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IM ENGLISH 
MAY 2008 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 

1.0 Statistical Information 
In the English Intermediate May 2008 session 1431 candidates registered for the examination. 
These performed as follows: 
 

Grade A B C D E F Abs Total 

Number 77 186 335 241 237 321 34 1431 

% of Total 5.4 13.0 23.4 16.8 16.6 22.4 2.4 100.0 
 
 

2.0 Comments on Candidates’ Performance 
2.1 General Comments 

Overall this was a good performance that compares well with previous years. This was the first 
time that candidates were being examined on the revised Syllabus 2008-2010 and it is useful to 
see what effect the new syllabus had on performance. Candidates had to take an Oral (10 
marks), and in the Written, they had to answer three questions allotted 30 marks each: a general 
essay, a comprehension and summary and one literature question.  Having one literature 
question rather than two as in previous years meant that candidates had more time during the 
examination, despite the fact that the Comprehension and Summary exercise was intended by 
the setters to require more work  to justify an increase of ten marks in that exercise. Teaching one 
literature text rather than two may also have given teacher more time to concentrate on language 
although it has also meant that candidates have read less.  
 

2.2 Oral 
As in the past, there are indications that the Oral is not testing the candidates’ competence in 
spoken English completely effectively. The next syllabus panel should look again at the 
suggestion, made by the syllabus panel of two years ago, that arrangements should be made to 
hold the oral differently so that the candidate would have to do more than read a passage and be 
interviewed by a teacher. The oral component will in any case need to be expanded in order to 
move towards the Common European Framework of Languages which suggests that 25% of 
marks should go for the aural/oral component of language examinations. It is hoped that the 
exercise of harmonizing different language examinations for the adoption of the Common 
European Framework of Languages will continue and that this will result in a better concerted 
move to change the oral component of the Intermediate English examination.  
 

 
2.3 Written: Section A – Language 

 
 2.3.1.Essay 

 
Candidates were awarded marks for their ideas, development and language usage. A clear 
distinction emerged between four types of candidates with different performance levels:  
1. candidates who are linguistically proficient and could concentrate on the development of 

ideas and structuring of arguments without the burden of focusing on the basic grammatical 
structures; 

2. candidates who are linguistically proficient but whose arguments are flawed due to lack of 
planning and poor general knowledge or reluctance to challenge the predictive storyline;  

3. candidates who are not linguistically proficient and  whose performance suffers at basic 
sentence level, who, however, possess a sound knowledge of the content; 

4. candidates who are not linguistically proficient and who also fail at the cohesive and coherent 
level.  
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Overall, candidates had an excellent choice of titles so there really was no excuse for shoddy 
writing that displayed lack of thought and planning. The candidates who achieved a high mark in 
the essay component showed the following competences: 
• use of varied grammatical structures 
• use of varied cohesive devices 
• accurate use of punctuation and spelling 
• focus on task  
• use of appropriate style and tone 
• content development reflecting a sound level of maturity in argumentation 
 
The sample which follows provides an indication of these competences: 
 
1. Just like slaves, we are constantly traceable and not offered the slightest form of 

independence… 
2. This act of vandalism has elicited a huge uproar not only from Rome’s citizens but also from 

the international community. 
3. It has also not escaped the eyes of many that the presence of guards seems to have been no 

deterrent at all to the group of vandals. 
4. Admittedly, there is a lack of security… 
 
At the other end of the spectrum are those candidates who have trouble communicating their 
ideas in an appropriate linguistic form. Generally, there was a clear attempt to focus on the task 
required by the essay title and to adopt a style and tone appropriate to task. Unfortunately, this 
was sometimes overshadowed by a poor knowledge of grammatical structures, by random use of 
punctuation and spelling errors. It should also be noted that slang has too often replaced proper 
vocabulary and it is becoming increasingly clear that the vocabulary and turn of phrase of the 
candidates is often limited, displaying a lack of reading. 
 
 

• Language errors overall were common as in past years and included incorrect tenses, 
verb/subject agreement, auxiliaries and modals, mother tongue interference, poor 
spelling and a general lack of attention to punctuation, even at its most basic. 

 
• Essays that failed to reach a pass mark or hovered at the 15/30 level tended to display 

lack of thought and serious planning.  One was easily left with the impression that in 
many of these cases, candidates kept adding on sentences till they reached the 
necessary length, whilst paying scant attention to the keywords in the title.  This was 
particularly the case with titles B [email] and D [gym article] 

 
• Writing Style and audience awareness is what was direly lacking in candidates who 

chose titles D [gym article] and E [newspaper article].  Newspaper articles are factual, 
timely [i.e. not relating events that happened a week ago] and require particular attention 
to detail such as what happened, where, when etc.  The content and style of many 
articles revealed that candidates have hardly ever read a newspaper article, let alone 
learnt the style and format of newspaper writing.  Instances of pure narrative were 
common, with no reference to suspects, police investigations, possible motives etc; 
indeed, many took the opportunity to simply write a diatribe addressing the vandals 
themselves!   

 
• Vocabulary was very basic in many essays that tackled the gym article and newspaper 

report.  Far too often, vandals were referred to as ‘vandalists,’ archaeologists replaced 
conservationists, fitness instructors were referred to as ‘fitness staff.’  
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• It must be emphasized that candidates must be taught how to highlight the keywords in 
the title and to refer to them when tackling the essay.  For example, in title E [email to a 
friend], few candidates were tactful, although the title clearly asked for a tactful email.   

 
• Some emails even included home address and date and showed that candidates were 

not familiar with the immediacy of this form of communication, i.e. one does not usually 
answer an email sent by a friend after two or three weeks. 

 
• Candidates who chose the argumentative essay – title C re mobile telephony – also 

stumbled in that they dished out the pros and cons of mobile phones without embedding 
their arguments in the ‘slavery’ argument.  Many kept referring to the mobile or the mobile 
telephony when they clearly meant ‘mobile phone’; this is careless inattention to detail.  
Also, candidates should also learn to take a clear stand in essays with such titles, as it 
gives focus to their work and stops them from veering out of point or waffling to reach the 
desired length. 

 
• Narrative essays tended to suffer least in terms of being out of point, although here some 

tended to be rather hackneyed.  However, with good writing skills, a good number of 
candidates who chose this title had a better chance of making the 20+ grade.  The same 
could be said for title F – An Unfulfilled Desire. 

 
• A good number of candidates managed to display good to excellent writing skills, with a 

very small number who truly excelled when one considers they were writing this essay 
under exam conditions.  One particular candidate who chose the title An Unfulfilled 
Desire  wrote about being a parent to a toddler with Asperger’s Syndrome - a beautifully 
crafted essay that displayed sensitivity and excellent development and writing skills; a 
haunting essay worthy of publication! 

 
 
The following is a list of the most common flaws: 
• Subject-verb agreement 
• Collocations 
• Idiomatic expressions 
• Choice of vocabulary 
• Choice of appropriate tenses 
• Consistent spelling errors of specific words 
• Random use of punctuation 
• Slang words such as guy, kids, smses 
 
 
This sample is only an indication of where the major concerns are: 
 
1. …mobile phone contemporary slave us 
2. …for because in a text message one would write it cause in a short form 
3. The jobs nowadays all 24/7 which means they have to the job anytime. 
4. These courses can also achieve women wants related to gym. 
5. Mobile phones stole a lot from the humans like privacy… 
6. I’m coming for the main reason of this email… 
7. To shorten my experience, it came the day for me to do my interview. 
 
Common spelling errors: 
Definately; responsability; turist; imediataly; comodities; independance; grammer; threadmills; 
recieved; continuosly. 
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Another factor worthy of consideration is the approximation of the word count. Some candidates 
seemed oblivious to the approximate number of words which the rubric requested and instead 
wrote less than the expected target, sometimes even 150 words less than 450. Often, this 
reflected negatively on the overall performance in the essay. Candidates should attempt to bear 
in mind that the approximation also has a limit, which includes both less than and more than. 
 
Discussion specific to the candidates’ performance in the individual essay titles (based on a 
sample) 
 
Generally, the essay titles posed no difficulty for the candidates and in fact, the number of essays 
which failed to achieve the expected focus was rather small. The most popular choice of title was, 
“Mobile telephony is a contemporary form of slavery .” Discuss  with 42% of the candidates 
opting for it. This was followed by the two titles, An Unfulfilled Desire  at 16% and Write a story 
ending with the words: “Absence, I found, does not always make the heart grow fonder” at 
14%; both of which were mainly approached from a narrative perspective. Thus the choice 
suggests that 30% preferred the narrative alternative.  
 

a) Write a story ending with the words: “Absence, I  found, does not always make the 
heart grow fonder” 

 
Most candidates were aware of the original proverb and achieved the task by creating situations 
in which they are ultimately disappointed or learnt that life rarely follows any romantic notions. 
Although the essays generally followed a storyline of love between a couple and ultimate 
disappointment, not all were exclusively about ‘love’. Some of the essays were exceptionally 
original in their approach and focused on creating a flowing momentum in the narrative. 
 

b) Your friend from Italy is very keen on continuin g his/her education here. His/her 
English language skills, however, are not yet up to  the required standard. Write a 
tactful email to him/her in which you describe your  learning experiences in such a 
way that it will be clear to your friend that he/sh e will be at a disadvantage.   

 
Candidates seemed well informed on the appropriate style expected for this task. Unfortunately, 
what seems to hinder the candidates’ performance is their tendency to lapse into an extreme form 
of informal register. Therefore, they tend to adopt an overtly colloquial and simplistic linguistic 
structure, thus allowing no scope for varied grammatical structures and a wide range of 
vocabulary. Consequently, their performance suffered and possibly failed to reflect their true 
competence. Another difficulty encountered was the near total omission of part of the task, ‘tactful 
email’. Most of the candidates ignored, or failed to read, an important clue for setting the 
appropriate tone while addressing the friend.  
 

c) “Mobile telephony is a contemporary form of slav ery.” Discuss.  
 
This was the most popular title among candidates and there was a broad range of responses 
which revealed a certain amount of sensitivity to the approach of expository essay structure. 
Candidates seemed well coached in the basic overall structure expected by such a title; however 
a problem arises at paragraph and syntactic level when cohesion and coherence are concerned. 
Most of the difficulties emerge when the ideas in one sentence do not follow a logical sequence 
and the result is a list of points physically positioned to follow one another in what appears to be a 
paragraph. Candidates should be made more aware of the importance of structuring their ideas 
and presenting them in a coherent form.  
There were candidates who were familiar with the style and tone required by this task. However, 
there were others whose colloquial expressions diminished the impact their arguments could 
have offered. Finally, a factor which contributed to the overall performance in this choice was 
general knowledge and range of vocabulary. Candidates who showed a certain level of 
competence in these two areas fared better than those who solely relied on their mundane ‘use’ 
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of the mobile phone. This suggests that candidates should be encouraged to inform themselves 
widely about current affairs and the effects of technological improvements on society today. 
 

d) The management of the gym of which you are a mem ber asked you to prepare 
publicity material which will feature in a local ma gazine. Write a description of the 
amenities and the equipment available in the gym fo r the publication. 

 
This was the least popular title but essays were focused and the majority of the candidates 
adopted the appropriate tone for promoting the gym which they described. Furthermore, these 
were also capable of depicting a realistic picture of the list of amenities and equipment found in a 
gym, thus drawing on the technical terms normally associated with such a context.  
 

e) An important archaeological site has been vandal ized. The newspaper you work 
for has asked you to cover this incident and to hig hlight the lack of security at the 
site. Write the report.  

 
The style and tone adopted was not always consistent with the task – a newspaper report. 
However, the majority of the candidates achieved the task of reporting the act of vandalism. It 
was interesting to note that a substantial number of candidates favoured the Ggantija, Mnajdra 
and Hagar Qim temples in their reports. At times, an inappropriate use of expressions relevant to 
the style of reportage was seen. Evidently, some candidates should be encouraged to read 
newspapers more regularly in order to enrich their pool of examples of newspaper articles and 
appropriate style.  
 

f) An unfulfilled desire  
 
It should be noted that despite what is normally expected when this text type is selected, some of 
the most original essays emerged from those who chose this title. A small number of candidates 
adopted a philosophical approach, whereas the majority wrote a narrative – a storyline which 
mainly consisted of a failure, varying between a minor ‘unfulfilled desire’ to one which had tragic 
consequences. Most of the candidates who chose to write a narrative, adhered to a basic plot 
and did not venture into elaborating on those ingredients which make up an interesting story. In 
fact, some essays lacked a flowing progression and instead possessed a staccato effect. The 
flaws noted here often concerned limited planning of the narrative structure. However, in spite of 
the above list of shortcomings, there was no evidence of extreme extravagant accounts of near-to 
impossible events.  
 
As was evident in this year’s essays, candidates are being trained in the different text types and 
there is evidence of awareness of style and tone. Therefore, exposure to a diversity of text types 
should continue to be consolidated. Although there was evidence of overall structural awareness, 
this needs to be addressed more specifically at all levels.  
 

2.3.2. Comprehension and summary 
 
Performance in this exercise was generally good. The following comments refer to the 6 
questions asked. 
 
a. Why did the author’s parents change their surname s oon after arriving in the  
     United States?  
 
Most candidates answered this question correctly although some copied too religiously from the 
text. There was a minority of candidates who clearly did not understand the content of the 
following sentences:  “My parents were different from the immigrants who landed on Ellis Island 
and had their names changed by an immigration bureaucrat.  My mother and father voluntarily 
gave up their identity and a measure of pride for an Anglicised name.”  Wrongly interpreting it 
thus: 



IM Examiners’ Report – May 2008 

 7 

 
1.  The author’s parents had their names changed by an immigration bureaucrat 
2.  They did this out of pride 
 
Marks were naturally lost, in part or in whole for such errors in comprehension. 
 
 
b. What advantages did the author enjoy as Tom Ross?  How might his life have    
      been different if he had grown up as a Rosenb erg?  
 
There were no major problems with this question and candidates gave the required detail.  Some 
candidates, however, understood ‘stayed in the East’ to refer to the Middle East rather than the 
east of America and missed the reference to ‘I moved west to San Francisco’.  Most of the 
answers to the second part of the question were correct although many struggled with the 
grammatical construction ‘would have been’.  It was not uncommon for candidates to write that as 
a Rosenburg, the author ‘would have marry a Jewish girl’ instead of ‘he would have married’.  The 
better answers gave all the information required using the candidates’ own words as far as was 
possible.  
 
The question tested the candidates’ ability to paraphrase using the techniques of supposition 
provided by the conditional tenses, using “If- clauses”.  This is where a worryingly large number of 
candidates made a complete mess of the conditional tenses, in particular the 3rd Conditional (if he 
had gone, he would have done), proving that they still have not learnt to use it correctly in the 
appropriate context.  Others made sweeping generalisations regarding the writer’s treatment as a 
Jew by neighbourhood peers and later at college, confusing the idea of a college fraternity with 
the college itself, thus concluding that the change in name allowed him access to tertiary 
education, rather than membership in a club.  Other vocabulary mistakes included amongst 
others the interpretation of Christian as Catholic. 
 
c. When and why did the author stop denying his Jewish  roots?  
 
This was meant to be a relatively straightforward question in two parts, but there was a 
considerable number of candidates which seemed to confuse question c  with question d .  
There were many cases of overlapping content or complete swaps in the content where answers 
labelled “c” contained “d” material and vice versa.  They seemed to equate the actions of stopping 
the denial of his roots with wanting to change his name. 
 
d.  When and why did he decide to change his name?  
 
Answers to this question tended to overlap with the answers for the previous one, but in general, 
candidates answered this question satisfactorily. In some answers, content relevant to question f  
(the summary) was also included.  Some candidates lacked sufficient general knowledge to 
realize that the use of the word “name” in this case, still referred to the author’s family name, or 
surname; so that they focused on an entirely different explanation and were consequently 
completely off the point.  Others misrepresented the time when the change in surname occurred 
by simply quoting the text literally and stating that it happened “last year,” making the placement 
in time deceptively clear rather than stating that it was changed a year before the text was written, 
or when the author was celebrating the publication of his first book. This exposed  flaws in their 
sense of logic. 
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e. Give the meaning of the underlined words: 
 
baggage  most of the candidates gave the meaning of the underlined words as asked. 

However, many understood ‘baggage’ to refer to the luggage that is carried when 
travelling abroad rather than emotional baggage.  Many candidates did not notice 
what followed the hyphen used after the word ‘baggage,’ which explained what 
was meant by this word in more detail. 

  
assimilate  sometimes confused with amalgamate and paraphrased as “mixing  
  together” rather than “fitting in” or “ being absorbed into the culture” 
 
bigotry   racist tendencies / beliefs were interpreted as racist violence or  
  bullying 
 
intensified  generally correctly interpreted as “increased.” Candidates need to realise that 

they are expected to give their meaning in the past tense if the given word is in 
the past tense.  For example, an acceptable answer for ‘intensified’ would be 
‘worsened’. ‘made worse’ or ‘increased’ rather than ‘worsen’, make worse’, 
increase’.     

 
vying   various interpretations varied from “jealousy” to “hoping” 
 
toasted   generally interpreted correctly but described crudely, with such  

incorrect onomatopoeic examples as “crashing/smashing/banging/ clanging 
glasses together”  

 
tenacity  sometimes interpreted as “fear”, rarely as the correct “determination”  
  or “will” 
 
f.  In not more than 40 words summarise the significanc e of the author’s 
    changing his name and surname. 
 
There were several candidates who went completely off the point in this question -   summarising 
the author’s entire history of name-changing, or focusing on the actual event of his changing his 
first name with the Rabbi.  Others confused the content of this question with that of question d, 
while the majority knew what was expected of them, but either left information out or were not 
adept enough in the art of paraphrasing, with poor syntactic and grammatical connections 
between various points, inadequate knowledge of the complex tenses and of nuances in word 
meaning.  Several simply did not respect the rules of summary skills at all and ignored the 
instructions which stated specifically that the word limit was 40 words, going on to writing pieces 
which were correct content-wise but which were double, and in a few cases, treble the word limit.   
 

2.4 Section B - Literature 

As a general conclusion, it must be noted that, although the answers received sometimes 
disappointed in terms of the superficial evaluation of the texts chosen, the overall performance 
was decidedly not a dismal one, with answers ranging from passable to reasonably good, from 
incisive to outstanding, constituting a fair percentage of the whole. Disturbingly, however, in a 
good number of cases candidates  were let down by poor writing skills, especially where 
grammar, spelling and the logical sequence of ideas were concerned.  
 
Generally, candidates showed an average understanding of the texts set. Candidates were able 
to comment about characters and general themes. However, most candidates were not able to 
interpret salient events within the text and comment about their relevance within the wider context 
of the novel. 
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Candidates showed a tendency to focus too much on physical descriptions (as noted in questions 
B1a/b and B2b). In question B1b candidates were required to argue how Aunt Clara, Susy and 
Curley’s wife are made to represent the female gender. Most candidates simply gave a short 
character outline of the three women overlooking the fact that more was required in terms of 
arguments about the role of women and gender discrimination during the Great Depression.  
 
In the gobbet type questions essays were at times out of focus since reference was not always 
made to the given passage. Some candidates simply discussed general themes and characters 
and glossed over the fact that they should discuss the significance of the gobbet in relation to 
novel. To a certain extent candidates lacked the ability to link the part with the whole suggesting 
that candidates may need more focused preparation for this kind of essay. 
 
In short: 
 
* Essays need to be better planned and structured in order to ensure cohesion of ideas. 
 
* Most essays were simply stating facts about the novel/characters/plot without an attempt to 
develop an argument and sustain it. 
 
* Cohesive devises/ link words (moreover, furthermore, however etc) were rarely used. 
 
* Many essays showed poor sentence construction.  
 
* Spelling mistakes including homophones (fate – faith) and with commonly confused words 
(effect-affect, advice-advise etc). 
 
* Expression was at times weak. 
 
Of Mice and Men 
 
The question that obtained the greatest number of answers was that based on John Steinbeck’s 
Of Mice and Men; hardly a surprising fact, given that it may have seemed the most accessible 
text to candidates. Knowledge of the text was, in the main, fairly acceptable, although some 
confusion as to the actions and intentions of certain characters was registered. In particular, the 
question regarding the female characters tended to perplex the candidates in terms of the 
contribution of these characters to the text. A good number of candidates were even unable to 
distinguish between the identity of the actual female characters at the level of plot. Also, it 
seemed to be extremely difficult for candidates to differentiate between the author’s and the other 
characters’ attitude towards female figures. 
 
The better answers tended to focus on the mood set by the imagery and by certain symbols used 
in the novel, as well as the significance of these symbols to the development of the plot, rather 
than simply rattling off the sequence of events in the text. 
 
Purple Hibiscus 
 
The question connecting the characters of Kambili and Father Amadi yielded some intriguing 
responses – some candidates chose to connect a portrayal of Kambili’s relationship with the 
priest with his reactions to other principal characters in the novel, notably Amaka. The more 
profound answers related Kambili’s deepening relationship with Father Amadi to her increased 
sense of self, achieved with the added benefit of being finally able to break free from the shackles 
of the steadfast tyranny wielded by her hypocritical father, the rigid Eugene. It must be said that 
being able to absorb these candidates’ connection to the admittedly rather complex themes within 
the novel was a heartening experience. 
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The question requesting the candidates to compare the two characters of Kambili and Amaka 
seemed to be the most popular, but many answers constituted a somewhat cursory look at the 
characters, devoid of any attempt to delve beyond the more obvious, surface differences between 
them, such as their actions as depicted in the novel and the manner in which they interacted with 
other characters.  
 
The most pleasing answers were some of those which tackled the gobbet question - that is, the 
one dealing with the praying ritual of Papa-Nnukwu. In these answers, a certain depth could be 
witnessed in the way that some candidates moved back and forth between events sandwiching 
the extract used, revealing the manner in which the gobbet foreshadowed or referred back to the 
development of the relationship of Kambili and Papa-Nnukwu. Again, the stronger answers made 
reference to specific symbols and the weight that these carried for the awakening of Kambili’s 
familial bond with her grandfather, as well as other literary devices used to highlight this episode 
as a turning point in Kambili’s own coming of age.  
 
A Man for All Seasons 
 
Candidates answering questions on this text tended to show a better command of language and 
a deeper understanding of the text than candidates tackling the other literature questions.  
 
The question on the theme of betrayal drew numerous answers of quite a high calibre – 
candidates seemed to be capable of sifting between the many layers of betrayal intrinsic to the 
play’s principal events, and the way in which various characters proved treacherous in their 
behaviour, thus contributing to the fate of Thomas More.  
 
Candidates opting for the question that carried the quote relating to the king’s conscience, 
however, did not fare quite so well, mainly because quite a number of them were unable to grasp 
the double irony inherent in Cromwell’s words, and the implications of this fact for the play as a 
whole.  
 
The gobbet question seemed to have been the preferred choice. For the most part, the nature 
and functions of the pivotal narrator, the Common Man, seemed to have been explored to a 
reasonably mature level, with the complexities of this personage having been relatively well-
comprehended. Depictions of the play’s protagonist, Sir Thomas More, also seem to have been 
fairly well-conceived in this question. 
 
 
Chairman 
Board of Examiners 
 
September 2008 


