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IM Environmental Science
May 2006 Session

Examiners’ Report

Part 1: Statistical Information

A total of 599 candidates applied for the examination. The table below shows the distribution 
of grades for this session as compared with the results of the previous year:

Grade A B C D E F Abs Total

Number 36 70 228 82 109 47 14 586

% of Total 2005 6.4 12.2 37.5 15.4 18.5 8.0 1.9 100%

% of Total 2006 6.14 11.95 38.91 13.99 18.60 8.02 2.39 100%

Part 2: Comments on candidates’ performance

Section A

Q1. The majority of candidates did well in this question showing that this topic, dealing with 
rock formation and stratification, was well understood by most. The only evident 
problems where observed in part (a) in which many candidates confused the term 
deposition with decomposition … both provided as options in the brackets. In part (b),
dealing with rock layers, very few candidates gave completely incorrect answers.

Q2. Very few candidates scored high marks in this question dealing with the nitrogen cycle 
showing that the topic was not a familiar one with the majority of the candidates. The 
mean score for this question (having a possible maximum score of 10) was 3.6. There 
was a lot of confusion when candidates were asked to choose the words to fit in the 
cycle, in part (a). Most candidates confused the terms and seemed to have the 
impression that industrial nitrogen fixation and nitrogen fixing legumes are the same.
This fact was again evident in the answers given to part (b) of the question – very few 
candidates gave correct explanations of the concepts behind nitrogen fixation and 
denitrification. The majority of candidates had no idea what these processes involve.

Q3. The definition of an earthquake was well described by the majority of candidates, but 
when it came to differentiating between the terms focus and epicentre there were a lot 
of problems and only a handful of candidates gave correct explanations. Answers for
this question, i.e. part (b), evidenced the candidates’ inability to express themselves in 
English … sometimes resorting to giving the answer in Maltese. Candidates also 
seemed to confuse the terms and in several instances gave the definition of focus when 
they were supposed to be defining epicentre. Only a small percentage of candidates 
gave a wrong answer to part (c) of the question, i.e. reference to the Richter scale.
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Q4. Most candidates scored high marks for this question, with a mean of 8.7 (out of a 
maximum of 10 marks). The main errors expressed by those who did not score a good 
mark characteristically concerned sheet erosion and gully erosion showing that they 
could not tell these types of erosion apart.

Q5. This question did not pose any serious difficulties for the majority of the candidates. 
Most of the candidates answered parts (a) and (b) of the question (requiring simple 
recall) involving the listing of the four different atmospheric layers and the location of 
the ozone layer respectively. However, a lower number of candidates succeeded in 
explaining the reasons for the increase in atmospheric temperature with height … 
requested in part (c).

Q6. This question involved finding the correct definition for particular terms. A good 
number of candidates scored full marks in this question (a mean score of 7.8 out of a 
possible 10) indicating an adequate familiarity with a range of environmental 
terminology.

Q7. The marks scored in this question were very low indeed (a mean score of 3.6 from a 
possible 10) showing that candidates are not at all familiar with this environmental topic 
and the impact of human activity on it. In fact only a handful of candidates gave correct 
answers to part (a) (i) dealing with the environmental impact of logging. What is 
interesting to note is that many candidates described the term soil water logging instead. 
This might also show that the candidates failed to read the question properly and just 
responded to a recognised keyword. In fact most candidates lost marks because they 
gave definitions of the terms given and did not realise that the question requested them 
to comment about how these activities put pressure on the environment. As for part (b)
dealing with specific examples of overcoming the problem of overfishing many 
candidates gave logical solutions to how to go about it – typical answers included the 
use of fish farms, legislation, seasonal fishing, and educational programmes.

Q8. This question proved rather difficult for several candidates. In fact although a wide 
allowance for interpretation was given in favour of the candidates, still a good number 
failed to score high marks. The mean score was 4.7 out of a possible 8. This was 
another example of a question that went beyond simple recall. Once again candidates 
showed a marked difficulty in answering questions that requested skills in 
comprehension and/or application.

Q9. Considering that the question was based on age-gender graphs, there was a great 
variation between candidates who could understand and interpret the graphs given and 
those who could not understand them. In fact, some candidates thought that the persons 
represented in the pre-reproductive stage were the same individuals depicted in the 
following stages, having reproduced or died at the different stages!!

Section B

Q1. This was the most attempted question in this section. Overall the candidates who chose 
this essay did fairly well – however answers to part (a) lacked accuracy, i.e. many 
candidates omitted the fact that reflection of energy by the earth’s surface plays a vital 
role when dealing with what happens to the incoming solar radiation. The majority of 
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candidates seem to be familiar only with the fact that UV is absorbed by ozone in the 
atmosphere and simply wrote about it and made no reference to the greenhouse effect 
and the over use of CFCs. Indeed in part (a) only a handful of candidates managed to 
score high marks. In part (b) of the question, dealing with anthropogenic activities, the 
answers were more varied and to the point … although there were cases where 
candidates repeated what they had already described re the greenhouse effect and the 
use of CFCs in part (a). Quite a number of candidates however mentioned the effect that 
deforestation has on our climate and also the fact that pollution can contribute to a rise 
in temperature.

Q2. In this question, dealing with the earth’s hydrological cycle, there were again a number 
of candidates who did fairly well except for the first part where most candidates seemed 
to think that by just giving the diagram of the water cycle they were answering the 
question … which specifically asked for the natural factors that limit the accessibility of 
water. Quite a number mentioned the fact that burning of fossil fuels and the use of 
CFCs is leading to global temperature rise and disruption in seasonal patterns of 
precipitation. Very few candidates mentioned geographical location as the reason why 
certain areas experience draughts. A small number of candidates also mentioned that 
natural disasters, such as volcanic eruptions, could lead to water shortage. On the other 
hand, once again, the second part of this question was answered quite well by a high 
percentage of candidates who wrote about all the human activities that lead to water 
shortage – however very few candidates referred to overuse of ground water as one 
major cause of water shortage.

Q3. This was a relatively easy question, but only a few candidates tried answering it. 
Unfortunately, few candidates understood the real reasons for the variation of nitrate 
levels in the respective areas. Many candidates could associate farming activity with 
high nitrate levels, but only a handful mentioned leaching of nitrate in the ground and 
the differences in nitrate levels as a result of quarries. Many thought that quarry activity 
produced nitrates or that nitrates were trapped in the stone being quarried and were
being released when this was cut. There was only a smaller group of candidates who 
could explain the level of nitrates under the urban areas. Many thought that this was due 
to pollution from cars.

Q4. This was the third most attempted question in this section. However, only a few scored 
very high marks (mean score was 8.5 out of a possible 20). The reason was mostly due 
to the fact that candidates either repeated in their own words the information that was 
given in the question or else some went completely out of point by giving an essay on 
alternative sources of energy for an answer.

Q5. This was the second most popular question with candidates and one where very high 
marks were scored (a mean of 15.4 for a possible 20 … the highest mean for this 
section). In fact most candidates were well prepared for this question that requested a 
simple recall of facts. Most candidates gave the five correct biomes and had no 
difficulty in giving a good and sometimes even an extensive description of each.

Q6. Parts (a) and (b) of the question dealing with ecosystems was well answered by the 
majority of candidates clearly indicating that the pupils are very familiar with what an 
ecosystem and what a food chain are about. Correct definitions and explanations of each 
trophic level were also provided by the candidates attempting this question. The main 
problem was in answering the last part of the question which called for the candidates to 
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describe how trophic levels function together … a question requiring application skills.
Candidates failed to understand what they were being asked and the majority of answers 
were therefore out of point. Characteristically most candidates who attempted this part 
simply gave an example of a food web and compared it to a food chain and stopped 
there. There was no qualitative or quantitative explanation as to how trophic levels 
function to provide a sustainable system. Once again candidates showed a marked 
difficulty in expressing themselves scientifically when questions asked for explanations 
rather than definitions (that could be easily memorised).

General Comments

The examiners would like to once again point out the following common problems that have 
been resurfacing in every examination session:

(a) Although the vast majority of the candidates sitting for this examination have a 
background in languages, a large number of candidates demonstrated a general inability to 
communicate and express their reasoning in correct English. This was further compounded 
with a host of spelling mistakes, particularly of technical terms.

(b) The overall level of understanding of scientific concepts was generally low, with 
candidates giving very superficial answers based on common sense information rather than on 
informed knowledge. 

(c) Once again candidates showed marked problems when dealing with questions 
requiring comprehension and application. In their preparation for the exam, candidates seem 
to prefer memorising ‘model essays’ about these topics rather than attempting to reason out 
the issues involved. Reproducing these ‘model essays’ whenever specific keywords are 
spotted is costing these candidates dearly … since at times about 75% of the total marks
allotted are lost because the essays end up being completely out of point. Candidates should 
be actively discouraged from continuing with this practice. 

(d) A good number of candidates seem to lack the skills needed to answer questions 
posed in an examination effectively. Besides carefully reading and understanding each 
question clearly BEFORE attempting it, candidates need to learn how to give answers in 
proportion to the marks allotted.

Chairperson
Board of Examiners
July 2006
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Examiners’ Report


Part 1: Statistical Information

A total of 599 candidates applied for the examination. The table below shows the distribution of grades for this session as compared with the results of the previous year:


		Grade

		A

		B

		C

		D

		E

		F

		Abs

		Total



		Number

		36

		70

		228

		82

		109

		47

		14

		586



		% of Total 2005

		6.4

		12.2

		37.5

		15.4

		18.5

		8.0

		1.9

		100%



		% of Total 2006

		6.14

		11.95

		38.91

		13.99

		18.60

		8.02

		2.39

		100%





Part 2: Comments on candidates’ performance

Section A


Q1.
The majority of candidates did well in this question showing that this topic, dealing with rock formation and stratification, was well understood by most. The only evident problems where observed in part (a) in which many candidates confused the term deposition with decomposition … both provided as options in the brackets. In part (b), dealing with rock layers, very few candidates gave completely incorrect answers.

Q2.
Very few candidates scored high marks in this question dealing with the nitrogen cycle showing that the topic was not a familiar one with the majority of the candidates. The mean score for this question (having a possible maximum score of 10) was 3.6. There was a lot of confusion when candidates were asked to choose the words to fit in the cycle, in part (a). Most candidates confused the terms and seemed to have the impression that industrial nitrogen fixation and nitrogen fixing legumes are the same. This fact was again evident in the answers given to part (b) of the question – very few candidates gave correct explanations of the concepts behind nitrogen fixation and denitrification. The majority of candidates had no idea what these processes involve. 

Q3.
The definition of an earthquake was well described by the majority of candidates, but when it came to differentiating between the terms focus and epicentre there were a lot of problems and only a handful of candidates gave correct explanations. Answers for this question, i.e. part (b), evidenced the candidates’ inability to express themselves in English … sometimes resorting to giving the answer in Maltese. Candidates also seemed to confuse the terms and in several instances gave the definition of focus when they were supposed to be defining epicentre. Only a small percentage of candidates gave a wrong answer to part (c) of the question, i.e. reference to the Richter scale.

Q4.
Most candidates scored high marks for this question, with a mean of 8.7 (out of a maximum of 10 marks). The main errors expressed by those who did not score a good mark characteristically concerned sheet erosion and gully erosion showing that they could not tell these types of erosion apart.


Q5.
This question did not pose any serious difficulties for the majority of the candidates. Most of the candidates answered parts (a) and (b) of the question (requiring simple recall) involving the listing of the four different atmospheric layers and the location of the ozone layer respectively. However, a lower number of candidates succeeded in explaining the reasons for the increase in atmospheric temperature with height … requested in part (c).

Q6. 
This question involved finding the correct definition for particular terms. A good number of candidates scored full marks in this question (a mean score of 7.8 out of a possible 10) indicating an adequate familiarity with a range of environmental terminology.


Q7.
The marks scored in this question were very low indeed (a mean score of 3.6 from a possible 10) showing that candidates are not at all familiar with this environmental topic and the impact of human activity on it. In fact only a handful of candidates gave correct answers to part (a) (i) dealing with the environmental impact of logging. What is interesting to note is that many candidates described the term soil water logging instead. This might also show that the candidates failed to read the question properly and just responded to a recognised keyword. In fact most candidates lost marks because they gave definitions of the terms given and did not realise that the question requested them to comment about how these activities put pressure on the environment. As for part (b) dealing with specific examples of overcoming the problem of overfishing many candidates gave logical solutions to how to go about it – typical answers included the use of fish farms, legislation, seasonal fishing, and educational programmes.


Q8.
This question proved rather difficult for several candidates. In fact although a wide allowance for interpretation was given in favour of the candidates, still a good number failed to score high marks. The mean score was 4.7 out of a possible 8. This was another example of a question that went beyond simple recall. Once again candidates showed a marked difficulty in answering questions that requested skills in comprehension and/or application.

Q9. 
Considering that the question was based on age-gender graphs, there was a great variation between candidates who could understand and interpret the graphs given and those who could not understand them. In fact, some candidates thought that the persons represented in the pre-reproductive stage were the same individuals depicted in the following stages, having reproduced or died at the different stages!!


Section B


Q1.
This was the most attempted question in this section. Overall the candidates who chose this essay did fairly well – however answers to part (a) lacked accuracy, i.e. many candidates omitted the fact that reflection of energy by the earth’s surface plays a vital role when dealing with what happens to the incoming solar radiation. The majority of candidates seem to be familiar only with the fact that UV is absorbed by ozone in the atmosphere and simply wrote about it and made no reference to the greenhouse effect and the over use of CFCs. Indeed in part (a) only a handful of candidates managed to score high marks. In part (b) of the question, dealing with anthropogenic activities, the answers were more varied and to the point … although there were cases where candidates repeated what they had already described re the greenhouse effect and the use of CFCs in part (a). Quite a number of candidates however mentioned the effect that deforestation has on our climate and also the fact that pollution can contribute to a rise in temperature.


Q2.
In this question, dealing with the earth’s hydrological cycle, there were again a number of candidates who did fairly well except for the first part where most candidates seemed to think that by just giving the diagram of the water cycle they were answering the question … which specifically asked for the natural factors that limit the accessibility of water. Quite a number mentioned the fact that burning of fossil fuels and the use of CFCs is leading to global temperature rise and disruption in seasonal patterns of precipitation. Very few candidates mentioned geographical location as the reason why certain areas experience draughts. A small number of candidates also mentioned that natural disasters, such as volcanic eruptions, could lead to water shortage. On the other hand, once again, the second part of this question was answered quite well by a high percentage of candidates who wrote about all the human activities that lead to water shortage – however very few candidates referred to overuse of ground water as one major cause of water shortage.

Q3.
This was a relatively easy question, but only a few candidates tried answering it. Unfortunately, few candidates understood the real reasons for the variation of nitrate levels in the respective areas. Many candidates could associate farming activity with high nitrate levels, but only a handful mentioned leaching of nitrate in the ground and the differences in nitrate levels as a result of quarries. Many thought that quarry activity produced nitrates or that nitrates were trapped in the stone being quarried and were being released when this was cut. There was only a smaller group of candidates who could explain the level of nitrates under the urban areas. Many thought that this was due to pollution from cars.

Q4.
This was the third most attempted question in this section. However, only a few scored very high marks (mean score was 8.5 out of a possible 20). The reason was mostly due to the fact that candidates either repeated in their own words the information that was given in the question or else some went completely out of point by giving an essay on alternative sources of energy for an answer.


Q5.
This was the second most popular question with candidates and one where very high marks were scored (a mean of 15.4 for a possible 20 … the highest mean for this section). In fact most candidates were well prepared for this question that requested a simple recall of facts. Most candidates gave the five correct biomes and had no difficulty in giving a good and sometimes even an extensive description of each.


Q6.
Parts (a) and (b) of the question dealing with ecosystems was well answered by the majority of candidates clearly indicating that the pupils are very familiar with what an ecosystem and what a food chain are about. Correct definitions and explanations of each trophic level were also provided by the candidates attempting this question. The main problem was in answering the last part of the question which called for the candidates to describe how trophic levels function together … a question requiring application skills. Candidates failed to understand what they were being asked and the majority of answers were therefore out of point. Characteristically most candidates who attempted this part simply gave an example of a food web and compared it to a food chain and stopped there. There was no qualitative or quantitative explanation as to how trophic levels function to provide a sustainable system. Once again candidates showed a marked difficulty in expressing themselves scientifically when questions asked for explanations rather than definitions (that could be easily memorised).

General Comments


The examiners would like to once again point out the following common problems that have been resurfacing in every examination session:



(a) Although the vast majority of the candidates sitting for this examination have a background in languages, a large number of candidates demonstrated a general inability to communicate and express their reasoning in correct English. This was further compounded with a host of spelling mistakes, particularly of technical terms.



(b) The overall level of understanding of scientific concepts was generally low, with candidates giving very superficial answers based on common sense information rather than on informed knowledge. 


(c) Once again candidates showed marked problems when dealing with questions requiring comprehension and application. In their preparation for the exam, candidates seem to prefer memorising ‘model essays’ about these topics rather than attempting to reason out the issues involved. Reproducing these ‘model essays’ whenever specific keywords are spotted is costing these candidates dearly … since at times about 75% of the total marks allotted are lost because the essays end up being completely out of point. Candidates should be actively discouraged from continuing with this practice. 

(d) A good number of candidates seem to lack the skills needed to answer questions posed in an examination effectively. Besides carefully reading and understanding each question clearly BEFORE attempting it, candidates need to learn how to give answers in proportion to the marks allotted. 
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