidates in Paper 1 (+3.25%) and 

Paper 2 (+1.77%). On the other hand, candidates fared less well in Paper 3 (-0.93%).  

Even more specifically, we register higher averages in all the components of the exam except for the 

Summary and Linguistics. On average, candidates did particularly well in Poetry and in Shakespeare. 

Performance in Poetry Criticism and Prose Criticism, while on average better than last year, remains a 

concern. What was surprising was the generally very poor performance in the summary section, about which 

we comment in more detail in the relevant section below.   

Expectations Set by the Syllabus in the Exam 

 

As mentioned above, the syllabus for 2020 was a new syllabus. However, the overall standards expected 

remain unchanged. One difference to note in the syllabus is the higher level of detail included in terms of 

describing the expected standards and the learning outcomes. Readers of this report are invited to consult 

the syllabus for details, but we are quoting some of the key learning outcomes that we consider most 

pertinent to the feedback to be given in this report.Firstly, the following Learning Outcomes refer to use of 

English: 

Candidates should be able to:  

LO1  Demonstrate the ability to write and speak accurately and coherently  

LO2  Demonstrate range and flexibility in written and spoken language  

LO3  Write fluently and with some evidence of stylishness and flair  

LO4  Express themselves fluently, accurately and coherently about a variety of subjects using varied 
and appropriate vocabulary, expression and idiomatic language  

As indicated in these Learning Outcomes (LOs), use of English is a primary consideration in the evaluation of 

the candidates’ performance throughout all the components of the exam. Candidates whose use of English 

is not deemed to be ‘accurate’ and ‘coherent’, and whose language is limited in style and flexibility, are 

unlikely to do well, irrespective of the attainment of other important evaluation criteria.  

Another important criterion is knowledge of the texts assigned. Markers agree that, overall (but with obvious 

exceptions), knowledge of the texts assigned tends to be reasonably good among the candidates.  

What is often lacking, however, is relevance in the application of this knowledge to the rubric chosen by the 

candidates. Relevance of the response is often a problem as candidates frequently prioritise reproducing 

what they have studied over selecting, organising and appropriately framing this knowledge in response to 

the specific wording of the question.  

However, the LOs which candidates seem to struggle with most are those related to practical criticism: 

Poetry Criticism and, more markedly, Prose Criticism. More details about the candidates’ performance in 

these components is given below, but we would like to point out that these components in the exam require 
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overall better preparation by the candidates through wide reading and continuous practice in critical, literary 

analysis.  

B. Analysis of Papers 

Paper 1 

Section A: Shakespeare 

 

Text Chosen Question Number of Essays 

Romeo and Juliet 

1a 1 

1b 3 

1c 0 

Othello 

2a 182 

2b 352 

2c 100 

Table 4: The number of essays marked for this component.  
Absent candidates and candidates who attended the exam but did not attempt this question are not included. 

Romeo and Juliet 

Since very few candidates attempted this section, no specific details about each question will be given so as 

not to identify candidates. In general, it can be said that responses on Romeo and Juliet varied between very 

weak and satisfactory. Two of the responses were deemed to be completely or almost completely irrelevant 

to the question set. 

Othello 

Question 2A: Gobbet:  

OTHELLO  'Tis pitiful. But yet Iago knows 

[…] 

IAGO   Filth, thou liest! 

The majority of candidates properly contextualized the passage. However, as happened in previous sittings, 

when marks were lost, they were lost for the following reasons: 

i. Whilst the rubric specifically states that candidates should focus on at least two elements, a good 

number chose to focus on one element only, in many instances, simply character.  Themes in the 

extract were not well identified and, as a result, not discussed. 

ii. Many candidates provided just a paraphrase of the given extract.  

iii. Many candidates narrated the plot of the play rather than focusing on the extract itself. Seeing that 

the extract is located towards the end of the play, very lengthy and long-winded answers were 

presented. 
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Question 2B: Discuss race, exclusion and belonging in Othello. 

Candidates were expected to discuss the three themes mentioned in the rubric, that is, ‘race’, ‘exclusion’ 

and ‘belonging’. The absolute majority of candidates tackled one or two of the three. Race was discussed by 

all candidates. Overall, it was dealt with effectively. The theme of exclusion, when tackled, was done so only 

in relation to Othello. Very few focused on the notion of belonging. 

Question 2C: ‘In Othello, Desdemona shows a charming and childlike boldness and persistency but also lack 

of perception’. How far do you agree with this description of Desdemona? 

The absolute majority of candidates who attempted this question wrote a good essay where content is 

concerned. Desdemona’s lack of perception and boldness were pointed out and discussed at length. Her 

persistency, however, was not always mentioned. 

General comments 

 

Weak expression: A number of candidates did not show a good command of the language, and this fact came 

to light in the course of their essays where sentence construction was clumsy. 

Citing from critics:  There were candidates who quoted various critics in the course of their essay. Although 

this is a commendable practice, because it shows that students ventured beyond reading the primary texts 

in their preparation for the exam, candidates need to understand that they are to use statements by critics 

to substantiate their arguments and not simply to show they have memorised such statements. What was 

very much in evidence was the fact that candidates were determined to insert these statements irrespective 

of whether they were actually relevant or not. 

 
i. Poor textual reference and quotation: There were candidates who did not refer closely enough to 

the text, and some did not quote accurately. 
 

ii. Tenses: A common weakness was in the use of tenses, with candidates using the past and present 
indiscriminately.  

 
iii. Spelling: Many candidates mis-spelt words, including the names of the characters and Shakespeare 

himself. 
 

Section B: Set Poetry 

  

Poet Question number Number of essays* 

Elizabeth Bishop 
1a 5 

1b 4 

Carol Ann Duffy 
2a 38 

2b 254 

Seamus Heaney 
3a 321 

3b 10 

Table 5: The number of essays marked for this component.  
Absent candidates and candidates who attended the exam but did not attempt this question are not included. 
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Elizabeth Bishop 

 

Question 1A: ‘Elizabeth Bishop’s poetry is characterised by precise description of the physical world.’ Discuss 

with close reference to THREE poems of your choice. 

Not many candidates chose to answer this question. Poems that were chosen included “At the Fish Houses”, 

“The Armadillo”, “Filling Station” and “The Moose”. In the essays presented, candidates tended to lose focus 

of the rubric. Instead of going into the technical details of how Bishop gives very close snapshots of the 

physical world, responses included extensive biographical information about Bishop’s life. This is 

understandable since even in her precise description of the physical world Bishop tends to echo her 

impressions of life’s experiences, but the problem arose when candidates only focused on this personal 

information without regard to the technical detail that goes into her detailed poetic descriptions. In this way, 

the essay either ended being structured as a series of paraphrased poems with no close reference to the 

texts, or simply a number of personal anecdotes from Bishop’s life that did not include any evidence of the 

candidate’s understanding or even knowledge of the texts. The best essays were not only to be 

theme/content based in their approach but also addressed the diverse literary devices that Bishop uses in 

her poetry. 

 

Question 1B: Discuss the themes of grief and longing in Elizabeth Bishop’s poetry. Illustrate your points with 

close reference to the poems discussed. 

This was the least chosen question from Paper 1 Section B. Candidates who chose this question addressed 

poems that included “One Art”, “First Death in Nova Scotia”, “In the Waiting Room”, “The Weed” and 

“Sestina”. In the case of this question, candidates were more successful in linking Bishop’s tragic biographical 

background to her poetic works. Candidates were able to connect how Bishop addresses here sense of 

geographical dislocation reflecting her emotional and psychological sense of loss and grief. Moreover, 

Bishop’s longing to belong but yet her repeated rationalisation that loss is something to be taken in one’s 

stride was another main point that emerged in the essays. Unfortunately, Bishop’s richness of language and 

use of literary techniques were not adequately addressed by some candidates who chose to focus more on 

paraphrasing the poems and narrating Bishop’s life rather than offering any depth of analysis. 

 

Carol Ann Duffy 

 

Question 2A: Discuss Carol Ann Duffy’s exploration of gender issues in ‘Medusa’ and any other TWO poems 

of your choice. 

This question was chosen by a small number of candidates who all addressed the chosen text of “Medusa”. 

The other two most chosen poems were “Mrs Lazarus” and “Woman Seated in the Underground, 1941”. The 

candidates who did well in their essays addressed the issues of feminism that Duffy puts forward through 

her poetry. Duffy makes women intrinsically human with very strong emotions where the male counterparts 

are concerned. Candidates addressed the double messages that society tends to give women in that it wants 

them to be strong but, when they are, they are vilified or demonised. Successful candidates did not only 

address the themes in these poems but were able to also focus on certain literary devices like the use of 

intertextuality, imagery and the use of the deceptively simple diction that are so characteristic of Duffy’s 
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poetry. The least successful candidates were the ones who simply chose to summarise the three poems 

without any attempt to find any links between the three poems or at least build a series of arguments that 

create a cohesively structured essay. Candidates need to remember that close reference to the texts 

enhances their arguments as it enables the reader to follow their train of thought and it substantiates their 

analysis. 

 

Question 2B: Discuss the theme of childhood in Carol Ann Duffy’s poetry. Illustrate your points with close 

reference to the poems discussed. 

This was the second most chosen question from Paper 1 Section B, and the poems that were commonly 

addressed were “In Mrs Tilscher’s Class”, “Originally”, “Statement”, “Head of English” and “We Remember 

Your Childhood Well”. Many of the candidates who answered this question were quite successful in 

addressing the themes that emerge in these poems mainly those of childhood being a positive period of time 

and how inevitably this innocence is lost. Candidates who answered these questions were more successful 

in drawing on literary techniques like imagery, use of sound and diction to illustrate their analysis. 

Additionally, a small number of candidates did indeed make connections between the different poems which 

address this common theme of childhood. 

  

Seamus Heaney 

 

Question 3A: ‘Seamus Heaney’s poetry is often inspired by recollection of childhood experience.’ Discuss 

with close reference to THREE poems of your choice. 

This was the most widely chosen question in Paper 1 Section B, and there were a good number of successful 

essays presented by the candidates who chose it. The poems that were addressed in this question included 

“Digging”, “Blackberry Picking”, “Follower”, “The Barn”, “Death of a Naturalist” “Churning Day” and  

“Mid-Term Break”. Many of the candidates did very well in discussing the themes and contents of the texts. 

However, this information would usually include a paraphrasing of the salient parts of the texts – more of a 

narration of the “plot” of the poems than analysis. Many essays included the use of close references to the 

texts, showing that the candidates who answered the question had good knowledge of the texts. Most 

candidates were able to pick on the use of sensual imagery in Heaney’s poetry and how this complemented 

the themes of loss of innocence, pride in both his parents’ work, and the idealisation of childhood. A good 

number of essays were focussed throughout, although once again language use weaknesses and cohesion 

were the main pitfalls. 

 

Question 3B: ‘Seamus Heaney’s poetic style has been described as possessing “great sensuous richness and 

directness”.’ Discuss with detailed reference to THREE or more poems of your choice. 

This question was the fourth most popular question in Paper 1 Section B, and poems chosen included 

“Personal Helicon”, “The Barn”, “Death of a Naturalist”, “Blackberry Picking” and “The Railway Children”, 

among others. Once again, a number of essays focussed more on themes and content rather than on literary 

devices. This approach was more problematic for this question since its main aim was to explore Heaney’s 

style. Candidates tend to be more successful in addressing themes rather than literary techniques. For 

example, many of Heaney’s poems offer a richness in the use of literary devices that appeal to different 

senses which a number of candidates failed to address. It is imperative that candidates understand that 
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beyond “what” is being “said” in a poem, “how” it is being stated and “why” it is being addressed in that way 

are important and form the basis of literary analysis.  

 

General Comments 

These comments are pertinent to all essays presented in this section regardless of which poet’s works were 

being analysed. Many essays have significant problems with structuring in that many candidates present 

information in a haphazard manner, moving from one unrelated point to the next without any sense of 

cohesion. Some arguments are presented but are not developed further to illustrate the candidates’ train of 

thought and indicate how they arrived at certain conclusions/interpretations. Some candidates simply 

summarise the contents of poems thinking that this is sufficient to reveal their understanding of the texts. 

An analytic approach that includes presenting an argument, using quotes to illustrate arguments followed 

by a more in-depth explication of the candidate’s train of thought is lacking in many essays. A good number 

of essays simply present two or three separate paragraphs with brief summaries of the poems without any 

attempt at linking them. There are minimal attempts by a number of candidates to use the texts to illustrate 

the arguments presented. Many candidates tend to focus only on themes and the content of the texts and 

disregard the use of literary devices which need to be discussed. Moreover, apart from the language 

weaknesses that were evident in a number of essays, including spelling, grammar, informal/colloquial 

expressions and syntax problems, some candidates also did not bother to either quote accurately or to at 

least make sure that they write the titles of the poems correctly. 

 

Section C: Poetry Criticism 

The unseen poem set this year was ‘A Blackbird Singing’ by R.S. Thomas. The text is short and clearly defined 

with regard to form, with two 6-line stanzas hedging in a quatrain in the middle. 

The poet starts by making a general comment, stating that there is something not quite adding up in the fact 

that such beautiful music emanates from a blackbird. Through a simile, the poet goes on to acknowledge 

that there is a quasi-magical quality in the bird in its ability to metamorphose notes into a ‘rare metal’, a sort 

of Midas touch.  The second stanza addresses the reader directly, as if the poet is seeking confirmation of 

what he has stated in the first stanza, a sort of ‘you know what I mean’ attitude. The third stanza reverts to 

a reflection on the bird, one that opens up into layers of perspective, seeking to qualify the bird not as a 

singular entity but as a collective one; a bird that has been around for centuries; a type of bird that comes 

laden with layers of history since time immemorial. 

The poem is quite straightforward despite the veneer created through simile, metaphor, and implied 

contradiction. Candidates who did well kept to the point, keeping their imagination reined in by what the 

poem actually envisions. They wrote in largely good English with very few mistakes. They used the correct 

literary terms, such as simile and metaphor, personification, and more. Yet even in these essays, structure 

tended to suffer somewhat, with ideas not quite well put together but inserted in a rather random fashion. 

Candidates need to be aware that the essay structure is vital to ensure both cohesion and coherence, and 

they should make time to put things together in a structured way. 

Unfortunately, this year there was a majority of candidates that went far beyond the implications of the text, 

and they read the poem in a completely symbolical way.  For these candidates, the blackbird represented a 
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minority group in any given population, with references made to the ‘Black Lives Matter’ movement. 

Although admittedly one could think of this initially, yet, there is nothing in the poem that indicates the 

validity of such a reading. Thus, the focus strayed, and candidates lost sight of the plot, as it were. 

Overall, there are problems with regard to writing and linguistic expression.  Sentence structure, 

paragraphing, a largely injudicious use of punctuation, a confusion of tenses – these are a few of the 

problems that candidates seem to be contending with.  There were far too few scripts that manifested 

knowledge of and discrimination between the use of a colon and a semi-colon, for instance. It is also 

important for candidates to know that some sort of introduction and conclusion are conductive to good, 

structured essay writing. 

Lastly, an overwhelming majority presented a scant and superficial description of the poem, sometimes 

engaging with a narrative that never goes beyond the surface. Very few presented arguments critically, and 

those who did, wrote very good essays.  Overall, there were only four truly excellent essays this year in this 

component. 

Paper 2 
 

Novel Question Number of Essays* 

Margaret Atwood 1a 384 

1b 204 

Charles Dickens 2a 2 

2b 5 

Ian McEwan 3a 296 

3b 119 

Emily Bronte 4a 239 

4b 9 

Harper Lee 5a 4 

5b 1 

Table 6: The number of essays marked for this component.  
Absent candidates and candidates who attended the exam but did not attempt this question are not included. 

 

Novels listed in descending order of popularity among candidates  

The Handmaid’s Tale 588 

Atonement 425 

Wuthering Heights 248 

Great Expectations 7 

To Kill a Mocking Bird 5 

Table 7: Candidates’ Choice of Questions in Paper 2, Section A  
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General comments   

i. A good number of essays were out of point and out of focus. Too many essays simply presented 

rehearsed material. Rehearsed generic introductory paragraphs should definitely be avoided. 

ii. Poor use of English and spelling mistakes caused many candidates to underperform. At the very least, 

candidates are expected to be able to spell some of the most significant keywords in the texts studied, 

for example, ‘theocracy, feminism, patriarchy, propaganda, totalitarian, dystopia, palimpsest’ in The 

Handmaid’s Tale. The same applies for the characters’ and author’s names.  

iii. Previous examiners’ reports have emphasised the need for arguments to be substantiated by 

evidence from the text. This was lacking in all too many essays this year. Accurate direct quotations 

from the novel are also to be considered integral to a successful literature essay.  

 

Section A: Novel Set Texts 

 

The Handmaid’s Tale, by Margaret Atwood 

 

Question 1a: Discuss the interplay between past and present in Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. 

i. The better essays discussed the movement of narrative time in the novel and the significance of the 

‘interplay’ between past and present to the structure and thematic concerns of the narrative, while 

also making reference to the appended Historical Notes dated 2195. However, the vast majority of 

essays focussed solely on the contrast between Offred’s past and her present or compared pre-

Gileadean society with life under the Gileadean regime, with some token references to the 

significance of flashbacks and memory to Offred’s narrative. As a result, the rubric was not fulfilled 

satisfactorily.  

ii. The majority of essays relied too heavily on plot narration and character, while many simply listed 

some of Offred’s most notable memories of ‘the time before’ without making any attempt to discuss 

their relevance to their argument. A good number of essays were also out of point, and there were 

some factual inaccuracies as some candidates tended to rely on their knowledge of the TV series of 

The Handmaid’s Tale rather than the text itself.  

iii. A few excellent essays focussed on the way pre-Gileadean attitudes paved the way to Gilead’s rise to 

power in a highly commendable way. These essays were mature and insightful and made convincing 

reference to the concept of the palimpsest as well as to Offred’s ‘double vision’.  

iv. Obviously, the issue of complacency was highly relevant to this essay. However, while some 

candidates were able to discuss this, it was disappointing to note that many candidates were not able 

to use this word accurately. Complacency is one of the main themes of the novel but many candidates 

persisted in considering it a synonym of compliance and used the two words interchangeably. This 

was particularly unfortunate given the fact that last year’s examiner’s report made explicit reference 

to this error.  

v. The main difficulty candidates faced had to do with the fact that while they may have been familiar 

with the plot and characters of the novel, they were unable to present their material in the form of 

a relevant, well-structured argument. It was evident that most candidates did not plan their essays 

as too many of them lacked cohesion and coherence. Many introductions were generic – presenting 
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a definition of dystopia or describing the authoritarian Republic of Gilead regardless of the focus of 

the rubric.  

vi. Most candidates took a character-based approach. Moira’s character in particular was often 

described in great detail, although this was not directly relevant to this question.  

Question 1b: Discuss the importance of Aunt Lydia and the Red Centre in Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. 

i. In this essay, candidates were expected to discuss both place and character. While some candidates 

attempted to do this, many focussed solely on the character of Aunt Lydia, making very few 

references to the Red Centre, while others only commented on Aunt Lydia’s character. Thus, once 

again, too many candidates failed to fulfil the rubric.  

ii. There were many weak essays on this title. Some digressed into a discussion of the characters Offred 

meets at the Red Centre, such as Janine and Moira. Others confused Aunt Lydia and Aunt Elizabeth. 

Many candidates struggled to explain the allusion to the Old Testament story of Rachel and Leah, 

with some describing Rachel as Leah’s handmaid and others confusing the names to a significant 

extent. There were even some references to the ‘Cain and Abel Centre’ and to the ‘Judith and 

Meredith Centre’. Unfortunately, many candidates also stated that the Red Centre is the 

Commander’s home.  

iii. Better essays discussed the significance of the Red Centre to the indoctrination of the handmaids and 

connected this to the oppressiveness of the fundamentalist authoritarian Gileadean regime. Some 

candidates were also able to make close references to descriptions of the centre and the handmaid’s 

training in order to sustain their argument. A few candidates discussed Aunt Lydia’s complex 

manipulative character and her significance as the voice in Offred’s head and also considered the 

ways that she and the other Aunts emerge as accomplices in the patriarchal dystopia, serving to 

sustain the misogynist regime. These candidates were to be commended.  

iv. Once again, many candidates failed to plan their essays and were therefore not able to present a 

cogent, coherent argument.  

v. Although Aunt Lydia is a very significant character in the novel, very few candidates seemed to be 

able to comment on this character in sufficient depth. As a result, many essays were superficial and 

out of focus. Direct quotations from the text were scarce and there were also many examples of 

misquotation. 

Great Expectations, by Charles Dickens 

 

Question 2a: Compare and contrast the characters of Estella and Biddy in Great Expectations.  

 

Question 2b: ‘Dickens seems to believe that failure is a better teacher than success.’ Discuss this statement 

in relation to Great Expectations. 

 

General comments 

i. There were very few responses to Great Expectations. Question (b) on failure was favoured over (a) 

on the characters of Estella and Biddy.  
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ii. In general, good textual knowledge was evident, with some using appropriate references to support 

their points.  

iii. Weaknesses included the tendency to discuss characters separately, without relating them 

convincingly to the main argument of the essay. 

Atonement, by Ian McEwan 

 

Question 3a: Discuss the theme of innocence in Atonement. 

i. This question was by far the more popular choice, and understandably so as the theme of innocence 

is central to the novel. It was chosen by 71.3% of those who answered on McEwan. 

ii. The overall performance of a substantial number of candidates was similar to previous sittings. 

Knowledge of the text was generally very sound and most candidates were equipped with an 

impressive array of textual references, but despite having a strong familiarity with the text, the 

candidates were unable to sift through their material and they could not systematize their argument 

into a coherent whole.  

iii. A number of candidates adopted a superficial approach and simply narrated the events in the novel 

that represent the process leading to loss of innocence. Very often these were not even directed by 

carefully selected arguments but were instead driven by the sequence of events as they occurred. 

Thus, most essays focused mainly on Briony and her ‘mistake’ as a young girl by writing lengthy 

paragraphs on the fountain scene, Robbie’s crude letter to Cecilia, the library scene and Lola’s rape.  

iv. At times, candidates presented a list of those characters who, in their opinion, were seen as innocent 

or lack innocence. Although one can conceive this as an appropriate approach to discussing the 

notion of ‘innocence’, quite often the essays were dominated by lengthy narration and candidates 

simply failed to engage on the critical level. Consequently, for the most part, the mark obtained was 

not a high one as at this level, candidates should be able to present mature responses and insightful 

understanding of the theme under discussion.  

v. A discernible and worrying aspect was the inferior quality of work, produced by some candidates, 

which showed poor preparation, limited or even poor expression, and lack of maturity.  

vi. A good number of essays exhibited the use of an inappropriate style and a lack of formality, clearly 

not fitting in a literature essay. A substantial number of candidates even made use of informal 

American words or expressions.  

vii. Apart from the overall lack of mature responses, accuracy in writing left much to be desired. Below 

is a non-exhaustive list of some of the principal failings where linguistic and grammatical accuracy is 

concerned: 

viii. Collocation of tenses and the use of the appropriate verb tense to write a literature essay (present 

tense). 

ix. The spelling of portrayed as ‘potrayed’; ‘percieve’ instead of perceive’; the inability to distinguish 

between ‘where’ and ‘were’; the use of the word ‘faith’ when referring to a particular character’s 

destiny; the interchangeable use of ‘loose’ and ‘lose’. Other common spelling mistakes included 

‘ommission’, ‘liabrary’ and ‘whitnessed’, when the inability to spell correctly and choose a wrong or 

inappropriate word is surely inexcusable at this level. 

x. Whole paragraphs comprised of overlong, badly structured sentences. 
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Question 3b: Discuss the relationship between the Tallis sisters, Briony and Cecilia, in Atonement. 

i. This question was chosen by 28.7% of those who answered on McEwan. 

ii. The title aimed to elicit discussion of the characters and the transformation in their relationship 

throughout the novel. The candidates could have debated the change in this relationship with 

reference to the development of the main themes: innocence, guilt and atonement. They could also 

have commented about the way in which narrative structure works in constructing these characters. 

However, quite often, candidates’ essays were dominated by lengthy narration of what Cecilia used 

to tell Briony whenever she used to have nightmares, the content of Robbie’s letter to Cecilia and 

Briony’s witnessing of the library scene. Only a few troubled themselves with, at least, commenting 

on how the last two aspects changed the younger sister’s attitude towards Cecilia. 

iii. Some of the candidates who opted for this question even made use of stock introductions which 

failed to reflect the specificities of the rubric set in the examination. For instance, a number of these 

introductions dealt with the longing for atonement without making a single reference to the Tallis 

sisters.  

iv. Something very disheartening to notice was the constant wrong spelling of a key character’s name, 

Cecilia, and of the word ‘relationship’, despite having both words written in the title itself. In fact, the 

former was often written as ‘Cecelia’, while the latter as ‘relasionship’.  

v. Just like in most of the essays which dealt with question (a), unsophisticated argumentation, to say 

the least, together with very poor quality of the language, characterized most of the candidates’ 

writing. Some examples of excessively poor writing are illustrated below: 

 Briony cared for Cecelia very much and throughout the novel and the claims she does is all to 

protect Cecelia from harm as a thanks for caring for her.  

 Briony was being seen as a pre-madonna infront of Cecilia. (Here, the candidate was obviously 

referring to Cecilia’s comment about Briony perceiving herself as a ‘prima donna’).  

 As the novel and time pass, their relasionship changes, and this is due to the events that take 

place because of Briony. 

vi. A number of essays were out of point, merely giving a summary of the plot or focusing on the two 

characters individually without making any reference to the relationship between the two.  

 

Wuthering Heights, by Emily Brontë 

 

Question 4a: Discuss the development of Heathcliff’s character in Wuthering Heights. 

i. A resounding 96.4% of candidates who answered on Brontë opted for this question.  

ii. The candidates were expected to discuss how Heathcliff’s character develops as he straddles both 

the first- and second- generation stories. They could have referred to the effects of nature and 

nurture on the character. Moreover, Heathcliff’s love for Catherine, along with his cruelty to others, 

could have been discussed in terms of philosophical questions relating to human nature and the 

condition of Man.  

iii. With the exception of a very few candidates, knowledge of the text was thorough and, in fact, most 

candidates had the right material at hand. The only common knowledge-based mistake encountered 

in a number of essays was the mixing up of certain character names, namely Hareton and Hindley.  
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iv. Despite the overall very good knowledge, there were limited attempts to delve into a close reading 

of the novel and demonstrate significant insight in the understanding of the text. At this level, 

knowledge of content is not sufficient preparation for the examination since good critical thinking 

skills and presentation of mature argumentation, together with decent linguistic skills, are expected.  

v. Candidates are rewarded according to how well they organise their ideas, manipulate register, write 

accurately and fluently, while also structure their writing in a coherent and cohesive manner. Some 

of the better essays, in fact, not only demonstrated insight in the understanding of the text, but also 

used appropriate textual references as supporting material and chose sound arguments to support 

ideas. At the opposite end of the spectrum, however, a small cohort of candidates seriously 

underperformed since their work did not meet any of the above-mentioned characteristics. These 

candidates had difficulties in maintaining focus on the set question and writing responses that are 

well constructed. Such essays not only lacked cohesive paragraphs, but also links between the 

paragraphs and ideas developed. They even contained poor vocabulary choice and range while they 

drifted into narration rather than engaged critically with the given question. Errors in punctuation 

and sentence structure were also worrying issues. Some examples of poor writing are illustrated 

below: 

 He grew up on the poor side of Thrushcross grange were everything around him was gothic 

and the grass was just mush. 

 Hareton suffered a worse faith than his father. 

 Emily Brontë uses pathetic fallacy in order to describe Heathcliff. The surroundings of 

Wuthering Heights were in fact Heathcliff himself. For example, the gate that was hard to 

open is like Heathcliff who is hard to open his boundaries and the dark windows are like his 

eyes.  

vi. A number of essays made use of an inappropriate style, verb tense and quotation structure. In fact, 

a substantial number of candidates had no idea how to integrate quotations within their work, often 

leaving them standing on their own even when they were short and could have easily been woven 

into sentences.  

vii. At times, candidates made a haphazard reference to a particular literary critic by simply using the 

critic’s first name, without even establishing who the person is. Although, as stated in the AM Syllabus 

2020, ‘[r]eference to literary critics and theorists does not make up part of the assessment criteria at 

Advanced Level’ (p. 18), it is a pity that when such references were made, they were used 

tokenistically and clearly showed no evidence of a broader reading within Brontë’s work.  

Question 4b: Discuss Emily Brontë’s portrayal of death in Wuthering Heights. 

i. A mere 3.62% of candidates chose this question.  

ii. Brontë’s novel makes multiple references to death and so, it was quite surprising that only such a 

small percentage opted for this title. Responses to this question could have focused on death in 

relation to love. Moreover, references to Heathcliff’s obsession with Catherine after her death could 

easily have been contrasted with Hindley’s attitude after the loss of his wife. Candidates could also 

have discussed Brontë’s presentation of morality, religion and the human condition in her novel.  

iii. The candidates were conversant in the content but did not quite manage to present fully relevant 

essays that were organized in a cogent and coherent manner.  
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iv. The few candidates who opted for this question were not quite sensitive to the nuances of language. 

The essays contained stylistic problems which are obviously not expected at this level. 

To Kill a Mocking Bird, by Harper Lee 

Question 5a: Discuss the characters of the Finch family in To Kill a Mockingbird. 

 

Question 5b: Discuss To Kill a Mockingbird as a coming-of-age story.  

 
i. The quality of responses was generally middling, and ranged from weak to good. 

ii. All the essays on To Kill a Mocking Bird showed a reasonably solid knowledge of the text but they 

varied considerably in terms of critical insight and the relevance of the responses provided. 

iii. Weaker essays included a number of irrelevant or superficial points that simply summarised events 

rather than discussing aspects of characterisation (as required in Q5a) or of theme and genre (as 

required in Q5b). 

Section B: Prose Criticism 

 

i. The extract was taken from the novel, Brazzaville Beach, by William Boyd. 

ii. This year, the overall performance ranged from mostly average to weak. Although it was encouraging 

to note that there were fewer very poor responses, with only a handful of candidates not managing 

to write beyond a disjointed paragraph, there were disappointingly almost no responses in the top 

bracket. The subject of the extract was well within the grasp of the vast majority of candidates; 

however, very few went beyond a superficial reading of the passage to engage in a critical analysis of 

it. 

iii. It is clear that most candidates experience great difficulty in tackling a piece of prose. They are unable 

to make the shift between poetry and prose, despite the fact that the prose extract task is part of 

Paper II, where candidates write on the novels. A large proportion of scripts made reference to the 

poem, the poet, stanzas, the play, verses, rhyme, rhythm, syllables and other aspects that are much 

more closely associated with poetry. The uneven paragraph length was called free verse by a few 

candidates.  

iv. Many candidates give the impression that they are coached to identify a specific set of features in 

the text, regardless of whether these are present or not. A notable example this year was simile 

where candidates picked the straightforward line It’s no good for people like you and me to 

demonstrate the use of simile. Many candidates fall into the trap of spotting devices and producing 

lists of examples without integrating these into a coherent analysis of the text. It was very common 

to find statements such as ‘the tonic was fizzing’ is an onomatopeia’; ‘pleasant gloom’ is an 

oxymoron; there are several concrete nouns; without showing how the use of such devices 

contributes to a fuller understanding of the text’s dynamics. Listing devices is at the most basic level 

of critical analysis, since it demonstrates an awareness of what is required by the task but such a 

response fails to engage critically with the text.  

v. This year the rubric asked candidates to focus specifically on two aspects of the text: characterisation 

and point of view. The fairly straightforward theme of friends reunited after some time was 

accessible to practically all candidates, although some erroneously concluded that Meredith and 
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Hope were best friends at school (no evidence in text) and/or had carried on being close friends 

throughout, whereas the opposite is suggested. The theme led several candidates to reflect about 

the meaning and importance of true friendship in life, thus resulting in responses that were not well 

focused on the task of critical analysis. Generalising about the difficulties of true friendship has no 

place here and takes up valuable time and space that could otherwise be more profitably spent in 

thinking about and commenting on the author’s techniques. Most candidates seem to have a fixed 

idea that the author of the prose passage writes the piece to communicate an important message to 

the reader, seemingly oblivious of the fact that the passage is extracted from a much longer prose 

work (usually a novel) and thereby dispelling all notions of a self-contained message. However, it was 

very common to find whole paragraphs devoted to the author’s intended message about true friends, 

warning the reader against false friendship and so on. Linked to this idea of intention is the open-

endedness of the text, especially in this case where the text ended on the rhetorical questions ‘Does 

she like John?’ and ‘Why not?’ Several candidates wrote about the author’s intention to create 

mystery and suspense in the reader, when evidently this is totally irrelevant. Such approaches shift 

the focus away from the task at hand to venture into speculation and opinion that are not grounded 

in the text.  

vi. The understated rivalry between Hope and Meredith, with Hope’s envy emerging quite clearly at 

points, was a theme that seemed to hit home with many candidates. This predictably led to much 

irrelevant moralising. Hope was repeatedly criticised for being lazy, unambitious, judgemental, 

superficial, sometimes in extremely harsh terms, since according to these candidates, Hope’s 

behaviour did not reflect that of a true friend. Some words used to describe her, such as aggressive, 

sour, hostile, bitter, toxic, narcissistic, were not supported by the tone of the text. Such a surface 

reading of Hope’s character meant that most did not pick up on her ambivalent feelings of admiration 

and envy towards Meredith, but instead attacked Hope for being double-faced and hypocritical. A 

more careful reading of the text, reining in the temptation to jump to hasty, moralising conclusions, 

would have produced a much fuller analysis of Hope’s character and the dynamics between the two 

women. Candidates who were sensitive to Hope’s ambivalent feelings wrote well about her insecurity 

and hesitation in the face of Meredith’s beauty, success and nonchalance.  

vii. Moreover, Hope’s observation that Meredith was at her most attractive when she had just woken 

up, led a number of candidates completely astray. A few hinted at the possibility of Hope’s 

subconscious attraction to Meredith; however, other candidates went off at a tangent to interpret 

the entire passage in the light of this attraction. Close reading of the passage does not support this 

interpretation as the main standpoint of the text. For instance, Hope’s conclusion that Meredith does 

not like John was taken as proof that the two women were attracted to each other, whereas a closer 

reading of the text would have linked this idea to the disquiet about John that Hope herself 

experiences at that point. 

viii. Meredith’s gesture towards Hope, ‘Careful, lovely’ was also misinterpreted in this light. Some 

candidates did not realise that the setting was Meredith’s cottage, not Hope’s, a fact that should have 

been evident from the way Meredith acted as host. The final paragraph was misunderstood by many 

candidates, who could not figure out the relationships between Mr Clearwater, John and the two 

women. There may admittedly be some lack of clarity in this part of the text; however, drawing 

conclusions such as Meredith had an arranged marriage; Meredith only met her own husband once 
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before the wedding should have alerted candidates to the fact that the reference is to John as Hope’s 

husband, not Meredith’s. This faulty reading led to some rather odd interpretations of Meredith’s 

character that were not consonant with her portrayal throughout the remainder of the text. 

ix. The ability to identify and discuss point of view pertinently proved to be elusive to most candidates. 

Some were unclear regarding what was being asked of them while others never mentioned point of 

view at all. The majority referred to the third person omniscient narrator while others talked about 

second person omniscient and even more confusingly, first person omniscient, betraying a lack of 

understanding of the terminology. Many who mentioned third person omniscience realised that the 

point of view in the text is primarily that of Hope, although very few used an appropriate term like 

‘focalization’. However, the large proportion of candidates went no further than merely mentioning 

the point of view and then dismissing this. Very few candidates discussed the way point of view 

functioned in the text, for instance, the bias in Hope’s depiction of Meredith. The more able 

candidates discussed how the reader is given access to Hope’s thoughts through the narration, but 

has both a biased view of Meredith (through Hope) and more unbiased view of Meredith (through 

her speech). Several highlighted the imbalance between the detailed description of Meredith and the 

sparse details about Hope, but almost no one pointed out the obvious: that Hope’s focus is Meredith, 

although the candidates in the upper brackets discussed how Hope’s description of Meredith reveals 

a lot about Hope herself. 

x. This year, the handling of language and structuring of the essay left much to be desired. There were 

very few scripts that were sophisticated and cogent in their writing. Below is a non-exhaustive list of 

recurring errors that should be avoidable at this level: 

 Inappropriate register: expressions such as she is not into her husband; she has a thing 

for John; from the get go; Hope hits on Meredith; this is a girls night; first off; Hope is an 

overthinker; two friends hanging out together; straight off the bat; the passage kicks off; 

a meet up recurred in several scripts. 

 Hope was repeatedly written in lower case as ‘hope’ 

 All possible variations of spelling for Meredith 

 ‘Image’, ‘Imagery’ and ‘Imageries’ used interchangeably 

 Overlong and complicated sentences, often comprising a single paragraph, resulting in a 

loss of coherence and cohesion 

 Very poor introductions and conclusions  

 Random punctuation, especially commas used to link two sentences together, creating a 

disruption in the sentence structure 

 Difficulty with distinguishing between common homophones such as their/there; 

were/where; whether/weather and so on 

 The use of possessives 

 Subject and verb agreement, even in some simple sentences 

 Collocation of tenses  

Paper 3 

Section A: Language Essay 
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Statistical Data for Section A 

Essay Question Number of candidates % (rounded up to 1 decimal point) 

1 63 10.0 

2 76 12.0 

3 40 6.3 

4 66 10.5 

5 83 13.2 

6 136 21.6 

7 139 22.0 

8 28 4.4 

Table 8: Data about the candidates’ choice of question  

 

i. This year’s September paper offered eight options to candidates with a choice of narrative, 

expository, descriptive and argumentative essay titles: 

1) The day the country stood still. 

2) Write a story beginning with the sentence, ‘That morning we landed on the Red Planet for the 

first time’. 

3) The beach in winter.  

4) A happy place. 

5) Hate speech on social media.  

6) ‘The most important challenge for humanity today is the climate crisis.’ Discuss.                                                                                                                                                                                        

7) Bullying. 

8) Colours.  

 

ii. The most popular of the titles chosen was Question 7, a task approached primarily as an 

argumentative essay, but there were one or two notable narrative style attempts. The argumentative 

efforts were, in the main, chatty and discursive with very few attempts that were above average. The 

arguments followed a very similar pattern and insightful, well-constructed and critical efforts were 

rare. The majority demonstrated a general lack of convincing argument and/or a lack of maturity in 

the approach to the task. This was highlighted by the frequent use of low-level vocabulary, which 

restricted many candidates. In addition, there were many examples of poor grammar, though this 

was not by any means restricted to this one question. Again, these errors could be found in many of 

the lower and middling responses to most of the questions. There were fewer very low graded papers 

than last year, but those poorer essays were generally poorly written, badly constructed and lacking 

cohesion and coherence. Sentence structure skills, along with punctuation, was also a worrying issue, 

especially in the lower graded papers. On the other hand, those few that made a better job of this 

question demonstrated strong, critical and well-constructed argumentation, coupled with rich and 

varied vocabulary use. This was, however, the exception in this particular question.   

 

iii. The second most popular title was number 6, ‘The most important challenge for humanity is the 

climate crisis.’ Discuss. This was another argumentative task that allowed the candidates to consider 
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the impact that climate crisis has had and will have on humanity. The response was that the majority 

of essays were passionate yet chaotic efforts that despite showing a general awareness of the issue, 

failed to explore any section of it thoroughly. Unfortunately, too many answers were incredibly 

subjective in approach, lacking balance and perspective. The majority of the attempts were formulaic 

and remarkably similar in style and content, with only the better examples offering an original 

approach. The evidence is clear that a lack of general and cultural knowledge restricted the response 

of the majority, with many repetitive arguments offered. This lack of argumentative strength was 

often coupled with a lack of expression through limited vocabulary and grammatical skill. For 

example, grammatical errors emanating from a direct transliteration of Maltese were prevalent. 

Phrases such as “…the air is so polluted you could not stay breathing it long…” and “…they had to 

make a demonstration at parliament” showed a common clumsiness in expression. These essays also 

revealed a general inability to use commas and semi colons. In contrast, there were a few exceptional 

examples of strong, coherent and cogent arguments that were structured effectively, showing a good 

command of language. Most of these offered a very different approach to their poorer counterparts, 

and their efforts were underpinned by an obvious knowledge of both culture, society and the 

problem facing humanity. 

 

iv. Title 5, the final expository/argumentative essay analysed, asked candidates to consider ‘Hate speech 

on social media’ and was the third most popular choice. However, this did not necessarily always 

convert to a well-argued piece of written work. That said, many of the better attempts at this 

question produced balanced, well-constructed essays that were full of conviction and reason, 

underpinning strong language skills. Again, this was the exception rather than the rule, but it is fair 

to suggest that the lower graded attempts were not particularly poor in the vast majority of cases. 

Indeed, I would suggest that this question attracted more candidates with critical writing ability than 

any other. However, the majority of the poor essays in this category were hampered by weak 

argumentation and/or redundancy and lacked cohesion and language command.   

 

v. Question 2, ‘Write a story beginning with the sentence, ‘That morning we landed on the Red Planet 

for the first time’ was the most popular description/narration choice, but it produced only a couple 

of quality attempts. The best answers were original, creative and laced with colourful imagery and 

rich description. The remainder were generally weak in comparison with a distinct lack of originality 

and imagination, coupled with generally average descriptive and or narrative skills. This was 

demonstrated with some regularity. As with previous poor attempts at some titles, an obvious lack 

in sentence structure, paragraphing and punctuation knowledge was evident. 

 

vi. ‘A happy place’ (Question 4) was the second most popular choice from those available in the 

narrative/ descriptive essays and, on the whole, this year’s cohort made a better attempt at this title 

than Question 2. Some of the best essays were from this section, in the sense that the best of the 

attempts were of real quality. There were a few papers that demonstrated a vivid imagination, 

coupled with complex grammatical structures and rich vocabulary; these were also characterised by 

freedom of descriptive expression and narrative skill. Other candidates, however, missed the 

opportunity to express their ideas in a coherent and cohesive manner by writing in a combination of 
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narrative and discussion styles that did not really work. Many of the essays which were of an average 

or below-average standard often included some rather purple prose with some common unidiomatic 

expressions similar to the previous year’s narrative/descriptive attempts.  

 

vii. Question 1 was titled, ‘The day the country stood still’. This title attracted some interesting efforts 

though the best of these were media style reports as opposed to traditional descriptive/narrative 

efforts. There were a small number who wrote with some advanced skills in structure and 

argumentation, which produced expository efforts of note. These also coincided with an elevated 

level of grammatical structure, advanced vocabulary and punctuation. On the other hand, some of 

the worst descriptive/narrative efforts were produced from those choosing this title. Where this was 

the case, passion and indeed anger was expressed but with limited structure and cohesion, coupled 

with poor grammatical skills. This was a title that produced dual standards but it revealed that those 

who chose the expository path were well informed.   

 

viii. Question 3, ‘The beach in winter’ produced some high-quality description and narration attempts. 

Well written, constructed, imaginative and expressive, and demonstrating some command over 

language, the better ones were outstanding in this category. The middle-graded essays were 

prevalent, and very few candidates produced work of very poor quality. Again, punctuation, grammar 

and syntax were the major issues. Overall, a successful title in terms of results.    

 

ix. Finally, question 8, ‘Colours’ was chosen by the least number of candidates. There were very few 

exemplary efforts and the majority of candidates with high levels of narrative and descriptive skills 

seemed to avoid it. A title with such a wide scope actually harvested a number of mundane and bland 

responses. Language skills were generally middling to poor. There were one or two decent attempts 

but no entrant managed to grasp and portray the vast, possible metaphorical wonders synonymous 

with colour. Rather, they often produced garrulous paragraphs that avoided structure and cohesion 

and produced little by way of descriptive and or narrative competence.   

 

x. In conclusion, I would suggest that we have had many more average or middling papers than in the 

previous year, with significantly fewer ‘F’ graded papers than before. In this year’s language paper, 

there was a drop in the number of ‘A’s too. It is clear that those tackling a descriptive/narrative task 

generally achieved better results than those who attempted expository/argumentative essays. The 

narrative arguments were less popular though (approximately 43%). Generally, as with previous 

years, continued focus needs to be placed on paragraphing, sentence structure and punctuation if 

the quality standard of those lower on the rating scale is to be enhanced and improved. Likewise, 

more attention should be paid to tense choice, structure and organisation. As with last year, we 

would suggest that an emphasis on expanding the candidates’ vocabulary through wider reading is 

highly recommended.  

 

Section B: Summary 

i. The summary question revealed a good number of performances which can, sadly, only be termed 

as unfortunate. Candidates were presented with an excerpt which was very readable, and should 
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have been both easy to understand as well as condense. However, the opposite happened in most 

of the summaries marked.  

ii. While candidates were, in the main, able to sift through the information in the passage and isolate 

the points which were most worthy of note, they seemed to find the synthesis of these items and 

reworking into a coherent whole a somewhat insurmountable task. To this end, many of the efforts 

read as if they were a rather disjointed collection of points. Most candidates were not even capable 

of – or did not attach any importance to – highlighting the most crucial aspect of the given text, that 

is, the fact that it is an article about a parliamentary report. It was extremely frustrating to come 

across myriad answers that, for instance, simply reproduced the different opinions voiced by the 

experts alluded to in the article, without being able to use them as part of the material that needed 

to be shaped into a cohesive paragraph. 

iii. Other than this weakness, countless replies were marred by basic grammatical errors, such as the 

inability to distinguish between the third person possessive “its” and the contraction of “it is”, as well 

as atrocious and inconsistent spelling (at times alternative spellings of “turism” and “tourism” were 

encountered in the same text). In some cases, syntax and word order were so poor that the writing 

was incomprehensible. 

iv. Although candidates are not required to always and exclusively use their own words in the summary, 

especially when dealing with specific or technical terms, they are expected to do so in most of their 

writing. More often than not, unfortunately, this was lacking. Far worse than this, however, was the 

habit of quoting from the text, as if it were some unseen literary work that candidates felt they could 

refer to. This should be avoided in the summary.  

v. Some replies did not use the single paragraph format, which is expected in this component. Perhaps 

the most bizarre answer, however, was the one in which the candidate took it upon themselves to 

create a work a fiction, which in no shape or form resembled the content evident in the set passage.  

vi. The responses which were moderately successful in handling the task were, ultimately, those that 

were able to achieve a relatively good ordering of ideas and were not too encumbered by lexical and 

grammatical issues. Candidates who fared well to very well, on the other hand, were those who 

imbued their answers with an understanding of the kind of text they were working with, and were 

capable of transposing the passage’s most pertinent details to a neatly arranged, organic paragraph. 

 

 

 

 

Section C: Linguistics 

 

Question Number of responses 

1 285 

2 261 

3 88 
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Table 9: Statistical Data for Section C  

 

General Comments:  

In this examination session, for the second year running, there was a slight drop in the average performance 

of candidates in the Linguistics section of the paper. Once again, a significant number of candidates opted 

to answer Question 1, which involved FOUR tasks, but as in the previous session (2019) these tasks required 

candidates to produce examples of the linguistic elements specified in the various exercises rather than 

simply labelling them. The performance of some of the candidates provides clear evidence that they lack the 

necessary knowledge and skills to successfully engage with the tasks presented. It is clear that those 

candidates that performed poorly did not study the topics set or else were unable to provide appropriate 

answers to the tasks set. Most of the candidates opted to answer either QUESTION 1 (45%), which featured 

FOUR tasks, or QUESTION 2 (41 %), which dealt with the differences between speech and writing. Few 

candidates opted for question 3 (14%), which involved the stylistic analysis of a newspaper article.  

 

Question 1: TASKS: FOUR tasks/exercises focusing on different topics taken mainly from AREA 1 of the 

syllabus – LANGUAGE BASICS/FRAMEWORKS. Task 4 was taken from Area 2 of the syllabus – ESSENTIAL 

CONCEPTS in SPEECH and WRITING.  

This type of question involves a number of specific TASKS/EXERCISES intended to gauge candidates’ 

knowledge and understanding of various linguistic aspects, concepts, elements and terms. Candidates are 

expected to identify/ define/describe/explain particular linguistic aspects, concepts, elements and terms, 

and may also be required to produce examples of these linguistic features based on the prompts given in 

the particular task/exercise to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of such features.  

Task A required candidates to write TWO sentences according to the prompt given. The prompts dealt with 

adverbial clauses (at the beginning of a sentence), an Object (could be direct or indirect or even both), a 

modal auxiliary verb, a complement, complex sentence types and compound sentences types. In Task B, 

candidates were expected to provide the correct SEMANTIC term to the definitions/ explanations given. Task 

C was an exercise in the segmentation of words into morphemes and candidates were required to IDENTIFY 

the BOUND morphemes in the TEN words given. (It turned out that all the bound morphemes were BOUND 

DERIVATIONAL ones). Finally, TASK D presented candidates with THREE TERMS – dialect, jargon, slang – 

which they had to define and provide an example for each in a short paragraph of about 30 words.  

Around 45 % answered this question and their performance was relatively weaker than those who answered 

the other two questions. Around 64.5% achieved a good (35%) or very good (11.5%) score with only close to 

8% achieving an excellent score. Those candidates who achieved these results demonstrated very good 

knowledge and understanding of the various linguistic topics/elements or aspects that featured within the 

FOUR specific tasks. In particular, these candidates showed a very good knowledge of language frameworks, 

morphology, semantics and variation in language, which featured in the FOUR tasks set.  

Conversely, around 30% of those who opted for this question achieved poor to below average results due to 

their unfamiliarity with one or more of the topics presented in the four exercises. This was the result of lack 

of study, and knowledge, of the specific linguistic areas set. In particular, these candidates demonstrated 

poor understanding of the instructions given in the rubric of each exercise.  
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For example, in exercise A, most of the candidates did not know what an adverbial clause is, and in their 

answers they gave either an adverb (single word) or an adverbial phrase (without a verb). This problem could 

also be seen in the answers of those who did well or very well in this question. There were also issues with 

modal auxiliary verbs, and the difference between complex and compound sentences. Weaker candidates 

tended to confuse these two types of sentences. This provides evidence that the weaker candidates did not 

have a satisfactory knowledge of word classes, clause elements and sentence types.  

In exercise B, the weaker candidates showed a very poor knowledge of semantic terms and were unable to 

match the definition/explanation given with the appropriate linguistic term. The definitions/explanations 

which caused most problems were those related to lexical fields, collocation and connotation. The terms 

hypernymy and hyponymy were often confused by the weaker candidates.  

Exercise C involved the segmentation of words into free and bound morphemes. Weaker candidates were 

unable to note that all the words included BOUND DERIVATIONAL morphemes, and thus their lack of 

knowledge concerning the difference between these types of bound morphemes came to the fore. Apart 

from incorrect labelling, there were also problems involving incorrect segmentation of morphemes. Some 

of the weaker candidates ONLY provided ONE MORPHEME and thus they did not gain any marks. There were 

many inaccuracies in identification of bound morphemes and in correct labelling of the morphemes. 

Ultimately, this shows that these candidates were not familiar with the key concepts and issues of 

morphology.  

In Exercise D, candidates had to provide a definition of the given term and illustrate it through a clear, 

relevant example in a short paragraph of around 30 words. Those who performed poorly were unable to 

provide either an accurate definition/explanation or a relevant example. These candidates showed that they 

did not understand the term and also provided poor examples. As a matter of fact, the term DIALECT was 

confused with ACCENT. Additionally, the term JARGON caused most difficulties. And it seems that candidates 

were not at all familiar with its meaning, which is rather strange given that these candidates also study 

literature and this includes many terms that may be considered as forming part of the literary jargon. In fact, 

those who did poorly in this exercise did not even provide an answer to the term JARGON. There were also 

some incorrect and inaccurate explanations of the term SLANG.  

 

Question 2: Essay: In about 400 words, discuss four areas of difference between speech and writing.  

In this essay question, candidates were required to discuss in some detail FOUR areas of difference between 

the two modes of communication in language, that is, speech and writing. Since the answer takes the form 

of a discursive essay, candidates were expected to present a clear introduction of the two modes of 

communication, a body/development consisting of four well-structured paragraphs, and some concluding 

remarks. Each of the four paragraphs should have focused on one area of difference, namely STATUS, 

PERMANENCE, RELATIONS between speaker-listener and writer – reader, and STRUCTURE and STYLE. 

Candidates were also expected to use correct terminology associated with the various areas of difference. 

In conclusion, candidates could have referred to how the two modes of communication influence each other 

and/or how technological innovations are blurring the differences between typical speech and writing.  

Around 41 % of candidates who sat for the exam opted to answer this question. There was a significantly 

good number of candidates, who did well (28%) or very well (34%) in this question, though very few (11%) 
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excelled. Those candidates who performed well, very well or excelled, demonstrated a sound knowledge 

and understanding of the areas of differences, and used the correct terminology to explain these differences, 

such as primacy of speech, acquisition vs learning, permanence vs transience, restrictions in time and space, 

immediate vs delayed feedback, organised and structured as opposed to spontaneous and unplanned, 

prosodic features vs punctuation, and other terms.  The essays of these candidates were clear evidence of 

effective study, assimilation of concepts and preparation. They presented the four areas of difference 

between the two modes of communication in clear, coherent, well organised essays.  

a) On the other hand, around a quarter of those who answered this question (27%) delivered 

performances which ranged from the weak to the below average. Their essays were characterised by 

the following weaknesses:  

b) Weak, restricted and unsatisfactory knowledge and understanding of the topic in terms of concepts, 

issues and terminology which resulted in vagueness and irrelevance, and in a few cases, extremely 

short essays that barely addressed the topic.  

c) Unfamiliarity with the appropriate terminology mentioned earlier, and thus a lack of understanding 

of the various differences.  

d) Confusion with the topics of DIALECT, ACCENT, STANDARD ENGLISH and RECEIVED PRONUNCIATION 

that were peripheral to the topic set. At times the essays of these candidates were irrelevant to the 

topic.  

e) Use of language and writing skills in general were poor, especially in terms of spelling, expression/ 

choice of words, and sentence structure, and these negatively affected the coherence of candidates’ 

essays. At times, one could not really follow or make sense of what they were writing.  

 

Question 3: Writing an essay of not more than 400 words in which the candidates analyse and  

comment on the stylistic/linguistic features of the specific newspaper article set.  

This kind of essay requires candidates to apply their knowledge and understanding of the various 

stylistic/linguistic features that characterize certain types of non-literary written texts. In this examination 

session a newspaper article from a tabloid newspaper, The Sun, was set. The rubric of the question guides 

the candidates in terms of those features which they need to notice, identify and comment about. These are 

graphology, headlines, vocabulary, grammar, tone, and discourse structure. Candidates need to read the 

text carefully, identify and provide examples of the specific features and comment on their effect within  the 

context of the newspaper report. 

Relatively few candidates attempted this question, which was the third preferred choice. In fact, only 14% 

of those who sat for the examination chose this option. However, many of those candidates who answered 

this question demonstrated very good knowledge of the stylistic/linguistic features as well as an ability to 

identify them in context and comment about their effects. Their analysis was also lucidly and coherently 

presented in well-structured essays.  Thus their performance ranged from good (close to 49%) to very good 

(around 24%), and there were a few excellent ones (5.6%).  

The essays of these candidates were characterised by a very good understanding and awareness of the 

specific features mentioned earlier, and they were also extremely clear in identifying, referring to, and 

commenting about the specific features. This is an important element in this kind of essay. Candidates need 

to identify and quote the specific stylistic feature that they need to comment about, and this was very 
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evident in the essays of these candidates. These candidates also used the appropriate terminology to 

describe accurately and comment about the effect of these stylistic/linguistic features.   

On the other hand, there were some candidates, around 27% of those who answered this question, who 

performed either poorly (15%) or below average (12.5%). These essays were weak because:  

a) they presented vague, generalised comments about tabloid newspapers, without providing any 

referenced evidence of the features presented in the set article; they failed to identify and comment 

about features present in the text;   

b) they lacked the correct terminology to describe the most evident graphological and headline features 

of the article;  

c) they did not actually read the article carefully and thus were unable to identify and extract examples 

of the kind of informal vocabulary, as well as the types of sentences, used in the article;  

d) their essays were very poorly organised and written, and at times their writing lacked coherence and 

relevance.  

It is important to stress, once again, that this kind of question requires candidates to read carefully the article 

set, to notice and identify the various stylistic features presented in the text, to extract and cite these 

features, and comment about their effect within the context of the article. This is what should constitute a 

good stylistic analysis of a non-literary written text. Pages 186 to 189 of the set textbook (English language 

AS & A2 by Alan Gardiner) provide very good guidelines in this respect.   

General comments: 

In general, candidates’ performance in this session was slightly disappointing and they did not perform as 

well as expected in this area. It is important to remind candidates that they should prepare themselves for 

this section of the examination by studying ALL areas and topics of the syllabus. Candidates need to be 

prepared to answer questions on any topic from the syllabus. With regards to the question that deals with 

the analysis of a specific non-literary written text, candidates need to show their skills in commenting about 

the linguistic/stylistic features of such texts. The use of clear, accurate and idiomatic language is also 

considered as a requisite in answering essay type questions.  

C. General Conclusion 

  
i. Performance in this year’s exam was characterised by further indications of a general trend showing 

a decrease in both the percentage and the number of candidates who master the required skills at a 

level that may be described as excellent (Grade A). On a more positive note, pass rates (A-E) improved 

over last year, and general averages were up too, if only slightly. We had a higher percentage of A-C 

candidates too.    

ii. The percentage of candidates who were absent for the exam was extremely high (18.2%).  

iii. The effects of Covid-19-induced changes on performance are not clear, though the most tangible 

changes are that we had far fewer Fail performances but also more absentees.  

iv. The changes in the syllabus (2020) seem to have already been successfully absorbed by the 

candidates in their preparation. One exception is the candidates’ ability to address the specific 

requirements of the rubric in the Poetry Criticism and Prose Criticism components.  
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v. Apart from use of English, which is one of the most decisive criteria in a candidate’s performance, a 

general weakness this year was once again performance in literary criticism, especially prose but also 

poetry. Indeed, like in previous years, the lowest average marks in the exam were registered in prose 

criticism (lowest) and in poetry criticism (second lowest). Most candidates lack the critical acumen 

and the literary sensitivity to write convincing critiques of both poetry and prose. However, a 

significantly poorer performance when compared to previous years was also recorded in the 

Summary section this year, mainly due to the candidates’ inability to reorganise the points gleaned 

from the text into a coherent whole.  

vi. As in previous years, it is felt that many candidates are sitting for the exam with insufficient exposure 

to and familiarity with literature and the literary. The skills required in practical criticism cannot 

simply be ‘learned’ or ‘memorised’ but can only be acquired through frequent and intensive 

encounters by candidates with literary texts both in and outside of the lecture space (physical or 

virtual). Candidates need to practise writing about literature more frequently and need to read as 

widely and extensively as possible. This is particularly important for them to be better able to 

evaluate and critique prose, especially voice, tone and style. 

vii. Although quoting extensively from the texts is not always required, the ability to refer closely and 

incisively to the texts (both unseen and assigned) is a crucial skill that is highly regarded by the 

markers of the exam. This is particularly true in essays that respond to questions which require a 

detailed engagement with the language of literature.  

Chairperson  

Examination Panel 2020 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


