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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
1.1 Numbers and Absentees 
 
Due to a variety of reasons – including recent changes in the entry requirements of some University 
courses; updates to regulations in 2012 that allow candidates to sit for their A-Levels at the end of the first 
year of their post-secondary studies; and the fact that a certificate in Advanced English is considered to 
be very useful for employment purposes –there is a trend of increasing number of candidates sitting for 
this exam.  
 
This year’s figure (867 candidates) is, in fact, the highest ever number of candidates sitting for Advanced 
English in one sitting as well as, by far, the biggest number of candidates sitting for an Advanced Level 
subject this year (Biology is next with 635 candidates, followed by Maltese with 594 candidates). For 
comparative purposes, in May 2017, there were 66 candidates more than in May 2016 (an increase of 
8.8%) and 330 more than May 2013 (an increase of 61.4%). Indeed, as the following table and line graph 
show, while the number of candidates had been going down since 2006, numbers started increasing at a 
very fast rate again in 2014 and have continued to rise since then. 

 
 

  2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Candidates 819 676 600 575 546 545 539 537 650 724 801 867 
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The second factor that needs to be highlighted is the number of candidates who were absent for their 
exam and how this is calculated when publishing official results. The official number of absent candidates 
is 47 (5.4%). This number is calculated on the basis of candidates who miss all the components of the 
exam, including the oral and the three written papers. However, it is important to note that this number 
does not include candidates who attend one or two components and then miss all or some of the rest.  
 
Indeed, in this sitting, another 60 candidates missed one or more parts of the exam, in the following ways: 

- 12 missed the oral but sat for the written papers 

- 44 only attended the oral exam but missed all the written components 

- 3 attended the oral exam and Paper 1 but were absent for Paper 2 and Paper 3 

- 1 attended only paper 3 

 
A candidate who misses the oral exam loses up to 6.1% of the global mark, while Paper 1 and 2 carry 
33.3% of the marks each, and Paper 3 carries 27.3% of the global mark. Only 2 of the candidates who 
missed part of the exam (in both cases, the oral) managed to get a passing grade (a C and an E), which 
means that 58 candidates who failed the exam did so after missing one or more components. Thus, if for 
the purpose of analysis we were to look at the number of candidates who missed all the components 
together with those who missed one or more parts of the exam and were awarded an F (thus excluding 
those missing the oral and still managing to pass), we would find a total of 105 candidates (12.1%), which 
is a relatively high percentage. This also means that 6.9% of the candidates who were not marked as 
Absent for the exam actually missed one or more components, thus, drastically reducing their chances of 
passing. A final point is that when comparing the results to previous years, the number of absentees from 
2013 onwards (the year in which the oral exam was introduced in Advanced English) does not include 
those who only attend the oral. These candidates are awarded an F even though they have missed all the 
written components.  
 

  2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013* 2014 2015 2016 2017 

(%) Absent 
Candidates  

7.0 8.1 11.2 8.9 9.1 6.2 6.7 5.4 7.1 4.6 5.1 5.4 

 
  
1.2 General Performance 
  
The general agreement among markers is that the increasing number of candidates sitting for the exam is 
not resulting in a uniform distribution among the different levels of performance but in an increasing 
number of candidates whose level is not yet adequate for the Advanced English exam as described in the 
subject’s syllabus. This is felt in the majority of the components of the exam, but more specifically in those 
parts of the exam in which a lengthy exposure to the subject is necessary for a good performance, that is, 
poetry criticism and prose literary criticism.  
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However, beyond numbers and statistics, there are a several other factors about candidate performance 
that need to be highlighted. In this respect, there is little that can be said that has not been said in 
previous reports for the same exam, but an effort will be made to highlight the key points that candidates 
and educators alike should keep in mind when preparing for Advanced English.  
 
1.3 Use of English  
 
The first aspect is proficiency in the use of English. We refer to selected relevant parts of the syllabus: 
 

Aims  
 
A course based on this Syllabus should enable the following to be achieved:  
· competence in handling the English language accurately, with minimal errors in grammar and 
spelling;  
· the ability to communicate ideas effectively and through coherent logic and structure in 
expression and argumentation;  
· a knowledge of various aspects and variations of English style, and the ability to apply this 
knowledge to good effect and ideally with some evidence of stylishness and flair in one’s own 
writing; […] 

 
 Assessment Objectives 
 

The examination will assess a candidate’s ability to:  
· write lucidly, fluently and accurately on of a number of subjects;  
· use appropriate vocabulary and style; […] 
· communicate clearly the knowledge, understanding and insight appropriate to literary studies 
[…] (AM English Syllabus, p.2) 

 
 
As clearly stated in the syllabus, accuracy and clarity in the use of English are fundamental requirements 
at this level, and candidates will find it difficult to pass the exam if they are weak in these aspects. To 
attain high grades, high levels of accuracy as well as elements of ‘stylishness and flair’ are required. This 
includes the ability to use: a wide range of sentence structures; fluent, idiomatic English; and specific and 
appropriate vocabulary. Candidates also need to show they can present their arguments clearly, logically, 
and coherently by strategically moving from point to point using appropriate linking devices and in a way 
that is clearly planned and not random or improvised during the actual writing of the essay.  
 
It should be made clear that candidates who did well in the exam did show that, by and large, they have 
attained the required standards in their use of English. Indeed, 367 candidates were awarded a grade 
between A and C, and this number should not be underestimated when commenting about the 
candidates’ performance in the exam. However, it must also be said that, as in previous years, most of 
the markers commented on the recurrent weaknesses and language errors that blight a high number of 
essays. Many of these comments are synthesised and presented in the next section of this Introduction 
for ease of reference, though in some cases, where appropriate, they are presented in the feedback on 
the specific components further down in the report.   
 
 

1.3.1 Common weakness in the candidates’ use of English  
 
i. Spelling and word choice. 

Examples: 
 
Shakespear; Desdimonia; unfortunatly; audiance; commiting; Venecian; Venician; tradegy; elopment; 
leiutenant; strenght; throught; whose supposedly the main character […] 
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It is after this event that Scobie began to get more reckless. He took a loan to Yusef to get Louis a trip to 
South Africa and also began an extra marricial affair with Helen when Louis was gone. 
The inability to spell correctly, including the names of the characters in the texts, together with the wrong 
choice of words, is highly problematic at this level. In essays about Heart of the Matter, for example, a 
common mistake was the mixing up of the word borrow or lend with loan. In fact, many candidates wrote 
phrases like Scobie loans the money from Yusef or he had to ask Yusef to loan him money. This is an 
example of a very common scenario in the exam: candidates who demonstrate some depth of 
understanding of the text, but are unable to articulate their thoughts in a proper manner.  

 
ii. Poor grammatical structures and clumsiness of expression often with transliteration from Maltese 

or other languages:  

Examples:  
 
This shows that Iago is in his head; every character was holding the light; in the tragedy of the play 
Othello; Iago made his effect in the play; the play turns from bad to worse; Desdemona is stabbed 
innocently; The ocular proof Othello believes in before having justice; Iago was jealous for Othello; in that 
moment; he was stealing him without knowing; in the beginning of the play; despite of; he is the Moor who 
although he is black he is still; the sense of jealousy which it is mentioned. 

 
iii. Indiscriminate use of tenses:  

There was a tendency amongst a high number of candidates to use the present simple, the past simple 
and the past perfect indiscriminately in their essays or to use the past tense throughout. 
 
Example:  
 
When Iago made sure that Othello fully thinks; Iago wants Roderigo to let Brabantio know that his 
daughter had gone away with the Moor 
 
 
iv. Lack of agreement: 

Examples: 
The relationships between the characters is seen; the pace of events do not allow; the continuous half-
truths is what allows; one of Shakespeare’s most tragic plays Othello, revolve…; reputation is one of the 
most important theme in the play; the tragedy involve; he thought Desdemona want him back; 

 

 

v. Punctuation: 

Punctuation is generally weak, especially in the use of commas and the possessive. Incorrect punctuation 
can often lead to lack of clarity and/or to errors of sentence structure. 
 
vi. Appropriateness of style 

Inappropriate style when responding to a question on a literary text was common, with a good number of 
candidates using a personal tone and a level of formality which is not appropriate for a literature essay. 

 
1.4 Relevance and Coherence 

 
Two related aspects that need to be highlighted are the relevance of the responses and the coherence of 
the arguments presented. We would like to insist that material that is irrelevant or that is not presented in 
a way that is shown to be relevant to the question set is a serious weakness in the candidates’ 
performance and is heavily penalised by markers. The reasons for this weakness in many essays may 
include the following: 
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i. lack of proper planning before writing 
ii. insufficient time devoted to understanding the rubric and its specific requirements  
iii. the regurgitation of memorised material irrespective of the specificities of the rubric 
iv. the inability to use linking devices effectively   

 
1.5 Close Reference to the Texts 

 
While quoting extensively from the texts is not an absolute requirement to pass the exam or even to do 
well, the ability to refer closely to the texts (both assigned and unseen) is a key skill in writing about 
literature and helps in writing convincing essays. Candidates should make the effort to not only refer 
closely to the texts in order to strengthen their arguments but also to make sure that they do this 
effectively, that is, by selecting only relevant material, and by integrating such material seamlessly into 
their own writing.  

 
1.6 Strengths and Weaknesses  

 
While the exam presents a wide and highly varied spectrum of performances, it is possible to identify 
which components in the exam candidates did better in and which components were more problematic for 
them. Clearly, the Oral is the component in which candidate performances were best (judging by 
percentages) with the majority not only passing but also attaining high to very high marks. In the written 
papers, Paper 3 (Language and Linguistics) tended to be the strongest paper for many candidates.  
 
On the other hand, Paper 2 (Novels and Literary Criticism: Prose) tended to be the weakest, with the 
majority of candidates performing particularly poorly in Prose Criticism when compared to the other 
components. Literary Criticism: Poetry, in Paper 1, was also a challenge for many, though weaknesses in 
this component are less tangible than in prose criticism. 
 
Within the Literature Essays (Drama, Poetry and two essays on the Novels), there is also a marked 
difference between the average mark attained in the essays and the average mark attained in the 
gobbets, with candidates doing better in the essays. When it comes to candidates choosing the gobbets, 
very few candidates have shown that they have fully grasped the requirements of the gobbet, namely 
understanding the contextual importance of the passage, grounding the writing in the passage given, and 
not using isolated elements in the passage simply as a springboard for the discussion of several, loosely-
related aspects of the novel. Indeed, relevance of the material presented was a general weakness in the 
gobbet essays in this sitting.     
 
 

2. STATISTICAL DATA 
 
 

GRADE A B C D E F Abs Total 

Number of Candidates 21 76 270 150 125 178 47 867 

% of Total 2.42 8.77 31.14 17.30 14.42 20.53 5.42 100 

 
 

Grade No. of Candidates % of Candidates 

A - C 367 42.3 

A - E 642 74.0 

F 178 20.5 

 
 



 AM EXAMINERS’ REPORT 2017  

7 
 

3. PAPER 1  
 
SECTION A: SHAKESPEARE 
 
The following table shows the candidates’ question choices: 
 
 

 
Julius Caesar  
 
Only 1 candidate attempted the gobbet questions and no candidates attempted the general essay 
questions. No comments on the candidates’ performance may be given. Any attempt to comment will 
jeopardize the candidates’ privacy. 
 

 
The Tempest 
 
Questions on The Tempest were not attempted by any candidate. 
 
 
Othello 
 
Question 3a.  
 
 
The majority of candidates who chose this question did not score too highly often because they: 
 
i.  did not properly contextualise or hardly contextualised the extract provided, 
ii. provided a paraphrase of the given extract, 
iii.  narrated the plot of the play rather than focused on the extract itself, 
iv.  dealt with only one element (very often, just character) when the rubric specifically stated that 

they should focus on ‘at least two’. There were also instances when candidates discussed the 
characters that featured in the extract by stating all they knew about them and not what was 
learnt about them from the extract itself. 

 
Question 3b.  
 
 
The majority of the candidates who attempted this question wrote at length about Iago’s character but 
very little about the influence he exerted overall in the play, which should have been the main focus of 
their answers. A significant number correctly discussed how Iago manipulated Othello without actually 
discussing the effect of such manipulation on the play, hence his influence. A good percentage did not go 
beyond discussing the relationship between Iago and Othello and therefore failed to mention Iago’s 
influence on Cassio and on Desdemona. 
 
Question 3c.   
 
Many of the candidates who chose this question scored well where mention of Othello’s flaws was 
concerned, yet: 
 
i. many focused on Iago’s techniques in manipulating Othello without actually focusing on the effect 

of Iago’s manipulation; 
 
ii. the idea of Othello’s downfall was ignored in the sense that many candidates failed to highlight 

the change in Othello that we witness in the play, while many failed to highlight the idea of 
greatness that is present at the start of the play; 
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iii. many candidates made general statements about Othello’s flaws without referring very closely to 

the text. It was as if they had memorised some material about Othello’s flaws and simply 
reproduced it without illustrating from the play itself to support their arguments; 

 
iv.  very few went beyond agreeing with the statement in the question to discussing the notion of 

tragedy in Shakespeare, most particularly in Othello. 
 
 
General comments  
 
Many marks were lost in this section specifically on account of poor linguistic competence, even in essays 
where content was on the whole satisfactory.  
 
(Please refer to the Introduction for more details.) 
 
Other specific comments: 
 
i. There were a good number of candidates who referred to Othello as a novel. 
 
ii. Poor introductions: Very few candidates actually referred to the question in their introduction, 

many providing an introduction they had learnt by heart and that they thought could fit any 
question about the play.  

 
iii. Lack of close reference to the text on the part of the candidates: 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. Direct quotation is also important (inexistent 
in a good number of essays), and, when quoting, candidates need to ensure that what they 
present as a quote is indeed an accurate quote that is relevant to the argument made. 

 
v. Poor organisation: It was evident that many candidates did not plan their essays. This is reflected 

in the haphazard way in which candidates jumped from one idea to the other in the course of their 
essays and then came back to the same idea later on in their essays and hence repeated 
themselves. Others merely rambled on and their task lacked coherence as a consequence. 

 
vi. Narration: There were instances of extensive narration in many candidates’ essays, and this often 

meant that candidates did not focus enough on discussion and commentary. 
 
vi.  Paragraphing: paragraphing was inexistent or arbitrary in a good number of essays. 
 
vii.  Irrelevant material: Unfortunately, there were many candidates, even those who wrote good 

essays, who provided ideas which were not related to the question asked. Irrelevant material 
weakens essays considerably.  

 
 
SECTION B: POETRY 
 
While candidates could choose to answer on Wilfred Owen, Emily Dickinson and John Keats, the 
questions about Wilfred Owen’s poetry were the only two chosen by candidates during the May 2017 
session. Both questions were almost equally popular with candidates, but question 3a was chosen slightly 
more frequently. 
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Question 3a.  
 
 
i. Possibly because of the thematic focus of this question, 3a was the more popular of the two 

questions.  
 

ii. Most candidates opted to discuss ‘Mental Cases’, ‘The Dead Beat’, ‘SIW’, ‘The Sentry’, and 
‘Dulce et Decorum Est’ to illustrate their points. Other popular choices were ‘Anthem for Doomed 
Youth’ and ‘Futility’.  
 

iii. Most candidates were able to discuss the theme of psychological trauma in Owen’s poetry mainly 
focusing on the depiction of dehumanisation of the soldiers through different means. 
Unfortunately, many candidates tended to become repetitive as this was the only point which they 
expanded upon.  

 
iv. Moreover, a good number of candidates tended to paraphrase the poems and give a detailed 

summary, even at times backed up by quotes, but did not discuss any other poetic aspects 
beyond that. In some essays, the responses were so general that relevant information was more 
incidental than intentionally put forward.  
 

v. Many candidates opted to structure their essays by giving a generic introduction without 
specifically focusing on the rubric, proceeded to summarise each poem individually and without 
any attempt at linking paragraphs, and then ended with a hasty conclusion.  

 
vi. Candidates who did well were able to rise above mere paraphrasing of poems and gave solid 

arguments by referring to different aspects like imagery, the sense of helplessness and 
desperation that can be felt in the poems, the use of the first-person persona to create stronger 
emotional resonances with readers, the effects of war on the soldiers, among other elements that 
could have been mentioned. 

 
vii. The strongest candidates wrote a cohesive essay that linked the three poems and also referred 

closely to the texts through relevant quotations.  
 
Question 3 b. 
 
i. It might be that given the focus on poetic techniques in this question, less candidates chose to 

answer it.  
 
ii. Many candidates opted for ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, ‘Anthem for Doomed Youth’ and ‘Strange 

Meeting’. Other poems chosen were ‘Exposure’ and ‘Spring Offensive’. 
 
iii. Those who fared less well were the ones who simply summarised the poems and barely 

addressed or at times did not even address Owen’s use of imagery in their response.  
 
iv. More frequently than in the first question, some candidates simply opted for a ‘cut and paste’ 

approach to their essay by stringing together a series of close references to the texts without 
developing further with analysis or discussion.  

 
v. In their answers to both questions, some candidates’ language use was also weak, to put it 

mildly, which sometimes rendered their arguments either incomprehensible or the sentence too 
convoluted. One must also mention the profuse spelling mistakes to be found in some of the 
essays presented. 

 
vi. Those candidates who did well in their answers kept imagery as a main focus in their writing and 

did not only focus on visual imagery but also other forms of imagery. One of Owen’s strongest 
points is his use of auditory imagery, which he creates through different techniques. Some 
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candidates were able to give very good examples from the texts of this kind of imagery. The 
stronger ones went on to mention the other forms of imagery that appealed to the readers’ five 
senses.  

 
 

SECTION C: LITERARY CRITICISM (POETRY) 
 

i. This year, candidates were asked to write an appreciation of Wendell Berry’s poem entitled ‘Rain 
Crow’. This poem is rather long, consisting of three unequal stanzas. Berry is here discussing the 
notion of drought in poetical terms, shifting from the present time to the past and back to the present 
in each of the respective stanzas. Overall, the poem is heavy on metaphor and symbolism, especially 
in the first stanza. This figurative language is seamlessly juxtaposed alongside images from nature, 
with the cluttered syntax evoking a feeling of oppressive heat and overbearing dryness. This 
contrasts sharply with the more measured pace of the second stanza, which creates a nostalgic 
desire for time past. Here, recollection helps the speaker find some sort of relief in memories of 
spring-time. This, however, is soon cut short and, once again, in the third stanza (which is the second 
longest after the first one), enjambment leaves the reader breathless, gasping in the relentless 
drought. 
 

ii. The tone of the poem shifts from the disenchantment and disgruntlement of the first stanza to 
nostalgia in the second, moving on to an increasingly nihilistic and desperate tone in the third stanza. 
The language used is clear, and meanings were provided to explain ‘rain crow’ and ‘hoe’. The poem 
has no rhyme scheme – which seems to reflect the lack of rhyme and reason in a world riddled by 
drought. Alliteration lends weight to the meaning of the text; in some cases it is also onomatopoeic, 
as in ‘weather withered’, etc. 

 
iii. With regard to point of view, the first stanza employs the third-person omniscient speaker, a stance 

that gives distance and objectivity to an otherwise intolerable environment. The second stanza moves 
on to the first-person plural viewpoint, an all-inclusive, shared experience between speaker and 
reader. The third stanza becomes increasingly more saturated, oppressive, and unbearable as the 
speaker now utters his observations in the first-person, a relentless closing in on oneself that leaves 
no breathing space, quite literally. 

 
iv. Most of the candidates created a story out of this poem, with a few of the answers verging on the 

surreal. Although the majority did comment on the fluctuating time-frames of the poem, they did not 
have the discernment to dwell on the different points of view, the symbolism latent in the first line, (for 
instance, ‘The pendulum sun swung’), and the structural dimensions of the stanzas that themselves 
contribute to the theme of endless drought.  

 
v. Over 90% gave a detailed description, a paraphrase, almost – perhaps given the length of the poem 

this was a subconscious attempt by the candidates to give the gist of the ‘story’.  
 

vi. Language was markedly weaker than required at this level, with the wrong terminology used 
(paragraph instead of stanza; verse instead of line; narrator instead of speaker) and a mediocre 
critical pitch and register employed. In some cases, no attempt was made to even speak about 
imagery, versification, etc. 

 
vii. The very few candidates who did extremely well in this exercise wrote an answer that was elegant, 

poised, and well-pitched. Critical vocabulary was in place, punctuation was used well and in the right 
places (as opposed to random and indiscriminate use of it in other answers), and 
structuring/paragraphing was well organised. 

 

viii. There was an increased number of scripts that fell way below the desired standard, while the 
excellent essays were also fewer in number but better in quality. 
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4. PAPER 2  

 
NOVELS 
 
General Comments 
 

i. In this paper, candidates had to choose two questions about different novels from a list of six 
novels, with two options (a gobbet and an essay) available for every novel. From the 867 
candidates who registered for the exam, 98 candidates were absent for paper 2, which means 
that 769 candidates sat for this paper.  

 
ii. In general, those candidates who were in command of the text, had good language skills, and 

understood how the questions were to be tackled, produced good answers. The rest wrote 
essays that did not keep the demands of the gobbet or essay title firmly in mind.  

 
iii. The majority of the candidates were well prepared at content level, but, quite often, their 

responses to the questions did not produce the desired result. Most of the essays lacked the 
depth required at this level. A good number of candidates showed a weak command of the 
English language. Candidates need to become aware that grammatical inaccuracy and 
inappropriateness of expression often lead to problems of cohesion and coherence at both 
paragraph and essay level. Moreover, a large number of essays evidenced the use of an 
inappropriate style when responding to a question on a literary text, with a good number of 
candidates using a personal tone and a level of formality which is not appropriate for a literature 
essay.  

 
The following table shows the candidates’ question choices: 
 

Novels listed in Descending 
Order of Popularity 
 

Number of Candidates Answering 
about this Novel (out of 769 who sat 
for Paper 2) 

Percentage of Candidates  

The Handmaid’s Tale 651 84.6% 

Atonement 423 55.1% 

The Heart of the Matter 334 43.4% 

Great Expectations 88 11.4% 

Emma 42 5.5% 

A Handful of Dust 0 0% 

 
 
The Handmaid’s Tale (Margaret Atwood) 
 
Question 1 a. 

 
 

i. The gobbet was by far the less popular choice of candidates choosing to answer The Handmaid’s 
Tale.  
 

ii. Regarding contextualisation, many candidates took it for granted that the passage was taken 
from one of the Night sections. Many made the sweeping statement that Offred only has 
flashbacks in the Night sections. While most did say that the passage was a flashback/memory to 
the formation of Gilead, only a handful correctly identified it to be taken from Soul Scrolls. 
  

iii. Most tackled the gobbet as an opportunity to explain what Gilead consists of and what the life of a 
handmaid is like. This led to a strong focus on the aspect of setting (Gilead) and on Offred’s 
character. 
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iv. Imagery was discussed mainly with reference to the colour red. 
  

v. When more than one aspect was dealt with, these usually overlapped – for example, discussing 
the theme of female oppression in the course of talking about Offred’s character.  

 
vi. Organizational skills were lacking in a good number of essays. The better essays identified the 

themes of patriarchy and female oppression and Offred’s feelings in relation to these themes. The 
loss of intimate relationships, motherhood, and the contrast between Offred’s past and her 
present as handmaid were also tackled.  

 
vii. The structuring of the novel on time shifts and the way this requires the reader’s active 

participation in creating the narrative and Offred using narration as a means of survival featured 
in a few of the better essays. 

 
Question 1 b.  
 

  
i. This was clearly the more popular choice. 

  
ii. This essay was often tackled through a listing approach of which characters showed resilience 

and how they found hope, and also a listing of different means of resilience and hope.  
 

iii. Some candidates clearly did not know the meaning of resilience and confused it with rebellion.  
 

iv. A good number of essays were limited to a discussion focused solely on Offred. The better 
essays mentioned Offred’s narration as her strongest form of resilience – her refusal to be 
silent/speechless. These essays also mentioned her more subtle ways of finding hope in little 
things usually taken for granted, such as the sun and air coming in through the window and the 
fact that she is alive and breathing.  

 
v. There was an evident influence of the film adaptation (the Natasha Richardson version) in quite a 

few essays, with Offred helping Moira escape and stabbing the Commander. This obviously 
reflected a lack of knowledge of the actual text and led to a number of inaccuracies. Apart from 
references to the film version, the most common inaccuracy was that Offred steals a flower rather 
than thinks of stealing one.  

 
vi. Few candidates were able to weave suitable quotes into the flow of their essays (applies also to 

gobbet essays).  
 

vii. Many candidates who chose this essay spent almost half the essay describing oppression in 
Gilead then moving on to focus on the rubric. This led to chunks of irrelevant information being 
included, showing a lack of ability in tackling the question appropriately.   

 
Emma (Jane Austen) 
 
Question 2 a.  
 

i. This was the more popular question of the two on Emma, but often candidates had a problem 
identifying the immediate context of the extract. The extract is quite central to Emma’s character 
development and this was not highlighted enough in the candidates’ essays.  
 

ii. Generally, candidates who succeeded in locating the context often failed to sustain the focus on 
the extract and they immediately moved on to narrating aspects of Emma’s relationship with Mr 
Knightley. Although the extract invites such a focus, it should not have been the only topic of the 
essay. Furthermore, after departing from the extract, candidates did not favour returning to it. 
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iii. With the exception of very few responses, it seems that this gobbet lent itself to narration rather 
than a discussion of Emma’s sense of guilt and her character development. 

 
Question 2 b.  
 

i. The responses ranged from a very brief mention of Jane to a maximum of up to three short 
paragraphs on the character. The essay question demanded a focus on both Jane and Emma but 
most candidates preferred to write at length on Emma and only mention Jane briefly. Most 
candidates failed to compare and contrast the two characters. 
 

ii. Unfortunately, when candidates discussed Emma’s character, there was minimal attempt to 
reflect on the keywords in the essay question. There were very few outstanding essays on 
Emma, but one of the candidates who answered this question offered a perfect balance between 
the two female characters. 

 
iii. Jane’s character was given minimal importance by candidates and clearly they were not prepared 

to develop a discussion about her vis-à-vis Emma.  
 
Great Expectations (Charles Dickens) 
 
Question 3 a.  
 

i. Although this was the less popular of the two questions, the candidates who answered the gobbet 
successfully identified the context and most responses attempted to address at least two main 
literary features (e.g. theme and characters).  
 

ii. Joe and Pip were the most frequently discussed characters, and candidates explored their 
relationship through the theme of love and family. The extract lent itself to a range of ideas and 
candidates seemed quite knowledgeable about the main aspects that the extract addressed. 

 
iii. Few candidates reacted to the imagery generated by the churchyard but those who did embed its 

symbolism with the past and future wrote an exceptionally good response.  
 

Question 3 b. 
 

i. Although this essay question was a popular choice among candidates, very few focused on 
“identity”. This was a rather unexpected response given that it is a key theme. Instead, the 
majority of the candidates interpreted “identity” to mean Pip’s character development. They 
ignored the phrase: ‘He will be totally responsible for any “identity” he achieves’ and started 
discussing how Pip became a gentleman, and often narrated the events leading to the changes in 
his life. 
 

ii. Frequently, the word “identity” was mentioned in the introductory paragraph and then revisited in 
the conclusion, but it was ignored in the rest of the essay. The notion of identity was 
misunderstood by most of the candidates. With this failure, there was minimal discussion on what 
determines identity, and therefore candidates did not even attempt to challenge the statement. 

 
iii. There were a few excellent essays – and these attempted to challenge the statement – but even 

though most of these concluded that probably there was more external influence (social and 
familial) than internal strength (Pip’s own personality traits), the conundrum was quite clear. 
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The Heart of the Matter (Graham Greene) 
 
Question 4 a.  
 

i. The few candidates who answered this question had no problems in identifying the immediate 
context of the extract.  
 

ii. However, in general, after locating the context and identifying the main ideas, they almost forgot 
all about the extract and wrote in extensive detail about Scobie’s relation to Helen and Louise 
without reverting back to the gobbet and discussing its significance to the rest of the novel. Thus, 
although overall the responses were good or satisfactory, the essays fell short of being 
outstanding ones.  

 
Question 4 b.  
 

i. The essay question (chosen by most of the candidates answering about this novel) asked 
candidates to discuss the development of Scobie’s character in light of the given statement. Thus, 
the rubric lent itself to a structured chronological approach, but candidates were expected to 
constantly link key events, which depict how Scobie’s ‘life begins to unravel’, to their significance 
for the rubric. 
 

ii. However, some of the candidates simply commented on how Scobie is presented as being 
decent and honest at the beginning and then resorted to a list of examples by narrating his quest 
for money to send Louise away, his treatment of the Esperanca, the death of Ali, and his suicide.  

 
iii. As expected, the candidates who did very well in this question presented poised arguments about 

how certain decisions lead to corruption and even discussed how other characters perceive 
Scobie’s character.  
 

Atonement (Ian McEwan) 
 
Question 5 a.  
 

i. The gobbet was the less popular choice.  
 

ii. The gobbet answer was generally weaker than the response to the essay title, and this weakness 
had nothing to do with the inability to locate the excerpt in the text but it was a result of the 
approach to the gobbet. 

 
iii. A factor that contributed to a poor performance was the candidates’ tendency to focus their 

answer on Briony’s probation training or give a lengthy discussion of what led Briony to visit 
Cecilia’s apartment, ignoring the rest of the gobbet and the discovery at the end of the novel that 
such an episode did not really take place. The great majority of candidates simply narrated what 
was going on in the extract without attempting any form of analysis or any reference to the 
relevance of the given passage. It is evident that candidates sitting for this examination need 
intensive training in preparing a more adequate approach to the gobbet question. 

 
iv. However, there were a few well-balanced essays that took into account the extract itself by noting 

the reason behind Briony’s supposed visit to her sister, and moved to the immediate context of 
the extract together with extending to the rest of the novel on a more thematic level.  

 
Question 5 (b).  
 

i. While, overall, those who chose the essay task performed better than the ones who chose the 
gobbet, the essays ranged from a few excellent ones to extremely poor ones.  
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ii. This question required candidates to explore and discuss three aspects of imagination namely, 

how it can be ‘dangerous’ and a vehicle for harm, how it can be ‘untrustworthy’, and the fact that it 
can originate in ‘self-interest’. However, quite a good number of candidates failed to concentrate 
on these key words in the title.  

 
iii. One common tendency was to merely give a list of examples and incidents related to imagination 

with minimum critical comment or discussion about them.  
 

iv. Some essays were too vague while others were rambling and too full of irrelevant details. For 
instance, a substantial number of candidates referred to the content of Robbie’s first letter to 
Cecilia without even attempting to make any reference as to how it can possibly lead to the theme 
of imagination.  

 
v. Notwithstanding, others tried to analyse the redemptive and atoning side of the imagination while 

some even tried to explore the problematic quandary that the real author-God is McEwan while 
Briony’s author-God stance is merely an aspect of his imagination.  

 
vi. Furthermore, it was disconcerting to note the evident reference to the film adaptation of the text 

when it is clear that candidates are expected to communicate detailed and thorough knowledge 
and understanding of the novel itself and not of its film adaptation.  

 
A Handful of Dust (Evelyn Waugh) 
 
No candidates opted to answer about this text. 
 
LITERARY CRITICISM (PROSE) 
 

i. This year’s candidates demonstrated much the same range of desirable qualities and 
susceptibility to the same pitfalls as remarked in previous years’ Examiners’ Reports. A modest 
number of responses ranged from satisfactory to excellent, but the vast majority of attempts 
ranged from just short of satisfactory to well below par.  
 

ii. Excellent answers were characterised by well-supported interpretations; confident interweaving of 
paraphrase with quotation; and the use of critical tools to discuss a range of the figures of 
speech, literary language, and textual effects noticed. Structurally, these essays were set apart 
by a sophisticated critical drive, or at least solid discursive links created between paragraphs, and 
concluded with a consolidation of the main points raised. Fluency, accuracy in grammatical and 
lexical choices, and instances of flair were rewarded as hallmarks of a good A level candidate. 
One such striking example of flair and critical acumen read: ‘It is through this world-building that 
characterisation is revealed, but in a manner which is not clichéd or overtly sentimental, but 
rather, subtle and genuine.’  

 
iii. Middling responses demonstrated convincing interpretations, or at least some good instincts, with 

a reasonable amount of grounding in the text. Basic figures of speech, structural devices, and 
generic themes were picked out, and a chronological approach taken to the text – which the text’s 
formal and thematic organisation afforded and which gave the essays an automatic flow. The 
language in these responses was largely intelligible and often accurate, with some lapses in 
syntax, grammar, and style. Repeated instances of dodgy expression such as: ‘The man 
narrating this extract seems to be interested and in love with nature’ necessarily drove marks 
downward.  

 
iv. Sub-par essays contained completely unsupported descriptive swathes, inclined towards 

speculation, and were inaccurate about literal details (the selected extract was generous in this 
regard). References to figures of speech mainly extended to recognising the obvious 
personification of the tree : ‘It trembles, as if in anticipation, at night I fancy I can hear it, rustling 
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excitedly out there in the dark’, while comments on effect were often as superficial as: ‘The tree 
shows the changing of the seasons and is personified’. These responses lay on a range from 
chronologically organised with some inconsistencies in organisation to lazy with paragraphing, 
and illogically or haphazardly structured. Another common mistake was the substitution of a 
concluding movement with a catch-all final paragraph where comments on form, theme, and 
narrative voice were made in passing, almost as afterthoughts. Linguistically, there were frequent 
errors in spelling, grammar, and syntax which were occasionally perplexing: ‘that the narrator 
rather than mourning and long for what once one through this text he is celebrating his past’, 
while the past tense was often used to refer to textual occurrences, and style could not but come 
across as limited and often infantile.  
 

v. A small percentage of the candidates gave the strong impression that they had simply scanned 
the excerpt, not read it at all, or of using its prominent motifs (the cell, the tree, the dream 
sequence) as a springboard for a treatise on life. The narrator’s location, age, and surprisingly, 
gender were sources of hot contestation which, bearing in mind the textual signposts ‘cell’ and 
‘son’, as well as the bitter cynicism displayed by the clearly life-worn narrator in: ‘Today there was 
a rainbow, when I saw it I laughed out loud, as at a wonderful, absurd joke’, was surprising. 
Candidates often admitted to mulling over the possibility of a literal prison cell and deciding 
against it due to the fact that cells ‘do not normally have windows’ and do not overlook frequented 
thoroughfares. Instead, the cell was considered to be a conceit for a hospital ward or a restrictive 
space such as an office cubicle, once or twice mistaken for a monk’s cell, or simply referred to as 
the narrator’s ‘bedroom’. The narrator was alternately considered to be a child or a madman and 
the evidence presented was unvaryingly the remark about the rainbow, drained of its sardonic 
punch and attributed either to pleasure in the simple things or to a pathological worldview. Many 
candidates who seemed to be unsure of the narrator’s gender used the gender-neutral ‘they’ 
or‘s/he’ throughout. Two candidates completely dispensed with the idea of the narrator as a 
human and instead reinvented him as a ‘household-pet, most probably a dog, abandoned and 
seemingly relocated to a holding area for redundant pets […] This is evident as we see this pet 
‘dream about [his] father’ who is no longer beside him.’ The character of the narrator’s father was 
(less often but nonetheless) misunderstood. This was mainly due to obliviousness to the tonal 
nuance which is given away by the parenthetical aside in: ‘Somehow it is his own foolhardiness 
(my father, reckless!), that has got him into danger’. Many candidates sensed the role-reversal 
present in the dream sequence and were alerted to the unreliability of the narration here by the 
phrase ‘not as I ever knew him’, however they often failed to apply this instinct to the equivocal 
portrayal of the dream-father and occasionally took it to the extreme of collapsing the characters 
of father and narrator.  
 

vi. Four critical trends which emerged from a large sample of the prose criticism responses deserve 
further comment.  

a. First, there was a worryingly frequent conflation of terms belonging specifically to poetry 
(‘stanza’, ‘caesura’, ‘enjambment’) with prose structures (‘paragraph’, ‘punctuation’, 
‘complex sentences’) – not to mention outright references to the ‘poet’ or efforts to 
identify ‘internal rhyme’. It is clear that candidates are far more confident, or at least far 
better acquainted with the terminology used to critique poetry and have, for some reason, 
failed to learn the equivalents for prose. This is not to say that candidates were 
completely unable to identify features unique to prose such as narrative voice, which a 
good few candidates did well.  

b. Secondly, some candidates opted to identify devices if and as they arose in the 
chronological sway of the text. This in turn adversely impacted their ability to comment on 
their collective contribution to feeling, character, or textual integrity.  

c. Another, related observation concerns a predominant tendency among candidates to 
discuss the effects of imagery and symbolic language on the reader’s sensibilities. 
Candidates’ phraseology often conveyed the critically naïve impression that the author 
employs sophisticated figuration to ‘help’ the reader to understand; this was often stated 
point-blank and evinced a misguided concept of a poor, imaginatively dim reader.  
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d. Finally, many of the personalized conclusions communicated a mystifying sense of 
surprise that the excerpt was an ‘enjoyable read’, while a select few essays incorporated 
dismissive comments such as ‘boring passage’. Both are admittedly worrying tacks for A-
level English candidates to take and seem to be symptomatic of a general perception of 
literature as a wilfully difficult, obscure, and futile project. 
 

vii. With these observations as a springboard, attempts to secure an improvement in next years’ 
critical performance should entail:  

a. Giving at least as much attention to the treatment of prose as is given to poetry, with a 
special focus on the following aspects:  

i. the typical structures of prose forms (e.g., the excerpt, the passage, the 
paragraph, the phrase) 

ii. the identification of supporting motifs as distinct from theme and ‘motive’ for 
writing  

iii. the critical tools which can be specifically applied to prose as distinct from poetic 
forms 

iv. tonal nuance and the fundamental difference between tone and pace, despite 
occasional overlapping of effect; 

b. Encouraging cannier essay planning with:  
i. avoidance of a purely chronological approach that is conducive to fragmentation 

and repetition 
ii. creation of discursive links by means of discourse markers and strategic 

reiteration 
iii. greater use of topic sentences to keep writing focused 
iv. satisfying concluding movements which consolidate and perhaps problematize 

one or two of the ideas raised in the essay by referring to the assumed context of 
the excerpt or literature at large; 

c. Dispelling misconceptions such as:  
i. prose is clearer and more transparent than poetry because it employs far fewer 

‘figures of speech’ 
ii. the narrator is necessarily the author if it is a first person voice narrating  
iii. the author writes simply to secure the reader’s comprehension  
iv. the reader is at a disadvantage intellectually as well as by being at a temporal 

and strategic remove from the images the author is painting, which the author 
must compensate for by being explicit. 

 
5. PAPER 3 

 
 
LANGUAGE ESSAY 
 

i. The May 2017 paper offered candidates a range of language essay titles to choose from. Four of 
these titles were meant to be tackled by means of a discursive essay. Two titles expected a 
combination of narrative and descriptive responses. Another two titles were one-word titles and 
could be answered by means of a variety of essay types: 
 

ii. Those candidates who opted for the discursive essay titles fared somewhat better than those who 
chose to write a narrative or descriptive essay. This was mostly because the essays’ content was 
largely relevant and well organised. Nonetheless, the absence of well-structured paragraphs was 
still quite common. It seems that candidates require further training on the writing of topic 
sentences, the development of a justification in the body of a paragraph, and the writing of a 
concluding sentence. In addition, cohesive devices were not as varied and accurate as desired at 
this level. 
 

iii. Most candidates who chose to write a discursive essay opted for titles 3-5. Whereas title 3 led to 
the most relevant essays, some candidates misinterpreted titles 4 and 5. The quote ‘We can only 
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watch as darkness falls’ was interpreted literally by some candidates and this led to essays that 
contained irrelevant content. Title 5 focused on the qualities of a good leader but some 
candidates wrote essays about the three different types of leadership without focusing on the 
qualities that characterise good leadership. It seems that candidates require further guidance in 
the interpretation of essay titles, perhaps starting by identifying what kind of discursive essay is 
being indicated by the wording of a title. Titles 3-5 were phrased as questions but some 
candidates did not attempt to satisfactorily answer the question by the end of their essay.  

 
iv. Title 6 focused on the idea that language is a virus from outer space. This title was only chosen 

by a handful of candidates and almost all of them fared very well. The discussion of the topic 
contained relevant ideas and adequate depth. The essays were well written and the structure of 
each essay exhibited a high level of coherence and cohesion. 
 

v. Those candidates who opted for titles 1 and 2 wrote essays that varied in quality. In tackling title 1 
some candidates focused on describing a hot summer’s day while others wrote a narrative about 
events that took place on a hot day in summer. The best essays were the ones providing a 
detailed description of a hot day from the point of view of a narrator, whereas the weakest ones 
were those consisting of a narrative that had little connection with the title. In dealing with title 2, a 
substantial number of candidates chose to ignore the word ‘Witnessing’ and hence gave more 
importance to the narrative rather than to the descriptive aspect of their writing. This resulted in 
essays that narrated events without a clear descriptive account of the rescue operation. 
Moreover, some candidates misinterpreted what a rescue operation entails and wrote about 
events that cannot be labelled as such. 
 

vi. Titles 1-2 indicated a number of weaknesses in candidates’ production of narrative and 
descriptive writing. Many of those candidates who opted for narrative writing displayed poor 
understanding of plot development, characterisation, and setting. The plots they produced were 
mostly clichéd. In addition, descriptive writing seemed to be highly challenging for many 
candidates and this was due to a lack of mastery of language for this purpose. Candidates would 
have benefitted from further assistance on how to skillfully produce well-developed narratives and 
rich descriptive accounts. 
 

vii. Titles 7-8 were made up of one word each and candidates dealt with these in a variety of ways. 
‘Perfection’ was mostly written about by means of discursive essays. The candidates who chose 
to do so largely produced relevant and thoughtful pieces on the notion of perfection in 
contemporary society. It was clear that some candidates employed their knowledge of philosophy 
to discuss this topic. Some candidates opted to write narratives entitled ‘Perfection’ but, with a 
handful of exceptions, these were most often superficial stories that were not really pertinent to 
the title. Similarly, most of those candidates who wrote stories entitled ‘Resilience’ were probably 
not fully aware of the meaning of the word and ended up writing stories that had very little 
connection to the title. The very few candidates who wrote discursive essays on resilience fared 
slightly better, but they did not do as well as those who discussed the issue of perfection. 

 
viii. Even though development and organisation of ideas was the main weakness in candidates’ 

writing, many candidates struggled to express themselves fluently and accurately. Unidiomatic 
expressions were fairly common and inaccuracies in the use of sentence structure, choice of 
tenses, punctuation and spelling were far too prevalent considering that candidates were sitting 
for an Advanced level English examination. Many candidates displayed a limited range of 
vocabulary that constrained their ability to express themselves with the necessary degree of 
versatility expected at this level. Those candidates who performed best were not only able to 
structure their ideas coherently and cohesively but were also able to accurately express 
themselves through a rich vocabulary and varied grammatical structures. 

 
 
SUMMARY 
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i. Starting off on a positive note, May 2017’s Matsec Advanced English exam revealed overall 
better performances in the summary portion of Paper 3 than those experienced in previous years. 
The fact that the subject must have appealed to the teenage cohort may have helped.  
 

ii. One of the strengths shown by candidates in this component was identifying the salient points. 
 

iii. One of the primary weaknesses in the summary was language use. Whereas the better answers 
displayed the ability to synthesise in a succinct manner, using a varied vocabulary, some 
candidates made errors in self-expression, beginning their attempt with such phrases as ‘A very 
well argumentative (sic) topic is binge-watching and the effect of binge-watchers.’ Other issues 
related to the use of style appropriate to the required task – for example, the inability to express 
detachment from the article in the use of ‘we’ and a lack of understanding of register in the use of 
slang. The latter, while not overly prominent, could be viewed in the utilisation of expressions 
such as ‘trending’ and ‘binge-watching is a thing now.’  The worst offenders, however, featured 
answers replete with extremely basic errors, such as those related to noun-verb agreement, as 
well as terrible spelling, even when lifting words from the text, such as ‘bingwatching’, weak 
punctuation and unfortunate examples of syntax, which also affected the answer’s content. In the 
case of the latter, sentences were either seen to be never-ending or uncomfortably short. 
 

iv. Regarding structure and content, the brevity of certain sentences referred to above as well as the 
fact that some topics remained completely unlinked left a number of points feeling rather 
disjointed.  
 

v. Another matter concerning both self-expression and the substance of the task related to the 
presence of circumlocution in certain answers. Eventually, most candidates mentioned a good 
number of points, but some candidates appeared to find difficulty in being concise.  Mid-level or 
passable responses tended to suffer from lack of clarity of ideas. In such cases, candidates would 
articulate notions which were similar to the crucial points without being specific enough. Some, for 
example, could not distinguish between the various studies referred to in the text. The weaker 
answers were extremely derivative, with poor use of diction and turn of phrase leading, in some 
cases, to the misreporting or distortion of some facts. As has been experienced in previous years, 
a few candidates seemed unaware of what was expected of them and the particularities required 
of summary-writing, even going as far as quoting directly from the passage. 

 
vi. Finally, the worst attempts included a number where the candidate penned the summary in the 

form of two or three short paragraphs, while another offered an answer which resembled a short 
essay written about the summary, with barely a single pertinent point made. 

 
LINGUISTICS 
 
General Comments 
  

i. A substantial number of candidates are reasonably well prepared for this section as evidenced by 
the responses given to the three questions set. The majority of the candidates did quite well in 
this section. These candidates demonstrated sound understanding and knowledge of linguistic 
terms, concepts and issues, and were able to apply this knowledge in the context of the questions 
set. In particular these candidates were able to define and explain the concept of a morpheme 
and the various processes involved in word formation in a 400 word essay (Question 1); to clearly 
and accurately answer the three tasks set concerning Language Basics / Frameworks – 
subordinate clauses, cohesive devices and semantic sense relations (Question 2); and to write a 
400 word commentary in which they identify, explain and comment on the effectiveness of the 
stylistic and linguistic devices present in an advertisement (Question 3). 
 

ii. However, candidates need to be reminded of the importance of correct use of language and 
expression, as well as coherence, in essay writing skills. Additionally, candidates need to provide 
the necessary depth and detail in their essay and this can only be achieved if they write essays 
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that are close to the 400 word limit. In a number of cases, candidates’ essays were far too short 
(around 200–250 words) and thus did not provide sufficient or satisfactory evidence of knowledge 
and understanding of the various linguistic and / or stylistic issues, features and aspects. As 
always, quality of response should be considered as more important than length of response.  

  
Specific comments: 
 
Question 1:   
 

i. In this question addressing morphology,  candidates were expected to define and explain, in 
some detail and through the use of suitable examples, the term ‘morpheme’ and the various 
processes involved in word formation ( free / root word and bound / affixes). They were also 
required to explain by means of relevant examples the differences between inflectional and 
derivational bound morphemes, as well as how derivational prefixes and suffixes cause certain 
changes in either word meaning or word category.  
 

ii. The candidates that performed well in this question were able to provide clear, accurate, and 
detailed definitions of the terms and concepts involved, which were appropriately illustrated by 
means of examples, and their essay was well-organised, structured, and coherent. It was evident 
that these candidates had achieved a very good understanding and knowledge of the topic.  

 
iii. On the other hand, the essays of the weaker candidates (which ranged from the poor [11%] to the 

barely average [20%]) were characterised by a number of weaknesses: inaccuracies in defining 
and explaining key terms; insufficient detail and lack of clarity in explanation of terms; unclear or 
confusing examples; as well as confusion / poor understanding of the differences between 
inflection and derivation. Some of the essays were also very short and did not provide the quality 
and depth of response required. Other noticeable weaknesses included the lack of reference to 
the effects or changes brought about by derivational prefixes and suffixes in terms of meaning 
and word category. Weak expression and language use also had a negative effect on the 
coherence of the concepts expressed in the essay.  

 
Question 2.   
 

i. This type of question involves a series of tasks/ exercises aimed at testing candidates’ knowledge 
and understanding of various linguistic terms, elements and concepts (referred to in the syllabus 
as Language Basics or Language Frameworks). Candidates may be asked to identify / define / 
describe / explain these specific terms, elements and concepts, and may also be required to 
provide examples to illustrate their definitions / explanations.  
 

ii. This was the most popular choice. The nature of this type of question requires candidates to 
provide accurate answers to the information requested in the various parts of each of the three 
tasks. Thus, candidates who are well-prepared and who possess a sound knowledge of the 
various terms, elements and concepts can achieve excellent results. Of course, the opposite may 
also occur in the sense that candidates can also do very poorly if they lack the required 
knowledge and familiarity with the linguistic aspects that are set in the tasks/exercises. In fact, the 
performance of those candidates who opted for this question ranged from excellent to very poor.   

 
iii. In task A, candidates were expected to identify the subordinate clause / s in the seven sentences 

present in the exercise. Most candidates were able to correctly identify the subordinate clauses, 
even in cases where there were two (in sentences iii, and vi). However, some candidates had 
particular difficulties in identifying the correct subordinate clauses in sentences ii, (a number of 
them wrote ‘He felt’) and vii, (a number of them wrote ‘with an impressive main’). Additionally, the 
weaker candidates did not provide the subordinate clause in full but left out important words such 
as the conjunction, verb, and other important elements.  
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iv. In task B, candidates were required to identify and name the Cohesive Device marked in bold in a 
series of eight sentences. In this task many were able to correctly identify the correct cohesive 
device, at times adding additional information which went beyond the answer required. However, 
this task also presented problems for those candidates who lacked the necessary knowledge of 
Cohesive Devices and could therefore only answer correctly sentence 2 and 6 which featured 
Conjunctions. Other candidates merely provided vague terms such as Grammatical and Lexical 
(lacked the required accuracy as provided in the example) or simply failed to provide an answer.  

 
v. In task C, candidates were required to write brief definitions / descriptions of a number of 

Semantic Sense Relations, grouped into four parts, and to provide clear and appropriate 
examples of each. Once again, those candidates who understood the semantic terms set were 
able to define and explain the terms clearly and accurately and provided relevant examples. 
However, there were also some candidates who encountered problems in providing an accurate 
definition and / or relevant examples. Thus, they either lost marks in this task or did very poorly. 
In particular, a number of candidates had problems with hyponyms and hypernyms and switched 
definitions and examples.  

 
Question 3.    
 

i. The performance of the candidates who chose this question varied from excellent to very poor. 
The essays of those who performed well were characterised by an awareness of the skills 
needed to write a detailed linguistic commentary on an advertisement. Thus, their introductions 
focused on the type of advertisement, the advertiser, the product, the target audience, and the 
message. They followed this with a structured analysis of the various stylistic / linguistic features 
through careful identification of these elements from the text and by providing a description and/or 
explanation of their effect within the advertisement. In particular, the best essays drew out 
specific examples of features related to graphology, form and structure, vocabulary, and 
grammar. As a result, the candidates who performed well in this question grounded their 
response on a careful analysis of the text and frequently illustrated their explanation by direct 
reference to examples found in the text.  
 

ii. On the other hand, the essays of a substantial number of candidates (approx. 40%) were either 
very poor or limited in terms of quality and depth of detail. The reasons for the weak, 
unsatisfactory performances are many: 

a. some candidates used terminology associated with newspaper articles and described the 
advertisement as if they were analysing a newspaper article;  

b. some candidates lacked the necessary skills to engage with the text and only provided 
vague, generalised impressions about the advertisement, without providing any reference 
to examples of language use or style within the text;  

c. some candidates opted to devote the entire essay to a narration or paraphrase of what 
the text was about, rather than analyse specific features of it; there was no attempt to 
identify a specific element, say graphology, refer to particular elements of this feature – 
such as pictures, typographical variations, the hook, the heading, different sections of the 
copy etc – and comment on their use in the advertisement;  

d. some candidates decided to provide their impressionistic, erratic views about what they 
considered to be the weaknesses / failures of the advertisement and provided 
suggestions (that were incorrect and illogical) of how the advertisement could be 
improved; 

e. some candidates totally disregarded two extremely important features: Vocabulary, 
especially the use of positive lexis and field specific lexis; and Grammar, particularly the 
use of imperatives, informality, contractions, use of present tense, sentence structure, 
etc.;  

f. some of the essays were far too short , about 200-250 words, and thus lacked any kind of 
detail or depth of analysis.  

 
Concluding comments about Linguistics 
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i. In general, candidates’ performance in the Linguistics section was satisfactory, though it is 

important to emphasise the need for candidates to study carefully the specified topics as set in 
the syllabus so as to deepen their knowledge of the various topics.  

ii. Candidates also need to be made aware of how to apply their linguistic knowledge in the analysis 
of texts.  

iii. Finally, candidates also need to remember that accuracy in use of language and expression are 
also important to achieve very good results.  

 
6. GENERAL CONCLUSION  
 
In conclusion, we note that: 
 

i. The significant rise in the number of candidates sitting for Advanced English is not leading to a uniform 
distribution of performances over the different levels of the exam with the total number of candidates 
attaining A-C and A-E remaining close to those of May 2016 but the percentages being lower. 
 

ii. The percentage of candidates missing the written component of the exam is high (around 12%). 
 

iii. As in previous years, the markers’ main concern was the candidates’ use of language in the written 
components. We would like to reiterate that no amount of knowledge of the assigned texts will 
compensate for weak use of English in this exam. Candidates who aspire to do well or even pass the 
exam need to understand that accuracy, clarity, and fluency of expression are a must and not simply a 
bonus.   

 

iv. Apart from use of English, another generally weak aspect of the candidates’ performance concerns 
literary criticism, especially prose. We believe that the critical skills required for these components 
cannot simply be learned but need to be acquired through thorough practice and reading over an 
extended period of time. With reference to prose, a greater effort needs to be made in learning about 
the specificities of the literary aspects of prose. 

 

v. We note that the gobbet components in the exam are proving to be somewhat problematic for many 
candidates. We believe there is a mistaken perception that a gobbet question is easier to answer than 
the essay, but, with few exceptions, this is not resulting into gobbet essays that are up to standard. In 
particular, such essays tend to use the passage given as a springboard for a discussion of some 
elements of the text and do not remain grounded enough in the given passage. A gobbet question 
primarily requires candidates to analyse the passage given in terms of its significance in relation to the 
text as a whole. 

 

vi. Other aspects of the candidates’ writing that can surely improve are relevance and text organisation. 
Candidates need to be trained in how to understand the rubric, plan their writing properly, and write in a 
clear and organised way, always keeping in mind the specific terms set by the question chosen.  

 

vii. Although quoting extensively from the texts is not always required, the ability to refer closely and 
incisively to the texts (both unseen and assigned) is a crucial skill that is highly regarded by the markers 
of the exam.  

 
viii. Finally, it is important that candidates sitting for this exam read as much as possible; practise their 

writing consistently; take the time to improve their critical skills and knowledge of language and 
literature; and learn to appreciate even further the importance of accuracy, clarity, and, ideally, style in 
their writing.      
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