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A. General information 
 

1. Registrations 

In the Special September session 2020, a total of 389 candidates registered to sit for the Italian examination. 

The significant decrease in the number of registrations, compared to previous years (see Table 1), is the 

result of the exceptional circumstances brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic, with several candidates 

opting to retain the result obtained through the predictive level exercise. 

Out of 389 candidates, 155 applied for Paper IIA (39.8%) and 234 for Paper IIB (60.2%). These percentages 

are in line with the trend registered in previous years, whereby the number of registrations for Paper A is 

less than that of Paper B.  

 

Year Total SEC registrations Italian SEC registrations % 

 

2012 7295 2025 27.76 

2013 6694 2026 30.27 

2014 6599 1924 29.16 

2015 5878 1839 31.29 

2016 5830 1814 31.11 

2017 5497 1611 29.3 

2018 5145 1522 29.58 

2019 5407 1730 31.99 

2020 2967 389 13.11 

Table 1: Registrations 

B. Attendance 

Out of a total of 155 candidates for Paper A, 28 (18.1%) were absent. For Paper B, 105 (32.9%) candidates 

out 389 were absent. Absentees were considerably more numerous than past sessions – 27% for 2020, when 

in 2018 and 2019 only 2% and 4.5% were absent respectively. 

C. Overall performance 

The grade distribution of the 2020 session, for both Papers A and B, is presented in Table 2: 

GRADE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 U ABS TOTAL 

PAPER II A 42 23 14 22 6 - - 20 28 155 

PAPER II B - - - 15 26 50 32 34 77 234 

TOTAL 42 23 14 37 32 50 32 54 105 389 

% OF TOTAL 10.8 5.9 3.6 9.5 8.2 12.9 8.2 13.9 27.0 100.0 

Table 2: Distribution of Grades for SEC Italian Special September Session 2020  

In Tables 3.1 and 3.2 below, a comparison of grade distribution is provided with previous sessions, although 

these must be interpreted in the light of the fact that the September 2020 session was held in different 

conditions with respect to previous ones. In fact, the very large number of absences in 2020, amounting to 
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27% of those who registered for the exam, accounts for differences in the 2020 percentages of distribution 

of grades, compared to 2018 and 2019: 

 May 2018 May 2019 

 

September 2020 

Number of 

candidates 

% of those 

who applied 

for the 

examination 

(n=1522) 

Number of 

candidates 

% of those 

who applied 

for the 

examination 

(n=1730) 

Number of 

candidates 

% of those 

who applied 

for the 

examination 

(n=389) 

Grades 1-3 493 32.4 503 29.1 78 20.0 

Grades 4-5 478 31.4 544 31.4 69 17.7 

Grades 1-5 971 63.8 1047 60.5 147 37.7 

Grades 6-7 252 16.5 296 17.1 82 21.1 

Grades 1-7 1,223 80.3 1343 77.6 229 58.8 

Table 3.1: Data 2018-2020 grade comparisons 

 

Grade 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 U Abs Total 

2018 % of total 5.5 10.1 16.8 17.9 13.5 9.1 7.5 17.6 2.0 100 

2019 % of total 5.6 9.1 14.4 17.3 14.2 9.0 8.1 17.9 4.5 100 

2020 % of total 10.5 5.9 3.6 9.5 8.2 12.9 8.2 14.1 27.0 100 

Table 3.2: 2019-2020 percentage comparison per grade 

D. Comments on the candidates’ performance 
 

Paper 1 Part 1: oral / aural skills 

This part of the examination was not held because of Covid-19 restrictions. 

Paper 1 Part 2: Language Use 

This component requires metalinguistic and analytical skills. The tasks set in Section A examine the 

candidates’ language recognition (reading and understanding) and production (writing). This includes 

vocabulary, morphology, syntax and semantics. Section B tests knowledge of cultural notions. 

Section A: Language 

This paper included ten graded exercises, including matching question and answer, two vocabulary exercises, 

word order (syntax), semantic fields and grammar – verbs, pronouns, noun-adjective agreement, 

conjunctions. Three exercises required language production – verbs, pronouns and noun-adjective 

agreement.  

Results reveal a very noticeable divide between IIA and IIB candidates. While the former only found 

difficulties in a few exercises – especially those on the use of pronouns and conjunctions – the performance 

of most of the latter candidates was weak throughout. This included question-answer matching and the 

vocabulary exercises, in which most Paper IIA candidates obtained very high marks. Although some limitation 

in the competence of Italian is expected in the case of IIB candidates, they still need to show mastery of basic 
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vocabulary in Italian and of simple grammatical structures. This paper reveals that this is severely lacking, 

although exercises were graded in level to cater for the needs of students whose knowledge of Italian may 

be limited.   

Section B: Culture 

As in previous years, most candidates fared well in this section. This section tests candidates’ knowledge of 

a few notions of Italian popular culture.  

Paper 2 

Comprehensions 

The candidates’ reading skills were tested by means of two tasks for each Paper (A & B). The tasks were 

distributed as follows: 

 Paper A Paper B 

Comprehension 1 Text-based Text-based 

Comprehension 2 Text- based  Picture-based 

 

Differences in IIA and IIB papers lie mainly in the level of the texts, the amount of reading required, and in 

reading skills assessed, including more attention to detail in Paper IIA.  

The performance of most IIA candidates was satisfactory. The average mark obtained for Comprehension 1 

(Primark apre a Roma, la catena di moda low cost cerca personale) was high.  Candidates performed well by 

providing mostly correct responses to closed questions, for example by selecting the correct option and by 

indicating whether information was true or false. Comprehension 2 (Per evitare gli errori si deve dormire 

bene) included more questions which required elaborate answers, assessing a deeper level of understanding. 

Here the average fell slightly, although it was generally still satisfactory. Candidates encountered most 

difficulties when they were required to explain words taken from the texts, by providing synonyms or a 

paraphrase. Several candidates fared poorly when asked to provide a short account of a concept mentioned 

in Comprehension 2 (question number 9). 

In Paper IIB better marks were obtained for the picture-based task than on the one based on a written text. 

This picture-based task (Comprehension 1 - Giovani sani e concentrate) was completed in a satisfactory 

manner by lower achievers, as the grids provided in the answer sheet proved very user-friendly. This format 

of assessment is better-suited for IIB candidates than fill-in-the-blanks exercises. Nevertheless, attention 

should be drawn to candidates, especially in the case of the responses given in grids, where crossing out 

answers and changing letters in the answer boxes creates difficulties for markers.  

On the other hand, many candidates encountered difficulties in Comprehension 2 (Un cane in famiglia), and 

more than half of them did not achieve a pass mark in this task. This was because many candidates were 

unable to identify the correct answer from the text and write it in their own words – even if this sometimes 

only required minimal changes. Candidates also performed poorly in questions used to test vocabulary and 

textual cohesion, especially question 9: A chi o a che cosa si referiscono i pronomi in grassetto? 

Writing tasks 

The writing tasks set were the following: 
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 Paper A Paper B 

Task 1 50-60 words 50-60 words 

Task 2 200 – 210 words 150 – 160 words 

 

In Paper A, candidates were required to write a short message and a 200-word essay. Overall the 

performance in both tasks was satisfactory. In this session several candidates produced written work of very 

good quality, and this contributed substantially to an increase in number of candidates who achieved Grade 

1, in comparison to previous sessions (Table 3.2). Most written tasks of Paper IIA candidates reached the 

expected levels in terms of organisation of the text, sequence of ideas and grammatical correctness.  

More specifically, in relation to grammar and choice of vocabulary, most errors concerned the use of verbs 

and the usual cases where Maltese words were “Italianized”. Some candidates committed basic grammatical 

errors, although their level of expression was generally acceptable. For instance, a candidate found no 

difficulty making correct use of the congiuntivo and the periodo ipotetico, but at the same time committed 

trivial errors like “le prime due anni”. 

Candidates organized their work relatively well, although when it came to the main writing task, some simply 

divided their piece in three: two short paragraphs for the introduction and conclusion, and one long 

paragraph for the body. In some cases, paragraphs were non-existent, although the content reflected a good 

command of the language. Few were the cases where the minimum number of words required was not 

reached.  

In Paper B, candidates were required to write a short message and a 150-word essay. For the latter they 

could also have opted to write sentences on a picture story. In both tasks extensive prompts were provided 

to help candidates structure their work.  

The overall level of the writing skills of IIB candidates was poor, suffice to say that more than one third of 

the candidates did not tally 20% of the marks in this section. Many of them were unable to use the prompts, 

or did not understand them. 

In those cases were candidates carried out the writing task in an acceptable manner, there were several 

errors: little or no punctuation, poor vocabulary (including several words in English or Maltese, or both), 

non-existent cohesion between ideas, complete lack of textual organisation. There were a number of spelling 

and grammatical errors. The usual spelling and grammatical errors, listed in several previous SEC reports, 

were copious. Almost two-thirds  A large number of the written scripts were mostly incomprehensible. 

The few candidates who completed this task successfully demonstrated a level of 

competence of Italian which is slightly lower than that of those who sat for Paper A.E. 

Conclusion 

The September 2020 Italian SEC session was one of a kind, owing to the extraordinary circumstances in which 

it was held. Comparisons with previous sessions should be made with caution, especially were grade 

distribution is concerned. 

The oral and listening components could not be held, and this inevitably led to a partial assessment of 

candidates’ skills, which included language use, knowledge of cultural notions, reading and writing.  
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It is worth noting that teachers are taking on board some recommendations of previous reports – this is 

especially manifest in a better organisation of some candidates’ writing tasks and in an overall positive 

performance in reading.  

 

Chairperson  

Examination Panel 2020 

 

  

 

 


