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AM ENGLISH 
MAY 2016 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 

 
Introduction  This year’s cohort of AM candidates was considerably larger than previous years. 

Overall, the main criticism targeted was the inability to engage with literary texts 
critically.  
 
The report will initially revisit some of the comments made in previous reports but 
which keep reappearing, and later, it will highlight some of the weaknesses which 
seem to have surfaced quite prominently this year. Finally, the usual pattern of 
providing feedback on each question attempted will follow. 
 
Like past reports, the choice of register was yet again problematic. The use of 
English in informal contexts is increasingly interfering with candidates’ writing 
skills. Their choice of vocabulary is often not context-specific and the syntactic 
structure seems to follow spoken production. Equally troublesome is the lack of 
proper structure and coherence with regard to essay organisation. This was also 
reflected in literature essays. Furthermore, examiners repeatedly highlighted a 
persistent problem with the gobbet essay, constant use of paraphrasing instead of 
critical engagement, and improper use of quotations.  
 
The majority of the candidates who choose the gobbet question have not yet 
grasped how to approach it. Frequently, candidates refrain from discussing the 
gobbet and instead choose a theme that is vaguely linked to the passage after 
they have contextualised it. They then move on to answer it in essay-type form. 
 
Unfortunately, this year, examiners noted problems even with the essay type of 
question. One example is the essay on poetry (Paper I, Section B). Often, 
candidates find it difficult to compare and contrast poems as they discuss the 
given statement, and they tend to resort to summarisation of the poems chosen 
for discussion. 
 
Another worrying component is ‘literary criticism’ where it is made clear in this 
report that candidates tend to fail at the close reading task and their critical 
analyses remain rather superficial. This was particularly evident in this year’s 
literary criticism responses. 
 
For some candidates, the grasp of English is an issue since their essays showed 
problems with syntax and paragraphs were poorly-structured. At times, 
paragraphs consisted of one very long sentence, rendering the work incoherent. 
There were other candidates who could communicate effectively but their 
discussions lacked the desired depth. 
 
A notable new phenomenon emerged this year and it left the examiners quite 
disconcerted. It was evident in the language essay where candidates are more in 
control of the content. What seems to be emerging, as a major influence in 
candidates’ writing, is the abundance of images from popular television series. 
Some of the candidates’ writing was disturbingly graphic in the description of 
violent scenes and psychosocial traumas. The graphic details were often echoes 
of either one of the popular series or real life war scenes. In some of these 
instances, candidates’ language proficiency was quite good and it did not reflect 
their performance in the other papers.  
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Therefore, one conclusion that may be drawn here is that candidates are not 
preparing the set texts well and are not engaging critically with the literary texts. 
As a result of this lack of preparation, their written production suffers because of 
task overload and it shows that they have a shallow understanding of the texts.  
 
The observations made by the examiners in this report reflect that in components 
where candidates are expected to be selective of the content that goes into an 
answer, they struggle to organise that content specifically for a particular focus. 
On the other hand, when it comes to components that require voluminous and full 
use of terminology, the examiners spoke favourably about the candidates’ 
performance.  
 
 

Statistical Data The Table below summarises the distribution of grades for Advanced Level 
English 2016. 
 
             Table 1: Candidates’ distribution of grades  

Distribution of Grades – MAY 2016 Results 
 

Grade No. of Candidates % of Candidates 

A 25 3.1 

B 74 9.2 

C 276 34.5 

D 150 18.7 

E 117 14.6 

F 118 14.7 

Absent 41 5.1 

Total 801 100 

 

Grade No. of Candidates % of Candidates 

A – C  375 46.8 

A – E  642 80.1 

F 118 14.7 
 

PAPER I 
Section A 
Shakespeare: 
General 
Comments 

Similar to the past few years, very few candidates opted for Julius Caesar and The 
Tempest. The Othello essays represented more than 96% of the examination 
answers. 
 
 

Specific 
Comments 

Julius Caesar 

1a One candidate attempted this question.  

1b This question was not attempted. 

1c This question was attempted by one candidate. 
 
 
 
 

 The Tempest 
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2a This question was not attempted. 

2b This essay was attempted by two candidates.  

2c This question was not attempted. 

  
Othello 
 

3a The majority of candidates who attempted this question did not score too highly 
owing to the following reasons: 

i. Contextualisation of the extract was minimal, if at all. 
ii. Candidates tended to paraphrase the given extract.  
iii. Narration of the play’s plot became the main focus and the gobbet was 

ignored, with many candidates dealing with only one element (very often, 
just theme or character) when the rubric specifically states that they 
should focus on at least two. In addition, there were instances when it was 
unclear whether candidates were relating the text to characterization, 
theme, imagery or setting. 

iv. A good number of candidates wrote about Iago’s character and about how 
he manipulated the major characters in the play. There were instances 
when it seemed that candidates were answering question (c) rather than 
question (a). 

v. Although some candidates mentioned racism, they failed to develop the 
idea further. 

vi. The overall organisation of essays was not satisfactory. There was also 
evidence of lack of focus in candidates’ answers. 

vii. A significant number of candidates included material which was unrelated 
to the extract.  

viii. Imagery, setting, the contrast between Othello the public man and Othello 
the private man, and the theme of appearance and reality, especially 
where Brabantio’s perception of Desdemona is concerned, were often 
ignored. 

 

3b The majority of candidates who answered this question were familiar with the 
many aspects of love found in the play and consequently discussed at  length  the 
Othello-Desdemona relationship and contrasted it with the Bianca-Cassio affair. 
Iago’s self-love was also explored by a good number of candidates. Despite the 
good effort, there was a consistent weakness in analysing these aspects in 
sufficient detail.  
 

3c The majority of candidates opted for this question, many of whom scored well on 
the content level as they focused on Othello’s jealousy that resulted from Iago’s 
manipulation of him. A good number pointed out that Iago’s manipulation of 
Othello and of everyone else was also the result of Iago’s own jealousy of Othello 
and Cassio. Iago’s manipulation of Cassio and of Roderigo was also highlighted. 
The main concern was the dependence on narration, where candidates gave 
lengthy accounts of how Iago manipulated the various characters, without 
discussing their reactions. Candidates simply narrated the plot. 
 

Concluding 
comments 

The quality of the language used by the candidates was taken into account as 
linguistic competence was very low, despite the valid content. 
 
The following are the major linguistic weaknesses: 

 Poor grammatical structures and clumsiness of expression 

 Incomplete sentences 

 Confusion of choice of tenses when discussing the play (indecision about 
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whether to use the present or the past) 

 Common spelling errors 

 Omission of apostrophe for possessives 
 
Other weaknesses: 

 The Appendix in the syllabus states that the title of a play should be 
underlined. The vast majority of candidates overlooked this and placed the title 
within inverted commas or else underlined it and used inverted commas. There 
were a good number of candidates who referred to Othello as a novel. 

 Candidates preparing for this exam should be aware of the fact that arguments 
need to be substantiated by evidence from the text.  There were many cases 
where this was lacking. One approach is through direct quotation, but this was 
lacking in many instances.  

Section B 
Poetry: 
General 
Comments 

The pitfalls in many of the candidates’ essays are related to erratic expressions 
and grammar use. Moreover, the structuring of essays leaves a lot to be desired, 
especially in the poetry section where the tendency is for candidates to approach 
each poem separately instead of linking from one paragraph to the next.  
 

Specific 
Comments 

Emily Dickinson 

1a & b Questions about Emily Dickinson’s poems were not tackled in this session. 
 

 John Keats 
 

2a One candidate attempted this question.  

2b One candidate attempted this question.  
  

 Wilfred Owen 

3a Many candidates chose to answer this question. Still, many opted to structure the 
essay by writing about three poems, each being paraphrased separately in a 
paragraph, without any attempt at linking the brief arguments that were put across. 
Rather than focusing on the contrast (e.g. a soldier before and after the war, the 
contrast of war conditions presented in different poems, how institutions 
interpreted the war in contrast to the soldiers’ views), many candidates simply 
gave three different situations by referring to three different poems. The idea of 
finding contrast was at times not even addressed. Some essays lacked direct 
references to the text and were merely summaries of the poems. Moreover, 
misspelling of the poems’ titles was noted in certain instances as well as 
numerous variations of fragments of poems’ titles. 
 

3b Most candidates who answered this question were able to structure and focus 
their essays in better ways than the previous question. Candidates seemed to 
have a better grasp of the religious themes and imagery used in Owen’s poems. 
Many references were made to poems like ‘Le Christianisme’, ‘At a Calvary Near 
the Ancre’ and ‘Parable of the Old Man and the Young’. Some even made 
connections between the symbolism of nature and religion, especially the act of 
creation, in some of the poems. Somehow, in these essays, the problems of 
paraphrasing the poems separately and the inability to write a cohesive piece of 
writing were less prominent. There was more use of direct references from poems 
to back up the more developed arguments presented in the essays.  
 

Section C: 
Poetry 
Criticism 

The chosen poem is in one stanza which, however, presents opposing points of 
view that create a thematic balance. The poet is concerned with the traditional 
romantic attitude writers and painters have adopted towards the moon. This 
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concern is transferred onto the moon itself via personification and metaphor in the 
first part of the poem, endowing the theme with an idealistic touch which is then 
dispelled later in the poem.  In fact, in the second part, the reader comes into 
contact with a brutal scene of real-life pictures that are mounted verbally like a 
cinematic montage. Here, the syntax becomes increasingly more fragmented, 
suggestive of an agitated consciousness that is unsuccessfully trying to patch 
things up, as it were. 
 
Initially, the tone of the poem is riddled with irony, laced with a touch of sardonic 
bitterness. In the second part, bathos plays a strong part in deflating the contrived, 
overblown verbal edifice constructed in the first part.  In fact, the use of the 
adverbs “always” and “never” creates a cumulative effect that is then undermined 
before reaching a climax. The wonderful first line sets the tone of disenchantment 
and disengagement that is then capitulated upon in the second part of the poem. 
 
Unfortunately, the large majority of the candidates did not engage constructively 
and creatively with the poem. The irony underpinning the poem was adequately 
read yet the majority of the candidates exhibited no critical skills when attempting 
to highlight it, as the majority embarked on a line-by-line description.. They noted 
the contrast between the first and second parts of the poem but did not clinch the 
critical register required to write a coherent and cogent essay. Language was 
generally weak and critical vocabulary was limited. They also had difficulties with 
structure and paragraphing. 
 
Very few of the cohort of candidates sitting for this exam related critically to the 
text, resulting in well-written essays that were structured and balanced.  This 
minority of candidates pitched their arguments well and managed to ‘hear’ the 
ironic tone used by the poet.  Some of them even wrote intelligently about 
versification and structure.  Their writing was largely error-free and well-poised. 
 
Overall, the distinction between a ‘verse of poetry’ and a ‘line of poetry’ was not 
made as the terms ‘verse’ and ‘line’ were used interchangeably almost across the 
board.  Another common oversight was the incorrect use of the terms ‘speaker’ 
and ‘narrator’.   
 
Better knowledge of critical language and more familiarity with poetic texts for 
critical appreciation could help candidates nurture the confidence they need to 
tackle this exercise. 
 

  

PAPER II 
Section A 
Novel: 
General 
Comments 

The popular novel still remains The Handmaid’s Tale, and as in the past years, it 
is followed by Heart of the Matter and Atonement. Unfortunately, the two Victorian 
novels, Great Expectations and Emma remain the least popular choices. A 
Handful of Dust is not considered at all except by one or two candidates. 
 

Specific 
Comments: 

 

The 
Handmaid’s 
Tale 

Most of the candidates who sat for the examination chose The Handmaid’s Tale. 
This year’s overall performance was generally quite disappointing. Very few 
essays managed to score marks within the uppermost bracket. Usually, responses 
to this novel are characterised by breadth and range of textual knowledge; 
however, this year it was disconcerting to read numerous essays showing very 
limited familiarity with the text. At times, even basic plot details were incorrect. 
This was especially in evidence in responses to the essay question.  
 

1a The gobbet question was slightly less popular than the essay, attracting about 
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two-fifths of responses to this novel. Nothing directly relevant to the plot could be 
deduced from the extract itself, since the gobbet was about Offred’s stream of 
consciousness, taken from one of the several ‘Night’ sequences. Consequently, 
any reference in the essays to the extract as forming part of Offred’s inner 
thoughts, and their function within the novel, was considered sufficient to 
contextualise the gobbet. However, a number did not even mention this basic fact. 
 
The gobbet’s underlying idea was the sophisticated narrative technique employed 
by Atwood, including but not limited to: Offred’s function as both narrator of her 
story and historical character within the fiction; the complex time frames; Offred’s 
creation of her listener; the role and experience of the reader; and the telling of the 
story within the context of Gilead. Most candidates had an inkling of the discussion 
that was required in response to the given text but very little idea how to handle 
and develop the material. Few explored the dynamic created by the temporal gap 
between the novel’s time frames, especially Gilead’s present and 2195. The 
narration is not experienced as a recording of past events but as Offred’s 
immediate present. There was little evidence of this awareness in the responses. 
Instead, much emphasis was placed on Offred’s loneliness (which according to 
some, is the reason she records her story – to give herself something to do). The 
line “writing is forbidden” gave rise to lengthy paragraphs about: the importance 
and power of language; numerous examples listing Gilead’s oppression and what 
has been lost by Offred; and inevitably, paragraphs about who rebels, most of the 
time omitting the function of Offred’s narration and her creation of the 
listener/reader, central to her defiance of Gilead. Having said this, there were 
some top-rate answers from candidates who had internalised and integrated 
Atwood’s technique with her thematic concerns. 
 

1b Although the essay title was more popular than the gobbet, the vast majority of the 
answers were adequate to mediocre, with a mere handful in the top bracket. The 
title was a clear character essay on Moira’s role in the novel, with emphasis on 
ideas of rebellion and subjugation. The term ‘subjugation’ was problematic for 
several, who wrote about ‘Moira’s rebellion and subjugation’ as though the two 
ideas are interchangeable. However, those who made this mistake but 
nevertheless discussed subjugation in their essay were credited for their 
arguments.  
 

Most of the candidates who attempted this question took a very one-dimensional 
view and failed to show understanding of Moira’s role. Apart from the tendency to 
over-interpret her character to the point of melodrama, especially when narrating 
the escape from the Red Centre, the main failing in the responses was the inability 
to go beyond a mere surface reading of Moira’s actions. Moira’s matter-of-fact 
behaviour at Jezebel’s was mostly taken completely at face value, with many 
candidates concluding that Moira is comfortable/happy at Jezebel’s, now that she 
is among other women and free of the constraints at the Red Centre. Very few 
dealt with the effect of Moira’s resignation on Offred, and how this is worked into 
Atwood’s overall purpose about the nature of totalitarian rule. Some of the better 
essays selected the relevant episodes featuring Moira to build the character 
(without falling into the trap of narrating the episode) and then brought out the way 
Moira is crushed psychologically at Jezebel’s. They created a discussion around 
the contrast between Moira’s very personal rebellion and other rebels such as 
Ofglen or Offred’s mother, and the effect of their disappearance from the story of 
Offred’s own struggle for survival. 
 
Candidates’ lack of familiarity with the text was much in evidence in this essay. 
Moira’s story was confused with that of Ofglen, Janine and even Offred’s mother 



AM EXAMINERS’ REPORT – MAY 2016 

 

8 

in several instances. Quotations by these characters were time and again 
attributed to Moira. Moreover, it is clear that several candidates were relying on 
the film version for their textual knowledge. This was continually betrayed by the 
repeated accounts of Moira’s escape, where according to these candidates, 
Offred plays a part, as well as the idea that Offred and Moira meet for the first time 
at the Red Centre.  
 

Jane Austen The choice of questions was quite evenly distributed and the overall attempt was 
generally weak. 
 

2a The gobbet essays were generally weak with themes barely mentioned and 
characters not referred to in depth; the essays showed a clear lack of textual 
knowledge and tended to slip into a poorly written summary of the extract. 
Grammar and expression were very weak, to the extent that sentences did not 
make sense sometimes. It seems that candidates disregarded the gobbet rubric. 
 

2b The response to the essay title again was a weak attempt to address the theme of 
deception, a prominent theme in the novel. Lack of textual knowledge was evident 
as essays were repetitive and poorly written with few references to incidents in the 
plot. 
 

Great 
Expectations 

Unlike previous years, this year’s essays on Great Expectations were not as 
strong. The answers to the gobbet question were rather flat, and the essays in 
response to the second question did not offer the level of depth expected after a 
two-year course. 
  

3a The majority of candidates tended to skim over the passage missing out on the 
importance of the main characters or the setting. The writing style contained poor 
expressions and incorrect grammar. As the gobbet was taken from the opening of 
the novel, it allowed candidates to tackle a variety of issues, which would have 
allowed them to compile a sound response, yet few bothered to delve into the 
novel as a whole and make connections. Essays usually consisted of basic 
repetitive comments on Pip and Magwitch. 
 

3b With regard to the response to the essay title, again the standard of writing was 
weak and essays were repetitive with some blatantly proving that the text had 
never been read; a couple referred to Pip as an artist, which is the manner he is 
depicted in one of the film versions. A number of candidates did not adhere to the 
essay title and some rarely used the text as evidence showing a lack of 
knowledge regarding the plot line and character study. The theme of control was 
not really discussed; essays mostly consisted of weak plot summaries or 
character descriptions that were not relevant to the discussion. 
 

The Heart of 
the Matter 

Many essays (and some gobbet answers) were extensively over-written, and were 
replete with valueless narrations of the plot and repetitions. 
 

4a Most candidates identified the location of the extract within the novel’s structure, 
and were able to explain how it results from previous events and how it influences 
subsequent ones. A common error was to go into too much detail about events 
previous to the incident in the extract, producing a rather valueless narration of the 
plot.  Symbolism, setting and character analysis were discussed by all candidates.  
The general tendency was to explain away Scobie’s extremely complex character 
by means of the stock phrase “pity and responsibility”. 
 

4b The best attempts showed how isolation applies to practically all the characters in 
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the novel, whilst the weaker ones concentrated exclusively on the Scobie-Louise-
Wilson-Helen ‘entanglement’. Few candidates displayed confusion about events 
and characters, and this showed that the overwhelming majority were well-
prepared.  From the literary aspect, most candidates gave satisfactory responses, 
displaying awareness of the complex issues underpinning the novel. The use of 
the stock phrase “pity and responsibility” did, however, inhibit many candidates 
from producing a subtler evaluation of Scobie’s complexity. The greatest 
disappointment was offered by the generally poor quality of the use of English.   
 

Atonement Responses to Atonement accounted for 47.6% of the total number of candidates. 
Unlike last year, the choice between either (5a) or (5b) was a balanced one; both 
questions were equally popular with 49.6% answering question (5a) and 50.4% 
answering question (5b). In general, the candidates’ overall performance varied 
from average to barely adequate, with very few outstanding essays in between. 
With a brief reference to language use, it is important to note that candidates 
repeatedly misspell the word ‘imagination’ which is very disheartening considering 
that the theme of imagination is a major one in Atonement. Other recurrent 
spelling errors included potraying for ‘portraying’ and evaquated for ‘evacuated’.  
 

5a This year’s gobbet was taken from the beginning of the novel’s Part One and so 
the candidates did not have problems in discerning where the excerpt was taken 
from. In fact, only a handful of candidates encountered difficulties in identifying the 
immediate context of the given extract. However, a considerable number of 
candidates failed to contextualise the extract. Others failed to remain focused on 
the gobbet and to link relevant aspects of the novel to points emerging directly 
from the extract. Instead, they adopted a superficial approach and narrated the 
events that led to Briony writing ‘The Trials of Arabella’ or gave a detailed 
description of the fountain scene which rendered the essay irrelevant. Thus, it 
seems that a significant number of candidates have not yet grasped the approach 
which is necessary to write a good gobbet answer. Nevertheless, some high-
scoring essays not only had a good response to the extract and succeeded in 
contextualising it, but also managed to strike a balance between relating the 
excerpt to pertinent themes and keeping the passage within focus.  
 

5b The majority of candidates were well prepared on the content, however the 
manner in which they selected the relevant material and communicated it proved 
problematic. A number of candidates failed to concentrate on the historical aspect 
and focused solely on the social element. The content referenced was not always 
directly relevant, such as when some candidates produced a mere rambling on 
the following: Lola’s wedding, what the job of a nurse entails or even the letters 
sent between Robbie and Cecilia. However, most candidates kept the demands of 
the title firmly in mind. Still, there were issues with the level of focus and the depth 
of analysis, or lack of, presented in their essays. Very often, candidates’ essays 
were dominated by lengthy narration.  
 
As the above comments indicate, while a respectably good percentage of 
candidates gave an average or good performance overall, there is still much to be 
done with regard to their consolidation of content and essay structuring skills. In 
most cases, better planning would have resulted in better-structured, more 
informative essays. 
 

A Handful of 
Dust 

6a & 6b 

Only one candidate attempted this question.  
 

Section B 
Prose 

In this component, candidates were expected to write an essay about different 
aspects of an unseen prose passage. For example, candidates could have 
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Criticism 
 
 

focused on the theme of wanting to leave one’s hometown, which seems to make 
the protagonist feel trapped and which he associates with “the end”. They could 
have considered the description of the protagonist’s daily journey to work and 
back home everyday and its repetitive qualities. In terms of character and 
personality, they could have discussed Windisch’s yearning to leave the village 
and his sense of suffocation with the life he lives in this place and its repetitive 
nature. With respect to imagery and rhetoric, candidates could have discussed the 
different kinds of imagery (e.g. visual, auditory, tactile) found in the text and the 
effect of certain metaphors and similes. They could have shown how diction 
reinforces the use of imagery, especially in the choice of verbs and adjectives, as 
well as discussed the effect of certain examples of diction. The text’s multiple 
references to specific colours and the way its dark imagery adds to the mood 
could also have featured in candidates’ essays. In terms of style and tone, 
candidates could have written about how longing and anticipation are contrasted 
with discontent and suffocation. The use of a third person limited narrative 
focusing on Windisch’s point of view as well as his perspective of place, time and 
mood could have been given prominence in candidates’ essays. Their analysis of 
place, time and mood could have focused on the repetitive description of the war 
memorial and the road leading to the mill, as well as on the description of dawn 
and evening and the references to the grey light and darkness. Candidates could 
also have discussed the references to the cold and the fog and the references to 
the slow passage of time and the accumulation of the days and years. Moreover, 
their essays could have considered the mood of despair and frustration with being 
stuck in a place and the dark atmosphere pervading the passage. 
 
Candidates’ performance in this component was on the whole quite weak. Only a 
few candidates were awarded high marks. The best essays consisted of 
interpretations supported by relevant evidence from the text. These essays 
demonstrated an understanding of distinctive aspects of the text and contained a 
full discussion of literary effects. The candidates who wrote these essays were 
able to show that they were familiar with the tools of critical analysis and employed 
them in order to discuss the use of rhetorical devices. The commentary in their 
essays was marked by an appropriate use of critical terms and idioms. These 
essays demonstrated a high level of fluency and accuracy in writing, which was 
organised in a coherent and cohesive manner. 
 
A substantial number of candidates were unable to demonstrate a deep 
understanding of the text and to write about it in a cogent manner. In many cases, 
essays consisted of a detailed paraphrase of the passage or else of 
interpretations that were speculative in nature. The notion that an interpretation 
needs to be substantiated by reference to relevant parts of the text was not 
evident in the kind of essays produced by the majority of candidates. Those 
candidates who sought to engage in critical commentary most often failed to do so 
adequately. The evidence produced in support of their interpretation was either 
insufficient or else irrelevant to the argument they were seeking to make. Some 
candidates picked on some minor detail and created an entire interpretation based 
on it that went beyond the rest of the text. For example, the reference to the war 
memorial in the text led many candidates to make assumptions about the 
protagonist’s history, the setting, and themes. 
 
The high number of essays focusing merely on a superficial explanation of what is 
taking place in the passage was disproportionate to the number of essays in which 
candidates demonstrated sensitiveness to the distinctiveness of literary language 
and effects. Despite some ability to use critical terms, most candidates were 
unable to critically engage with the use of language in the text. Those candidates 
who focused on literary effects most often did not progress beyond recognition of 
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rhetorical devices. Hence, apart from a basic kind of device spotting, candidates 
were unable to produce a kind of commentary that analysed the effectiveness of 
such devices. Some candidates also made mistakes in their use of critical terms 
or else bandied them about without an awareness of what the terms really meant. 
The overall lack of solid engagement with imagery and rhetoric in essays on the 
text meant that candidates’ performance in this component was below the 
standard expected at this level. 
 
Some candidates’ efforts to produce critical commentary on the text were further 
hindered by a poor grasp of the language and an inability to structure writing in a 
cogent manner. Besides the many instances of the prose passage being referred 
to as a “poem” or an “abstract” or its paragraphs being referred to as “stanzas”, 
there was generally an absence of mature writing about the text. Expression 
contained the kind of spelling mistakes, syntactical errors and punctuation 
problems that one would not expect to see at this level. Apart from these serious 
issues, many candidates did not possess the kind of sophisticated mastery of 
language that one would need to employ in order to effectively analyse an unseen 
prose passage. Hence, sentences were either very simplistic in what they sought 
to communicate, or else consisted of inaccurate, complex and compound 
structures that sometimes undermined what the candidate was attempting to say. 
Moreover, candidates on the whole displayed a lack of awareness of how to 
structure a literary criticism essay. Many essays consisted of weak introductions 
and conclusions and an absence of fully developed body paragraphs. Only a few 
candidates used topic sentences effectively and wrote paragraphs that contained 
a central focus. Most candidates produced paragraphs that jumbled up ideas 
about different aspects of the text without seeking to coherently and cohesively 
organise their writing.    
 

PAPER III 
Section A 
Language 
Essay: 
General 
Comments 

 

In this section of the paper, candidates were expected to write an essay of not 
less than 500 words on a title of their own choice from a list of eight which 
included examples of narrative, descriptive and discursive/argumentative writing. 
All eight titles were attempted. The most popular choices were titles a, b, e and c, 
while fewer candidates attempted titles f, h, g and d. 
 

Specific 
Comments:  
 

PERFORMANCE  
 
1. Content and Organisation: 
 
Title a: Most candidates who attempted this title understood the idiomatic 
meaning of ‘Breaking the news’ in that it is normally used to tell someone some 
important news, which is usually, but not always, bad. The majority of candidates 
chose stories related to breaking the news about someone having a terminal 
illness or having to announce a sudden death or accident. Two other topics which 
featured frequently were about breaking the news about one’s sexual orientation 
and announcing a pregnancy to one’s loved ones. The best stories were the ones 
which managed to create an atmosphere of tense anticipation as well as a 
description of characters and their emotions. However, some candidates lost 
marks due to poor organisation, where most of the essay was taken up with 
setting the scene, while narrating what should have been the main thrust of the 
story, was left like a rushed afterthought at the end.  
 
Title b:  This descriptive title was one of the most popular among candidates.  
Many drew upon their close reading of literary texts to describe a scene from a 
war zone.  In fact, there were many essays which described scenes from the 
trenches of WWI.  Due to their literary exposure, some candidates managed to 
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write some excellent essays. It was evident that some candidates appropriately 
applied a selection of lexis often encountered in war literature to an original 
context such as the Great Siege of Malta of 1565 or to a scene of devastation of a 
present-day terrorist attack. On the other hand, there was a number of candidates 
who quoted directly from Wilfred Owen, particularly from Dulce et Decorum Est, 
and from Ian McEwan’s Atonement, both by lifting whole phrases from these texts 
such as “Gas! Gas! Quick, boys!” or else by replicating stories illustrated by these 
texts. There were other candidates, however, who described different war 
scenarios ranging from medieval battle scenes to present day Syria. In such cases 
it was evident that these candidates were well read about these contexts and were 
able to conjure up an array of fact and detail in their description of the war zone. 
 
Title c:   In some of these essays, there was a very clear distinction between 
fictional superheroes and their metaphorical representation in our communities, 
with frequent reference being made to medical doctors, fire fighters and law 
enforcers committed to keeping law and order. Some other essays contained 
references to specific personalities such as Malala Yousafzai or Gandhi, who 
selflessly stood up for people’s rights. However, weaker essays had a very 
questionable literal stance towards the title and incorporated the advantages and 
disadvantages of there being actual superheroes in the world, totally disregarding 
the metaphorical implication and rendering the writing rather ingenuous.  
 
Title d:   Few responses managed to differentiate clearly between ‘success’ and 
‘value’ in this title option, with the weakest essays confusing ‘value’ with ‘valuable’ 
and thus equating ‘be of value’ with achieving financial success.  The majority of 
candidates tackled the title by dedicating half of the essay to the advantages of 
being successful in one’s life and the other half to the advantages of ‘being of 
value’ to others, ending with a conclusion about the importance of maintaining a 
balance between the two in one’s life. However, many encountered difficulties in 
discussing the two concepts within the body of their essay.   
 
Title e:   The majority of the candidates who attempted this title opted to write 
about the advantages and disadvantages of watching TV series and reading 
books.  There was a tendency to focus mostly on watching TV series with a 
shorter part of the essay being dedicated to reading.  Reading books was 
portrayed by most candidates as being old-fashioned, boring, time-consuming and 
expensive. Some even suggested that books may soon become extinct, 
erroneously categorising e-books with TV series.  The advantages of reading were 
restricted to pragmatic reasons associated with one’s studies, such as 
improvement in one’s vocabulary, spelling and language use, with some arguing 
though, that reading did not help one’s pronunciation. Only a few referred to the 
pleasures of reading.  On the other hand, TV series were bestowed with an 
endless list of advantages, which led to some essays having a lack of control in 
paragraph structure. 
 
Title f:   Many candidates who chose this task showed a good knowledge of the 
topic and presented very effective and balanced arguments about taking a gap 
year, which aptly reflected the question posed, that is ‘mulling over’ a decision. It 
was evident that the title presented a situation which the candidates had actually 
reflected upon, so a list of points with the advantages and disadvantages was 
readily available and most candidates successfully managed to discuss the issues 
and implications of each point they made. 
 
Title g:   The candidates who tackled this title either discussed the problem of 
intolerance in our world or wrote a story which depicted intolerance as a central 
theme.  Most of those who discussed the subject showed good knowledge of the 
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topic and were familiar with related issues such as ethnic, religious and sexual 
intolerance, as well as mundane situations which lead people to become intolerant 
of others. Some of the candidates who opted for the narrative genre created some 
original stories depicting emotional sensitivities, such as those experienced by the 
vulnerable teenager who could no longer put up with domestic violence and felt 
compelled to run away from home, only returning when the abuser had left for 
good. 
 
Title h:   Most candidates who opted for this title showed familiarity with this sleep 
disorder. The majority wrote very effective stories which vividly described the 
frustrating sensations that this problem brings about.  Others adopted a more 
fictional stance influenced mostly by horror stories and films.  Only a few chose to 
discuss insomnia as a topic. 
 
Grammatical errors: 

i. Errors of concord, where, for example, the subject of the sentence is in 
the singular and later a plural pronoun is used to refer to it, were often 
encountered.  There was also evidence of no agreement between subject 
and verb, which was especially dominant in complex sentence structures. 

ii. A number of candidates showed weakness in verb tenses, shifting from 
present perfect to past simple and past perfect, sometimes within the 
same sentence.  Some inaccuracies were also noted in the use of the 
conditional. 

iii. There seems to have been an effort on the part of most candidates to 
implement accurate punctuation. Punctuation errors were mostly 
observed where lack of control in paragraph structure was shown. 

iv. Most spelling errors were of the basic kind which are often a result of 
examination pressure. 

 

Section B: 
Summary 

An interesting cross-section of responses was noted on a number of different 
counts. There appeared to be a slight overall improvement from the previous year 
in terms of the amount of candidates who dealt with the passage in a mostly 
satisfactory manner – in other words, those who obtained an average mark. 
 
Candidates reacted to the content of the article in a reasonably good manner, with 
a wide range of answers mainly succeeding in rendering the primary points using 
comprehensible diction and in the correct format. As always, of course, there were 
a number of replies diverging from this standard. Many of these tended to contain 
irrelevant points, due in part to a patent miscomprehension of entire sections of 
the article. Another problem stemmed from the fact that even when items 
mentioned were pertinent to the answer, there was a lack of connectivity between 
them. Unfortunately, stand-alone sentences were a common feature of numerous 
summaries, to the extent that some candidates simply seemed to be listing a 
series of points. By its very nature, a précis demands succinctness and clarity, 
and this was, at times, absent. Some of the summaries dwelt on unnecessary 
points, especially at the beginning. These sorts of answers were contrasted by 
replies featuring brevity to the extent of leaving out essential information, leading 
to a lack of intelligibility. As might be expected, the weakest answers were the 
ones characterised by little or no paraphrasing, with some respondents 
unfortunately resorting to lifting whole chunks of text directly from the extract. It 
was also disheartening to note that a few candidates deemed it appropriate to 
quote from the article. Answers affected by poor structure and the apparent 
inability to synthesise were, sadly, not uncommon, as were replies which were 
divided into short, separate paragraphs.  
 
It was encouraging to note that a fair amount of candidates, compared to last 
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year’s overall performance, fared rather well as far as the use of language went – 
the diction observed in the answers of candidates obtaining the higher band was 
commendable. Naturally, the outstanding replies were the ones which exhibited a 
propensity to utilise a rich, varied vocabulary, interpreting the salient points of the 
passage in a wholly connected and seemingly effortless way. On the other side of 
the coin, problems in the use of writing skills manifested themselves in a number 
of different forms. One example constituted the appearance of un-contextualised 
information, frequently at the start of the summaries. At times this was due to an 
inability to follow the task, but more often than not, it resulted from unclear self-
expression. In some cases, general self-expression – due, in various instances, to 
incorrect syntax – was so poor that it resulted in inaccurate information being 
included in the answer. A few candidates demonstrated inadequate use of 
punctuation, either littering their sentences with commas or practically doing away 
with them altogether.  
 
The issue of weak writing skills was evident throughout candidates’ answers. 
Instances of such incidents ranged from minor offences, including concerns 
relating to register – for example, referring to a newsworthy subject as a “trending” 
item or a tendency to over- or misuse transitional words, to more serious 
grammatical errors, such as those related to verb conjugation (she have), the 
confusion of the plural and possessive ‘s’, morphology/lexis (reduct instead of 
reduce), and noun-verb agreement  (Experts says). There were also repeated 
occurrences of mishaps relating to both vocabulary and spelling, such as studient, 
trecking and the confusion of effect with affect, and excess with access. 
 
As has been pointed out above, it was generally felt that candidates tackled the 
summary task in a slightly stronger fashion than appeared to be the case last 
year. Hints for improvement point towards the usual suspects; that is, a complete 
overhaul of writing skills, as well as grappling with the elementary notion that it is 
unacceptable to use substantial text from the passage or quote lines from it. 
 

Section C 
Linguistics: 
General 
Comments 

It is encouraging to note that most candidates are well prepared to answer the 
various questions set for this section and this was clearly shown in the responses 
that candidates provided to the three questions set. Indeed, there was clear 
evidence that many candidates have achieved a sound understanding of linguistic 
terminology, concepts and issues, and are able to apply this knowledge in the 
context of the questions set. However, one needs to stress the importance of 
appropriate writing skills in those questions (1 and 3 in this case) where 
candidates are requested to write coherent essays on a particular topic or task 
set. It is evident that candidates’ writing skills need to improve in terms of 
accuracy of expression and sentence structure. Furthermore, one needs to remind 
candidates of the need to provide some depth in their essays. There were a few 
instances where essays, in response to questions 1 and 3, were far too short 
(around 200-250 words) when compared to the length referred to in the rubric- 
‘Not more than 400 words.’   
 

1 Candidates were expected to explain how people may be grouped together in a 
variety of ways and how these “groupings” influence an individual’s language use. 
These groupings may be based on regional origin (dialects), and on social class, 
age, occupation and gender (sociolects). Relevant to the question is also the 
notion of an individual’s personal repertoire of language (idiolect).   
Around 23% of candidates opted to answer this question. The quality of most of 
the essays ranged from the average to the very good, though there were a few 
responses that were weak and a few others that were excellent. Those candidates 
who performed well in this question provided clear and detailed definitions of the 
issues related to language variation (that is, dialects, sociolects and idiolects) and 
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also illustrated their definitions by providing examples of such variation in 
language. It was encouraging to note that these candidates had assimilated the 
information concerning language variation. On the other hand, the essays of the 
less successful candidates were characterised by poor knowledge of concepts 
and lack of accuracy and detail in definitions/explanations of concepts. Other 
weaknesses included poor expression and erratic use of language, which 
negatively affected the coherence of their response. 
 

2 This question is aimed at assessing candidates’ knowledge of the so-called 
“language frameworks”, that is those linguistic terms and concepts that constitute 
a basic “toolkit for the analysis of language”. In particular, candidates are expected 
to identify specific linguistic terms from a short text and analyse a set of sentences 
in terms of constituent elements and types.  
 
Approximately 54%, slightly more than half, of candidates opted to answer this 
question. In general, most candidates did very well and provided correct answers 
to the tasks set and thus obtained high scores for all three tasks. However, there 
were a few candidates who encountered difficulties in specific areas/ tasks, as 
explained hereunder.  
 

 In task A, candidates were expected to identify specific Word Classes by 
providing single word examples. A few candidates encountered difficulties in 
providing correct examples of Auxiliary Modal Verbs and Adverbs.   

 In task B, candidates were expected to segment six sentences according to 
their Clause Elements. Some candidates encountered problems in identifying 
correctly the Object (whether Direct or Indirect) and Complement (whether of 
Subject or of Object) of some of the sentences. Another problem which a few 
candidates encountered was the distinction between what constitutes an 
Object (direct or indirect) and an Adverbial (of manner, place or time). 
Candidates need to understand that this task calls for precision in segmenting 
Clause Elements. Such knowledge of the constituent elements within a 
sentence is useful for candidates to increase awareness of their own writing 
skills in terms of sentence structure.  

 In task C, candidates had to identify the type of sentence presented in the 
task, whether sentences are Simple, Compound or Complex, and in cases 
where the sentence was correctly identified as complex to identify the 
Subordinate Clause. In this task there were quite a few candidates who 
encountered difficulties, especially in the correct identification of a Subordinate 
Clause. There was also confusion between what constitutes a Compound and 
a Complex sentence. Most probably this is because some candidates are 
unaware of the difference between Main Clauses and Subordinate Clauses, 
and thus the difference between a Coordinating Conjunction and a 
Subordinating Conjunction.  

 

3 This particular newspaper article was typical of a tabloid text in terms of its 
graphological features, including the headlines (strapline and banner), the use of 
informal vocabulary, grammatical aspects such as the use of direct speech and 
short paragraphs (often consisting of one sentence), and its light-hearted tone. 
Thus the text was rich in stylistic/linguistic features which candidates could have 
identified and explained.  
 
Around 23% of candidates answered this question, approximately the same 
number that opted to answer question 1. The performance of candidates who 
answered this question ranged from ‘unsatisfactory’ to ‘very good’. There were 
relatively fewer candidates who obtained an excellent score in this question when 
compared to those who opted for questions 1 and 2. This kind of linguistic analysis 
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and commentary requires candidates to accurately identify and explain the effect 
of specific stylistic features such as graphology, headlines, vocabulary, grammar, 
tone and bias, and discourse structure. The candidates who obtained the best 
results for this question were successful in correctly identifying these features and 
proceeded to comment on the effect of such features. There were many 
candidates who provided accurate and detailed commentaries of the text set. 
However, there were also some candidates who simply commented on the 
differences between tabloid and broadsheet newspaper articles in a general 
sense, without providing any evidence of analysing the features present in the text 
set. Certainly, the weakest essays were those which provided an impressionistic 
rather than focused account of the newspaper article, especially those few which 
contained a paraphrase of what the newspaper article was about rather than a 
selection of linguistic features present in the article and commentary on them. It 
was clear that candidates who did this lacked the necessary knowledge of 
linguistic terms in order to comment on the use and effectiveness of particular 
features of the text. Candidates should remember that it is important to refer 
directly to the text and to draw out and explain a number of examples of specific 
linguistic/stylistic features.  
 

Concluding 
Comments 

On the whole, candidates’ performance in this section was satisfactory, though 
careful and focused study of topics as set in the syllabus is key for candidates to 
obtain better results. Finally, candidates need to remember that coherent writing 
skills and accuracy in expression are crucial in enabling them to express their 
linguistic knowledge.  
 

Oral  Part One 

Generally, candidates had no difficulty in replying with fluency to the questions 
asked in this part. 
 
Part Two 
Some candidates used relevant vocabulary to describe the pictures and exploited 
the pictures well to talk about them at length; however, in general, the vocabulary 
elicited was not as impressive as it could have been. Most candidates answered 
the set of questions within the dedicated time frame.   
 
Part Three 
Many candidates made good use of the three minutes allocated for their 
talk. However, similar to the observation made for Part Two, the candidates’ range 
of vocabulary was rather limited. 
 


