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AM ENGLISH 

MAY 2009 SESSION 
EXAMINERS’ REPORT 

 
This year 575 candidates sat for Advanced Level English.  The grade distribution, together with 
the percentages, is as follows: 
 
Grade: A B C D E F Absent Total 
Amount: 19 44 201 162 48 50 51 575 
Percentage:  3.3% 7.7% 35% 28.2% 8.3% 8.7% 8.9% 100% 
 

A - E 474 82.4% 
A – C 264 45.9% 

 
Paper One: Drama, Poetry, Poetry Criticism 
 
William Shakespeare: King Lear or Julius Caesar 
John Keats: The Odes; Isabella; Lamia; The Eve of St. Agnes; La Belle Dame Sans Merci; 
Bright Star! Would I Were Steadfast As Thou Art; When I Have Fears That I May Cease To Be; 
On First Looking Into Chapman’s Homer. 
Wilfred Owen: Anthem for Doomed Youth; Apologia pro Poemate Meo; Asleep; At a Calvary near 
the Ancre; A Terre; The Chances; Conscious; The Dead-Beat; Disabled; Dulce et Decorum Est; 
Exposure; Futility; Greater Love; Insensibility; Inspection; The Last Laugh; Le Christianisme; 
Mental Cases; Miners; The Next War; The Parable of the Old Man and the Young; The Send-Off; 
The Sentry; The Show; S.I.W; Smile, Smile, Smile; Spring Offensive; Strange Meeting. 
Elizabeth Jennings: Selected Poems  
 
With the Shakespeare option, the vast majority of the students opted for King Lear. Question 1a 
elicited answers that showed students were very familiar with notions of literal and metaphorical 
blindness.  Answers were generally satisfactory in terms of content, and students showed 
flexibility in relating and comparing the different types of blindness in the main plot as well as in 
the sub-plot.  This was done competently.  However, while there were candidates who explored 
the theme by referring very carefully to the text and providing insights into the consequences of 
blindness in the main plot by relating this to Lear’s recovery from Act III Sc iv onwards, there were 
many candidates who dealt only with the love test in their discussion of blindness, failing to deal 
with much else.  Discussions of the sub-plot were generally satisfactory. 
 
Those who attempted question 1b discussed the King’s madness relatively well, paying attention, 
in the process, to its causes as well as to its repercussions.  Unfortunately, however, a good 
number of candidates overlooked the word ‘powerful’ in the rubric and therefore did not focus 
solidly enough on the King’s derangement.  These students chose to highlight what they 
considered to be other forms of madness in the play, when the most powerful portrayal of this 
mental condition emerges from Shakespeare’s portrayal of King Lear, first and foremost. 
 
With regard to the minority who studied Julius Caesar, very few opted for question 2a.  Those 
who did were generally familiar with the text and made textual references to omens, dreams, and 
prophecies.  However, the main problem with these answers was that on the whole students 
wrote a descriptive and narrative essay, failing to refer to the symbolism of such forceful 
presences as omens, dreams, and prophecies in this play.  Some even failed to discuss the role 
of such phenomena, relying instead on heavy description for their arguments. 
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Question 2b proved more popular, and, indeed, there were some good answers. Brutus’ internal 
struggle and his sense of divided loyalty were highlighted.  However, essays tended to weigh 
heavily in favour of Cassius’ manipulation of Brutus without giving the desired importance to the 
psychological struggle in Brutus that caused his internal conflict. 
 
On the more negative side, generally speaking, essays showed weak planning and organisation 
with regard to structure.  This is largely reflected in the haphazard way in which candidates drifted 
from one topic and (in the case of King Lear) one plot, to another without any thematic or 
structural connecting material.  Apart from this, quite a few candidates betrayed a weak command 
of the language and this was mostly manifest in the organisation of their syntax.  The lack of 
cohesive sentence structure, together with haphazard punctuation and erratic spelling, 
occasionally resulted in incomprehensibility in some of the weaker scripts. 
 
Inaccuracy in the chronological order of events contributed further to misunderstandings, and 
there were two students who wrote about Julius Caesar but kept referring to the play as King 
Lear.  Another weak point is the issue of narration.  Generally, students feel more at ease re-
telling the story than commenting on it.  Many candidates’ discussions of King Lear were 
elaborate narratives; this was less evident in candidates’ discussions of Julius Caesar.  A heavy 
reliance on notes and sources, and sometimes unreflected reproduction of them, did not do much 
to help the flow of the language. There were cases when students appeared to be resorting to 
pre-prepared essays, which they reproduced without an effort of adaptation to suit to the question 
the otherwise undoubtedly valid information/criticism they had learnt.   
 
A dearth of textual reference was in evidence throughout.  Students preparing for this 
examination need to be aware that arguments should be substantiated and supported by 
evidence from the text.  Quotation is a powerful and resourceful tool.  There were also instances 
where students could evidently write well in terms of syntax, grammar, and punctuation, but were 
very clearly not sufficiently familiar with the text or else inserted material not related to the 
question asked. A few essays were extremely sketchy and lacked any kind of relevant detail. 
 
With regard to the poetry questions, the large majority of the candidates sitting for the exam 
answered questions on Owen. While Question 4a proved the most popular it was also the most 
misunderstood and misinterpreted.  Students dealt heavily on the ‘pity of war’ and failed to refer 
to the poetic techniques that evoke this state.  As a result, quite a few essays were generally out 
of point insofar as adherence to the question, although they did show thorough knowledge of the 
poems chosen for illustration.  Question 4b was generally attempted more adeptly and sensible 
discussions of the issues of ‘innocence’ versus ‘experience’ were forthcoming.   
 
Owen’s poetry tends to be more popular with students, perhaps because they can relate more to 
it in terms of subject and style.  This had the positive effect of students writing enthusiastically 
about it, but on the other hand it also produced essays that leaned over-heavily on graphic details 
and gory descriptions of war and its consequences. This alienated students from going into the 
more delicate aspects of poetry such as rhythm, rhyme (or lack thereof), symbolism, style, and 
more. 
 
Keats was chosen by approximately 12% of the students.  Essays on Keats were generally the 
best in the poetry section, notwithstanding the fact that Keats’ poetry is on the whole more 
abstract and less accessible than perhaps Owens’ is.  Students who attempted to answer on 
Keats showed a remarkable insight, knowledge, and generally displayed a critical acumen that is 
commendable.  Most of them managed to pitch their arguments in a critical context of ‘Negative 
Capability’, thereby solidifying their points and concretising their discussions by textual reference 
and relevant quotation.  Students who answered questions 3a and 3b (the percentage was even) 
presented well-written essays in terms of both argument and language. They also demonstrated 
a wide range of reference, moving from the Odes to the narrative poems and even to the sonnets 
with ease and competence.  These essays were among the best across the three papers. 
 
No student attempted to answer questions on Jennings. 
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This year’s choice of poem for criticism was ‘Ellick Farm’ by C.H. Sisson. The poem was 
straightforward and direct, presenting the students with the opportunity to write critically.  There 
were quite a few who rose to the occasion, pitching their arguments well and using the 
appropriate critical register.  These students can think analytically and possess a natural or 
acquired sense of structure in their essay. They showed a remarkable awareness of various 
stylistic and poetic issues such as structure, versification, parenthesis, the first-person narrative, 
etc, and managed to relate all this to matters of theme, imagery, diction, and style in their essays.  
On the other hand, the vast majority of students clearly find poetry criticism challenging, with the 
consequence that they fared badly in this question.  Many attempted to re-create a story and 
ended up straying beyond the text, thereby producing in some instances a few quite fantastical 
essays with only a marginal relation to the poem in question.   
 
With regard to the paper as a whole, students produced average essays.  From the grammatical 
point of view, there was an overriding tendency for students to mix and confuse tenses.  Spelling 
was also a strong issue.  Poor punctuation is a more subtle point; however a few students must 
be aware that sentences end with a full-stop and that commas do have a function and are not to 
be thrown in for good measure.   Also, apostrophes have to be inserted to denote possessives.  
On a general note, students need to be constantly reminded that at this level correct spelling and 
good use of grammar/punctuation is a significant assessment criterion. 
 
 
Paper Two: Novels, Prose Criticism 
 
John Fowles: The French Lieutenant’s Woman 
John Steinbeck:    Of Mice and Men  
Margaret Atwood: The Handmaid’s Tale   
Anthony Trollope: The Last Chronicle of Barset 
 
In this year’s Paper 2 examination, students generally performed satisfactorily.  Overall, students 
demonstrated a sound and substantial knowledge of the text, and they expressed this knowledge 
using language skills that ranged from average to good. The small percentage of exceptionally 
good students showed a remarkable and impressive range of vocabulary, solid grammatical 
structures, and an ability to maintain and sustain a critical argument through sensible 
paragraphing.  On the other hand, the weaker students tended to rely heavily on re-telling the 
story, failing to relate their undoubted knowledge of the text to the question tackled.  They also 
lacked the necessary language skills that would have enabled them to structure their essays well 
with regard to paragraphing.  Generally, spelling errors were fewer, but issues of syntax and 
grammar still need to be addressed. 
 
This year, the most popular texts with students were Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale 
and John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men.  A relatively smaller number of candidates chose John 
Fowles’ The French Lieutenant’s Woman, while no candidate chose to tackle any of the questions 
related to Anthony Trollope’s The Last Chronicle of Barset. 
 
The question that most students answered was related to Atwood’s use of religious imagery in 
The Handmaid’s Tale.  Students generally used Atwood’s naming system as the basis of their 
argument, relating this to Biblical allusions.  They demonstrated a comprehensive knowledge of 
such references, making use of parallelisms between Atwood’s text and the Bible.  However, on 
the whole, essays tended to be descriptive; while students showed an impressive range of 
reference in their writing, only a few pitched their arguments on a critical register. Atwood’s subtle 
use of irony was generally overlooked and the consequent undermining and bathetic thrust was, 
in some cases, only superficially commented upon. 
 
The second question on Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale asked students to discuss the quotation 
“[t]he price for non-involvement is slavery”.  Students’ answers almost exclusively discussed the 
wielding of power and the strict vigilance Gilead exercised over its subjects.  Reference to 
punishment meted out to rebels also occupied a central position in essays that tackled this  
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question from this point of view.  As a result, overall, essays were largely narrative, once again 
missing out on the more subtle interpretation of the question, namely, that the opposite of the 
statement could also be true.  The few who tackled the question from this latter point of view 
created a wider critical space for their arguments, showing how abiding to laws of tyranny 
resulted in a different kind of bondage. 
 
Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men was another favourite among this year’s candidates.  Questions set 
for this novel were direct and straightforward.  The first question asked for a discussion on the 
theme of hardship.  Almost all the students who answered this question widened their argument 
on this theme to include related ones such as loneliness, racism, old age, and gender 
discrimination.  Very few chose to include the collapse of the American Dream in their argument, 
opting mainly to focus only on physical hardship without relating this to psychological and spiritual 
pain.   Generally, essays on this question were well-written, showing that students did not only 
know their text well but were able to express their ideas in coherent, good English.   
 
A smaller percentage of students opted for the second question, which asked students to write 
about Steinbeck’s portrayal of women in Of Mice and Men.  Essays on this question were narrow 
in scope and generally lacked ideational incisiveness. Almost all students concentrated heavily on 
Curley’s wife, without referring to Lennie’s Aunt Clara and the crucial importance the dead lady 
plays in the hallucinatory situation Lennie finds himself in prior to his suicide.  Other references to 
women could have included the prostitutes, the girl in Weed, and perhaps even Curly’s wife’s 
mother. 
 
The first question on John Fowles’s The French Lieutenant’s Woman asked students to write 
about the way Fowles uses a Victorian story as an intertext relevant to a reading of contemporary 
society.  Essays generally tended to be limited in scope and range, with some answers 
approaching the contrasts and continuities between Victorianism and contemporaneity a little too 
simplistically, though students did answer more effectively when discussing the open-endedness 
of the novel.  However, many demonstrated an inability to cope with issues such as structural 
parallelism, gendered discourse, psychological patterns, and so on.   
 
The second question on Fowles’s novel required students to discuss the author’s treatment of the 
individual and society.  Once again, students who answered this question used the narrative to 
expose the differences between characters in the novel, failing to go into the more subtle issues 
of structure and style, issues that would have taken their arguments to a sounder critical plane. 
 
No student attempted the questions on Anthony Trollope’s The Last Chronicle of Barset. 
 
Generally, candidates are demonstrating commendable assiduousness that shows them seeking 
critical sources for their essays.  The degree of knowledge of text shown in these essays is 
encouraging and, in some cases, impressive.  The major obstacle to writing critically is mainly 
threefold: (1) difficulty in expressing knowledge in grammatically and syntactically correct  and 
perspicuous English (2) relating the knowledge of text to the question asked, and (3) using 
knowledge of text with the appropriate critical register. 
 
 
Literary Criticism (Prose) 
 
In view of the circumstances surrounding this year’s Prose Passage, detailed and comprehensive 
paragraphs in this part of the report were deemed appropriate. 
 
The following is an exercise that sets out the different types of essay responses to the prose 
passage set. Positive and negative outcomes of the different types identified are indicated. It 
should be noted that this list is not exhaustive since it cannot represent more individual 
responses.  
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Essay Type 1 
 
• Characterised by a significant absence of reference to literary terms  
• Dominated by paraphrasing and extensive use of quotations from the passage 
 
Positive: An effort was made to understand the text at surface level and to identify the dominant 
theme/s. 
 
Negative: Due to the dominance of ‘paraphrasing’, the essays lacked any sustained critical 
engagement. Paraphrase was merged with lengthy quotations from the passage. 
 
General note: The essays lacked focus and a clear literary/critical competence. The passage was 
often treated as a comprehension task and there was hardly any attempt at naming the literary 
devices, which were often listed as examples of how the ship, Captain and crew were described. 
 
Essay Type 2 
 
• Characterised by an itemising approach to the text  

o Candidates were addressing literary language by listing the ‘discrete’ items in the text 
and treating them as disconnected from one another. 

• Adopted a formulaic pattern of writing  
o The essay included headings, such as: ‘Similes’, ‘Metaphor’, ‘Alliteration’, 

‘Personification’, etc.  
 
Positive: Clearly candidates are being prepared to identify the literary devices in the passage and 
there is an attempt at commenting on these through a brief explanation. 
 
Negative: The explanations of the devices are often unrelated to the context and instead present 
a brief explanation of the generic function of the devices. Consequently, the candidates do not 
approach the passage holistically, but resort to a fragmented understanding of the text’s 
components and elements. 
 
General note:  Unfortunately, this approach hinders a more complete response to the text and 
fails to convey candidates’ ability to be ‘critical’ or to engage with the meta-language necessary to 
present a coherent, cogent and mature response.  
 
Essay Type 3 
 
• Characterised by a well-informed use of literary terms  

o Extensive information about literary terms transpired in the explanation of some of 
the literary devices. 

• Lack of paragraph transition between the various individual references to literary devices 
often resulted in lack of cohesion. 

 
Positive: Candidates were very well informed about a list of literary terms that go beyond the 
basic references to: simile, metaphor, personification, etc. and the selection of examples from the 
passage revealed an understanding of these.  
 
Negative: Although the explanations were directly related to the context, there was little attempt to 
connect them and present a more holistic view of the passage. 
 
General note: A pattern emerged in these essays: the meta-language adopted was marked by an 
overloading of complex sentence structure which often hindered the flow of reading. With a 
slightly less complex style, they could have been more effective communicators. Furthermore, the 
essays that fell into this category did not always reveal an understanding of how the various 
features of style functioned in the overall context of the passage. 
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Essay Type 4 
 
• Dominated by an overall understanding of the passage 

o Focused on theme/s and specific dominant images 
• Literary terms were made use of, albeit in a limited way  

o These were blended in with the explanation of a key feature in the text or a dominant 
image. 

 
Positive: A balanced approach which incorporates all the tasks listed in the rubric and presents a 
coherent and cohesive analysis of the passage. There was a significant attempt to engage in 
critical commentary. 
 
Negative: At times, those candidates who adopted a linear approach to their analysis tended to 
repeat some of their observations resulting in an imbalance in the focus on specific features of 
style. 
 
General note: This was the most common type of essay and it often favoured both those 
candidates who have some difficulties in their linguistic performance as well as those who 
express themselves fluently and clearly. 
 
Essay Type 5 
 
• Characterised by a good understanding of the various functions of the literary devices as well 

as their overall function in the text, and by an ability to position them in the larger context at 
thematic level. 

• Explanations of literary ‘effects’ were extended to the overall ideas prominent throughout the 
passage. 

 
Positive: A balanced focus; insightful in that the analysis incorporated the different levels of 
understanding permitted by the passage; cogent and coherent arguments; a good grasp of the 
literary terms, which were blended in the discussion rather than clumsily noted as examples. 
 
Negative: Sometimes, certain aspects of the passage were focused upon more than others at the 
expense of omitting a significant part of the passage. 
 
General: Significantly, this type combines the best of the previous ones listed, and the essays 
which fall in this category were characterised by maturity in argumentation and linguistic 
competence. Candidates often showed that they had mastered the use of meta-language, which 
they could adopt with ease and clarity; furthermore, they brought to bear a pertinent critical style. 
 
Having identified the various essay types in some detail, some general commentary is in order at 
this point. The passage allowed for a varied discussion of features of style and candidates 
identified the main aspects without major problems. The following points indicate the general 
direction of the essays and the most dominant shortcomings: 
 
The main divisions of the passage were identified as being related to the ‘ship’, the ‘seamen’, and 
the ‘captain. 
• The most popular observations centred on the following: 

o Comparisons � ship and Captain; microcosm and macrocosm. 
o Contrasts � earth and sea; Greek mythological god and God; nature and ship; 

change and stasis. 
o Diction � loneliness, monotony, routine, circularity, time… 
o Imagery � visual imagery – personification of ‘ship’ and ‘sun’; Captain’s 

characteristics; mood and atmosphere surrounding seamen… 
o Metaphor � ship represents man’s passions and feelings; extreme emotions… 
o Atmosphere � calm, metaphysical, surreal quality, mystical… 
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o Tone � reflective, sad, admiring, ironic… 
o General observations:: 

� Inevitability – passing of time 
� Destiny 
� Paternal role of God & maternal role of earth and ship 

• Major shortcomings: 
o Restriction of focus (limited to ship and captain) 
o Omission of commentary on last paragraph 
o Paraphrasing of last paragraph 
o Narrator not identified as first person – there were some interesting comments in 

relation to how the narrator seems to shift from 3rd person to 1st person; however, 
others ignored the role of the narrator in the last paragraph 

o Challenges in text leading to ‘mis-readings’:  
� Confusion of sun with ship 
� Establishing it as a pirate ship 
� Conclusion that Captain wants to retire because of storm 
� Confusion re Baker’s role – conclusion that he is the Captain 
� Confusion of God’s ‘messengers’ with seamen 
� Description of Captain as being ‘only’ kind and benevolent 
� Conclusion that God punishes the seamen in the end 
� Assumption that the seamen look forward to reach land 

o Conclusion to the above list � the most complex sentences with embedded clauses 
proved to be the most challenging and that is when some candidates had problems 
at comprehension level. 

 
Generally, the essays failed to exhibit a consistent ‘critical’ commentary and instead, often 
resorted to paraphrasing or narrating. 
 
It is also worth noting that most candidates appear to require coaching in the method of quotation 
embedding. Additionally, they need to refrain from quoting at excessive length.  
 
As always with regard to spelling and grammatical errors, candidates need to be reminded that 
they are expected to handle these competently at Advanced level.  It cannot be emphasised 
enough that spelling, syntax, use of expression, coherence and cohesion at sentence and 
paragraph level are a priority when writing all essays at this level. In fact, poor language skills are 
heavily penalised during the marking process.  
 
Trying to fit a Literary Criticism essay into a pre-prepared structure is not ideal, but serious 
training in writing such essays is always of crucial importance to write coherently and logically.  It 
would also help them avoid rambling from one idea to the other and waffling. Desultoriness is 
unfortunately a feature of too many essays.  As with the Poetry Criticism in Paper 1, the overall 
aim of this component is neither a treasure hunt for meanings nor a chase after the ‘right’ 
interpretation. Rather, it is a task which invites candidates to read effectively and incisively.   
 
 
Paper Three: Language Essay, Comprehension, Linguis tics 
 
The most popular essay titles were: (a) 40%, (d) 27% and (c) 16%. With the exception of the 
descriptive essay title (c), (a) and (d) were mainly discursive-oriented tasks.  
 
(a) Dreams  
 
A number of candidates treated this title as a narrative, paying specific attention to the plural 
form. The majority, however, tackled it either  

1. reflectively, therefore pondering upon the philosophical notion of dreams;  
2. or argumentatively, thus creating a clear distinction between ‘dreams at night’ and 

‘daydreams’;  
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3. or informatively/factually, thereby considering the socio-historical and cultural/religious 

backgrounds of dreams.  
 
(b) Write a story ending in the words: 'There's no smoke without fire.'  
 
Only 16 candidates chose this title and a number of these had difficulties trying to make their 
choice of storyline fit the ending provided. Somehow, these were unable to grasp the concept 
behind the idiom.  
 
(c) Describe a place you like to frequent in times of trouble.  
 
An interesting variety of approaches were adopted for this title; they varied from a straightforward 
description of a ‘physical’ place to a ‘mental’ place – a creation of the imagination. The majority of 
the descriptions were presented in an engaging style through vivid descriptions and the projection 
of an evocative atmosphere. Originality and creativity, which were in some evidence in essays 
with this title, were rewarded, especially when these were complemented by effective style and 
accurate expression. 
 
(d) Do you think that children nowadays have enough free time?  
 
Apart from title (a), this was the next most popular choice and the essays varied from mature, 
cogent and coherent arguments to weak, superficial, simplistic and repetitive listing of examples 
of how and why children may not have free time. The observations varied from ongoing debates 
by experts concerning educational aspects to very mundane and personal experience on the 
matter. Furthermore, it was interesting to note that there were a number of essays that adopted a 
balanced approach concerning the views on the matter. 
 
 
(e) ‘A bank is a place where they lend you an umbrella in fair weather and ask for it back when it 

begins to rain.' Discuss.  
 
Only 9 candidates chose this title and they seemed well-prepared at content level and were also 
well-versed in the topic-related register. The current economic climate was taken into 
consideration and projections for the future made, and some pertinent reference to past crises 
was also made. 
 
(f)   Write a letter to the producers of a local TV show whose aim is to give airspace to promising 

projects in a Young Enterprise scheme. Outline your project, providing arguments intended 
to convince the producers that you should be invited to participate in the show. 

 
With only 3 candidates choosing this title, it was the least popular. Those candidates who 
prepared this essay seemed to have experienced the situation presented since it was realistic not 
only in relation to the information on the projects, but also the preparatory steps leading to the 
marketing of the item.  
 
Overall, the number of essays that were out of point was very small and negligible. As mentioned 
in the previous section, there was a wide range of good ideas and valid argumentation. However, 
the main problem lies with the language used by the candidates to express themselves with 
clarity and fluency. 
 
One of the most worrying aspects of linguistic performance is the candidates’ limitation where 
register is concerned – particularly the choice of vocabulary and expressions. Frequently, a 
deficiency in this area leads to a high frequency of simple sentences as well as compound 
sentences with simple conjunctions while attempting to explain a concept, thus leading to poor 
coherence. Consequently, this factor reveals that potentially, candidates might be cognitively 
prepared at content level, but unable to write eloquently, accurately or stylishly 
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Unfortunately, this may be the result of minimal exposure to the language through the integration 
of all four skills. With little focus on speaking and listening, which could potentially improve their 
counterparts, reading and writing, candidates are failing at the lower-order levels of language 
production. 
 
It is strongly recommended that candidates should be encouraged to enrich their knowledge of 
the English language through various sources. 
 
Apart from the constant emphasis on the mechanics of language use to improve linguistic 
performance, an exploration of the diverse concepts of style and tone, should be considered. The 
latter serves as a method for nurturing the candidates’ individual style. Furthermore, their reading 
repertoire should not be limited to the set texts as requested by the Advanced Level syllabus, but 
should spread itself out more broadly and searchingly. This should include a list of periodicals 
dealing with current debates and ranging from general to more specialised articles; a good range 
of fiction and non-fiction titles, both contemporary and not contemporary, should also feature in 
students’ repertoires. 
 
Finally, language practice should not be exclusively oriented towards written practice, but topics 
and current issues should be presented through oral practice, such as debates and open 
discussions in order to equip the candidates with the appropriate rhetorical skills and logical 
sequencing, which is crucial in argument presentations. Ultimately, this could be considered as 
working towards developing and stimulating thought-processing skills.  
 
With regard to the Comprehension and Summary, this year’s candidates fared rather well, 
producing, for the most part, answers which displayed a reasonably good understanding of the 
text, as well as the appropriate selection of information for effective completion of each individual 
answer.  
 
The comprehension answers tended to be better than the attempts at the summary. The better 
responses tended to paraphrase the material required by the questions in sufficient detail. 
Surprisingly, one of the pitfalls of the answers at the weaker end of the spectrum proved to be the 
provision of superfluous information, rather than the paucity of points. The most feeble answers 
here tended to evince excess of length, unwieldy syntax, and content which frequently anticipated 
the information needed to answer the questions that followed. 
 
On the other hand, lack of information also featured quite prominently. It should here be noted 
that in those cases where the questions allowed for a somewhat wider net of responses, with 
more than one reply being possible, the examiners were careful to mark in a manner that 
respected this consideration. 
 
The vocabulary section tested both the candidates’ understanding of the word in context and the 
breadth of their reading repertoire. Very few candidates only succeeded in achieving a mere one 
or two correct answers out of seven, and fewer still being unable to garner even a single mark 
from this section.  Possibly the gravest errors  committed in this section of Paper III constituted 
the incidence – a rather low one, it should be emphasised – of students who actually quoted from 
the passage to support their answers, as well as those who spelt words included in the text 
incorrectly, especially in the vocabulary section. Incorrectly producing a word that not only 
appears in the text but is actually isolated and asked to be defined is, it must be said, 
unforgivable! 
 
Finally, the summary component of Paper III was fundamentally executed in a satisfactory 
manner by students. The greatest shortcoming was the failure of some students to keep to the 
word limit, although other students apparently found it rather hard to use their own words and 
vocabulary. In this case, again, some candidates merely chose to lift whole phrases from the 
passage. A few candidates provided responses which were far too brief, sometimes using only 
half of the set amount of words. Others stumbled in that they found it difficult to synthesise the 
principal points of the text, and referred to inessential areas. The worst offenders, though, not  
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only included non-crucial elements of the passage, but actually resorted to the omission of 
function words in order to ensure that they did not exceed the word limit! 
 
Having said that, the higher-calibre answers demonstrated not only good vocabulary skills and a 
keen sense of synthesis, but also a fair assessment of the aspects of the text that were required 
by the questions. Ultimately, the latter is the point which most determines whether a 
comprehension text has been successfully tackled or not. 
 
With regard to the last question in Paper 3, namely, the one regarding the Linguistics component, 
a significant number of essays were to a certain extent pre-prepared, particularly in the case of 
the third question that concerned code-switching.  Candidates tended to give the dreaded stock 
answer regarding the statistics on code-switching in general, without trying to relate either the 
data or analysis to the specific nature of the question.   
 
Many candidates were hindered by poor text organisation and difficulty in presenting a clear 
progression of ideas.  In these cases, it was clear that while the subject matter had been covered, 
candidates could not comfortably relate what they had studied in class to the question at hand, 
and also, could not convey their own interpretation of the question very easily.   
 
The first question was comprehensively misunderstood.  There were a number of inaccuracies 
and instances of over-simplification in the answers.  While details are not necessarily vital, 
ignoring them completely nevertheless suggests an alarming lack of basic knowledge, which was 
readily available in the texts to be studied. 
 
With regard to language use, subject–verb agreement was sometimes incorrect.  Indeed control 
of syntax is sometimes unacceptable weak, and some displayed very limited vocabulary that 
completely hampered the flow of their language and ideas. On the other hand, some of the better 
essays made a good effort to stay focused on the question, and they also showed an attempt by 
the students to engage intelligently with the subject discussed.   
 
In conclusion, this year’s examination results reflected an encouraging attempt by students to 
engage critically with their set texts and to perform well in the Language component of the exam. 
Compared to previous years they were slightly fewer candidates sitting for the examination, but 
results show that there were also fewer failures. Students need to be relentlessly encouraged to 
perform better: to focus more determinedly on enhancing language skills and bettering their style, 
and to better cultivate and enhance their critical acumen when it comes to interpreting literary 
texts.  A more rigorous approach to issues of grammar, syntax and punctuation would enable 
students to write with more elegance, assurance, and poise. 
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