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IM FRENCH 
MAY 2009 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 

The following is the May 2009 session statistics: 
 

Grade A B C D E F Abs Total 
Number of 
candidates  7 17 19 34 20 12 3 112 

% 6.3 15.2 17.0 30.4 17.9 10.7 2.7 100 

 
One hundred and twelve candidates sat for the examination, three were absent.  The following table gives 
the overall performance. 
 
Free Composition (25 marks) 

 
18% of the candidates failed in this exercise, while 15% obtained 75% or over.  All four titles were 
chosen, the most popular by far being (a) and (b) in that order.  Slightly under 55% of the candidates 
opted for the letter, title (1b); this is understandable when one takes into account that candidates were 
free to invent their own bonne nouvelle. 19% tackled (1a) and wrote about an unusual journey, imaginary 
or real.  About 18% had a go at the dialogue (1c) where the writer had to convince a friend to stop 
smoking.  The rest, 8% or so, attempted question (1d) about an event which left a lasting impression on 
them during the previous year.  This suggests that candidates felt more comfortable tackling narrative and 
descriptive essays rather than argumentative ones like title (c). Nonetheless, it is important to stress that 
candidates should read the title carefully and more than once. A few candidates went out of point as they 
clearly rushed to write before they were sure they understood the title.  For instance, one candidate 
mistook the word  nouvelle  in title (b) as referring to a novel and not to a news item. When writing an 
informal letter, the majority of the candidates knew exactly how to present it with a good introduction; this 
was spoilt, however, with gross grammatical errors such as J’ai t’écrit , J’éspere que tu es bien, and 
J’éspere que tous vais bien !  In fact, it is the wrong application of basic grammar rules coupled with a 
very limited vocabulary that is the main reason for a low mark in this exercise. 
 
The essay has always been a formidable task for the candidates and so it remains. There was only one 
candidate who did very well, obtaining 23 out of 25 marks.  Some ten candidates did well, while the failure 
rate in this exercise was 25%.  Candidates are reminded once again to (a) read all instructions, including 
the number of words required, very carefully; (b) plan the essay well before writing; (c) choose the title 
one feels  confident one can write about; (d) apply the grammar rules: correct conjugation of verbs, the 
use of the right tenses, agreement of nouns and adjectives in gender and in number, agreement rule of 
the past participle, correct use of direct and indirect object pronouns, correct spelling, etc. Moreover, 
candidates often disregard linking words between paragraphs and/or ideas and easily fall into the trap of 
'false friends'.  It is disheartening to realise how much they lack ideas and churn up the same old stories.  
Only a few plan their work, with the result that they go out of point and digress, relying on catch phrases 
and vocabulary learnt out of context.  For example, while they mean dès le début, they write de le début.  
When it comes to expressions they translate literally from Maltese or English as is shown by this example, 
which, to add insult to injury, does not respect the order of the original expression: Il pleuvait chiens et 
chats. Finally, as has been pointed out before with regard to style, reasonably short sentences with 
plenty of variety in construction leave a far better impression than long, elaborate statements with very 
little substance. 
 
 
Summary (25 marks) 
 
This year, there was a general improvement in that the number of students who copied directly from the 
text was relatively small. They felt confident enough to summarise the text and express the main ideas in 
their own words.  Marks were however lost in the case of a good number of candidates who omitted some 
important ideas. For instance, the idea regarding the impact of changing the holiday-work period in the 
tourism industry was completely ignored by several candidates.  As has already been pointed out in the 
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case of the essay, gross errors concerning the conjugation of verbs, the use of prepositions, agreement 
rules and the use of the direct and indirect object were also the main reason for the loss of marks in this 
exercise.  Moreover, candidates must strive to enrich their vocabulary, as most of them find it very difficult 
to express their ideas clearly. 
 
Literature   

 
Candidates were well-prepared for this section of the paper and, with a few exceptions, performed well. 
One candidate did not answer this question. Three candidates did exceptionally well on Labiche's play 
and three others on Eric-Emmanuel Schmitt's narrative.  53% of the candidates answered question (3a) 
and 8.5% answered question (3b) on Le Voyage de Monsieur Perrichon; while 31% tackled question 
number (3c), and 7.5% tackled (3d) on Monsieur Ibrahim et les fleurs du Coran. Questions on Le Voyage 
de Monsieur Perrichon, focused on the voyage theme at various levels, and the simple yet complex 
relationships uniting the various characters of the play.  Those on Monsieur Ibrahim et les fleurs du Coran 
dealt with the Jewish boy's transformation into his mentor's philosophy of life and way of doing things, and 
the author's use of brief dialogues to evoke atmosphere and appropriate emotions.  It was in fact answers 
to this latter question (3d) that failed to impress, as respondents failed to analyse the theatre dialogue 
techniques adopted by the writer who is himself a very accomplished playwright.  Then those few who 
attempted question (3b) could have said more to distinguish between 'simple and complex relationships' 
between characters.  It goes without saying that those candidates who did not rely on prepared notes and 
could use short quotations to support their arguments obtained good marks.     
 
Civilisation 

 
75% of the candidates preferred to answer questions on passage B.  Generally, candidates were well 
prepared, though 21 candidates failed to obtain a pass mark.  Only a few candidates did not answer all 
the questions.  Attention should be paid to the question for candidates to give the required answer, no 
more, no less.  For example, a one-word answer was all that was necessary to answer correctly each part 
of A 3 and B 1.  There is no need to copy or include the question (often copied incorrectly!) in the answer.  
Question A 5 presented some difficulty, although the definition of économie libérale is simple and clear in 
the prescribed text.  Candidates should not expect to gain full marks when, for instance, in answering B 5, 
they are unable to spell correctly the best known Parisian monuments such as the Tour Eiffel or the 
Louvre. 
 
The Oral Examination 
 
Eleven candidates, roughly 10%, failed the Oral examination, while 12 candidates just managed a pass 
mark.  Candidates are advised to make the best use of the preparation time they have at their disposal in 
order to make the best effort in the two parts of this examination which, after all, carries 20% of the total 
mark.  The reader should pronounce the words clearly and correctly, using the correct intonation, taking 
care to respect punctuation marks and to convey the idea that he/she is understanding the passage.  
Regarding the conversation exercise, it still remains difficult to enter into a real life situation, wherein the 
candidate speaks with relative ease on a subject for which he/she has had some time to prepare.  As this 
remains an oral exercise, candidates are not to read out any written material; they should use their 
preparation time to reflect on the points they wish to talk about.  As is the case with other exercises, the 
main reason why candidates do not do well in this exercise is due to lack of reading at home. The result is 
that their vocabulary is extremely limited and this is coupled with the fact that their general knowledge is 
even more so.  
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