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A. STATISTICAL INFORMATION 
The total number of candidates who registered to sit for Intermediate English was 1186, which is 297 

candidates more than in 2018. Table 1 shows the distribution of grades for the First Session of the 

examination. 

 

GRADE A B C D E F ABS TOTAL 

Number of Candidates 25  121  322  187  136  309  86  1186  

% OF TOTAL 2.1 10.2 27.1 15.8 11.5 26 7.3 100.0 

Table 1: Distribution of grades IM English 2019 First Session  

 

B. GENERAL REMARKS 

General Remarks on the Written Examination 

Candidates were judged on how well they could control accuracy and content, as well as their ability to 

organise their writing clearly throughout the examination. This year, there was some improvement in 

candidates’ ability to produce more cohesive paragraphs, especially in the general essay (Section A), but 

there are still weaknesses in the areas of: vocabulary choice and range, relevance and organisation of ideas. 

Choice of appropriate register is becoming increasingly problematic and so is the lack of attention given to 

the rubric; the latter hindering task achievement directly. These areas still require a more intense focus, 

which depends on the effort a student is willing to make throughout the two years to improve their writing 

skills. Clearly, teaching intervenes where content and practice are needed, but essentially, the individual 

effort makes a significant difference.  

The performance in Section B demonstrates that candidates had no difficulty understanding the text on the 

surface level but there were concerns about limitations with closer reading. Candidates’ shortcomings were 

evident in the inability to express themselves clearly. Often, they resorted to lengthy explanations which 

rambled on rather than presented an incisive and insightful reply. 

With the exception of a few candidates, knowledge of the short stories in Section C was good and this 

reinforces the observation made on the reading text in Section B, that is, understanding is good overall. 

However, similar to the superficial engagement with the reading text, there were limited attempts to delve 

into close reading. As the examiners observed, the tendency to drift into narrative rather than engaging 

critically and presenting a clear argument in a discussion of the text(s) prevails in the responses of both 

question types. 

It was evident in a good number of responses across all three sections that candidates targeted the learning 

outcomes established by the syllabus. It is the degree to which this was achieved that varied. Equally 

noticeable was the inferior quality of work produced by some candidates which showed poor preparation, 

limited expression and lack of maturity. There was a clear difference between one set of candidates and 

another; in fact, the overall performance of a substantial number of candidates was similar to previous 
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sittings, but there was a group which underperformed in an atypical way. This may be the result of lack of 

overall readiness to sit for this examination. Knowledge of content, such as the stories, is not sufficient 

preparation for the examination. At this level, an accretion of linguistic skills, good critical thinking skills and 

presentation of mature argumentation are expected. A small cohort of candidates seriously underperformed 

as they did not meet any of these characteristics, despite being quite familiar with the content.   

C. COMMENTS ON INDIVIDUAL SECTIONS 

Section A 

General Comments 

This year’s candidates made more effort to sign-post, thus, making some tasks more readable. In a few 

attempts, there was more evidence of a topic sentence and paragraph cohesion, when compared to last 

year. As will be discussed in titles 3, 4 and 5 below, most of the ideas presented in these essays were 

underdeveloped, poorly supported and rather superficial. Language accuracy is still an issue, especially in 

the use of tenses and choice of vocabulary. Inaccuracies in basic grammar structures such as singular and 

plural forms were unfortunately observed in a number of essays. Around 12% of the candidates exceeded 

or wrote less than the established word count. The strongest performances were in titles 2 (the narrative) 

and 3 (the formal letter presenting an opinion) whereas the weakest performances were in the discursive 

tasks (titles 4 and 5). 

Title 1: The descriptive 

This was the second most popular title chosen by the candidates. Most of the candidates who attempted 

this title described a city they visited during a school trip abroad. London, Paris, Rome, and Milan were the 

most common choices. There were also a few candidates who only partly achieved the task, as they wrote 

about either multiple cities or an entire country or made no reference to a school trip. Another few 

candidates limited their focus to the city’s history and failed to describe the place itself. The purpose of a 

good description is to present “a clear and complete picture” to the reader through the use of descriptive 

language (IM Syllabus, p.9). Due to non-detailed descriptions, limited vocabulary, and overall poor command 

of the language, some candidates produced weak essays. The candidates are encouraged to read the rubric 

well to ensure that the content is relevant to the given task.  

Title 2: The narrative  
Overall, the candidates who attempted this title produced satisfactory narratives which included typical 

features of a narrative convention (IM Syllabus, p.9). Most of the candidates who interpreted ‘Journeys’ to 

mean life as a journey often referred to the transitions from childhood to adolescence to adulthood, whereas 

others focused on adoption or war. Some others produced more fictional narratives exploring journeys to a 

magical world, journeys through space, and time travel. Some of the stories were interesting to read, as they 

showed both maturity and a relatively good command of the language. However, similar to observations 

made in last year’s report, the weaker efforts had several inaccuracies in language, namely: limited 

vocabulary, incorrect use of tenses and punctuation marks. Unfortunately, most of the candidates who 

opted to interpret it as a travel journey produced descriptive tasks rather than narratives.  
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Title 3: The formal letter presenting an opinion  
This title was the second least chosen by candidates. Some of the candidates who attempted this title 

produced well-organised, satisfactory essays which presented the candidate’s personal opinion on the topic. 

A few, though, did not always adopt a formal register. Most of the candidates disagreed or only partially 

agreed with the statement that young people desire wealth and fame more than anything else. In fact, most 

discussed how despite the influence of social media and peer pressure, they believe that most young people 

are more interested in being in good health, having a loving family, being surrounded by true friends, and 

experiencing peace. The stronger efforts had well-developed arguments, reinforced by reasons and 

explanations. Some candidates also created direct links to the article they were making reference to, using 

phrases such as “as mentioned in the article” and “as discussed by the columnist”. 

Title 4: For and against  
This was the most popular title among the candidates. The task required candidates to provide “a balanced 

and objective discussion” of the given topic by examining two opposing sides of the issue (IM Syllabus, p.11). 

Unfortunately, most of the tasks resulted in weak attempts due to issues with language use, relevance, 

organisation, and ideas. A number of tasks were only partially achieved as candidates explained what global 

issues are and yet did not discuss whether they are everyone’s concern. Some candidates seemed to struggle 

to organise their thoughts properly, resulting in superficial / underdeveloped essays which did not follow a 

logical sequence. This made it difficult for the reader to follow the candidate’s argument. Cohesive devices 

were also simplistic at times, repetitive and used incorrectly, affecting the readability of the text. 

Similar to observations made in last year’s report, candidates are reminded that this is a formal task and 

requires formal language. Opinion words should only feature in the conclusion and the concluding paragraph 

ought not to incorporate new ideas. Candidates are also reminded that each paragraph should focus “on a 

separate aspect of the issue” (IM Syllabus p. 12).  

Title 5: Solutions to problems  
Most of the candidates who attempted this title realised that it is a Solutions-to-Problems essay type and 

attempted to outline the problem, its causes and effects in the introduction (IM Syllabus p. 12). This task 

required candidates to discuss and present solutions as to how young people in Malta can be more involved 

in doing voluntary work. Unfortunately, most of the candidates discussed why young people are not doing 

voluntary work in Malta, rather than addressed the issue by presenting solutions. The solutions presented 

in the weaker essays were rather simplistic, superficial and repetitive. The better efforts, however, presented 

valid solutions that could work within the local context, showing a finer understanding of the subject. 

Candidates are reminded that this is a formal task and requires formal language. Also, each body paragraph 

should focus on a separate solution with a clear topic sentence (IM Syllabus, p. 12).  

Title 6: Assessment report 
This title was the least popular among the candidates. This task required candidates “to present and 
evaluate the positive and/or negative characteristics” (IM Syllabus, p. 14) of the chosen venue. This was 
achieved by most candidates and the content presented was generally valid.  Candidates are reminded 
that a formal register and the use of the passive are encouraged in report writing. The sub-headings should 
clearly indicate the focus of each paragraph.  
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Section B 

General Comments 

This year’s reading passage on the class pay gap was generally well within the cohort’s ability both in terms 

of content and structure so that candidates were able to process the text, to understand its meaning and to 

follow the organization of the passage. Overall, candidates performed better in Questions 4, 5, 6 and 8.  

In general, candidates’ answers showed understanding of the text but most of the answers were copied 

directly from the passage, showing minimal use of own words, despite being instructed otherwise. A lack of 

attention to detail was equally evident, as it was noted that various answers contained orthographic and 

syntactic errors. For example, there were many versions of the word ‘privilege’ (‘privalege’, ‘priviledge’, 

‘privilage’) which could easily have been copied from the original text. Some candidates who were very fluent 

and mostly accurate, wrote quite lengthy answers which, at times, still did not really address the question.  

Question 1 

The first question tested knowledge of sentence types and word classes. The majority of responses showed 

a superficial knowledge of the technical terms used in language awareness.  

(1a) Some candidates answered this question appropriately. Most answers noted the use of the coordinating 

conjunction ‘and’ but failed to explain that a compound sentence is made up of two main or independent 

clauses.  

(1b) Most answers were accurate although some candidates just wrote ‘parents’ instead of ‘his parents’. 

(1c) Only a few answers were correct, and labelling was ignored. Most answers failed to differentiate 

between the adverbial phrase and the adverbial clause, and simply wrote ‘He was educated at one of 

London’s top private schools before going to Oxford’. 

Q1 (b) Most answers identified ‘successful’ as an adjective but only a few managed to provide the correct 

answer for ‘both’.  

Question 2 
This question required the candidates to understand the connection between the title and the two visuals 

in the text. Many candidates managed to link the first image to the concept of privilege and the head start 

in life but failed to explain how it shows this and how it links with the title. The second image was more 

problematic as candidates often stated that it shows that those who work hard can still get a good education 

and succeed. Some candidates just wrote about how visuals help the reader to understand the text better 

but did not answer the question. 

Question 3 
This question tested the candidates’ understanding of writing strategies. While most candidates were able 

to comment correctly on the use of the writers’ strategies for more effect, it was disappointing to note that 

some candidates, instead, wrote about strategies or ways to get rich quickly. Often, the answers 

demonstrated that only a few managed to identify three strategies used by the author. Various answers 

simply contained examples from the text in order to establish how privilege helps in someone’s life. 
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Very few candidates produced a clear answer in a paragraph which identified the three strategies. Others 

identified the strategies but presented their answers in bullet points. Many of the candidates’ answers 

showed a lack of understanding of the word ‘strategies’. 

Question 4 
When answering this question, candidates tended to state that Mark acknowledged that his success was 
partly due to his privileged background, but they did not always explain how others like him fail to share his 
viewpoint. Typically, a common answer was that although Mark acknowledges his privileged background 
helped him get to where he is, he insists that his ability also played a part.  
 

Question 5 
Only a few candidates were able to link all three: social background, education and income. Many answers 
only referred to two. Some candidates referred to social background as ‘social life’. 
 

Question 6 
Many candidates were able to identify the organisational pattern in paragraph 6 and explain the link 
between paragraph 6 and paragraph 7, but few answered the question fully. Some just labelled the structure 
as ‘narrative’, ‘definition’ or ‘cause and effect’ and continued to paraphrase the paragraphs. Others 
paraphrased the paragraphs and did not mention structure at all.  
 

Question 7 
This question tested the candidates’ understanding of ‘fit’ in the context of the workplace, expecting 
candidates to explain correctly one’s ability to adjust or to behave accordingly on the workplace. It was 
interesting to note that a good number of candidates explained the literal meaning of ‘fit’ as being physically 
fit, thereby failing to explain it within the context of the passage. It also, unfortunately, showed that 
candidates did not apply their knowledge of word classes to their understanding of ‘fit’ in this case, as they 
would have otherwise realised that it functions as a verb and not an adjective. Many just repeated the 
argument that those coming from a privileged background tend to go into elite jobs. Others indicated that 
they knew what they wanted to say but were unable to articulate themselves clearly.  
 

Question 8 
There was a good attempt at summary writing noted in this year’s scripts. On the whole, candidates were 
able to identify most salient points, although many were not so able to synthesise them in their own words. 
The majority of candidates correctly traced the role that being privileged plays in achieving success in life. In 
these cases, the content was generally accurate with good syntax and correct spelling. Nonetheless, there 
were still instances when candidates quoted from the passage or just presented the summary as a string of 
fragmented sentences. This, together with writing that was well above and/or below the stipulated word 
count or was presented in a number of paragraphs led to marks being deducted. 
 

Section C 

General Comments 
As has been the case in most sessions, candidates evidence a good knowledge of the stories and, except for 

rare individual cases, responses show a degree of work has gone into preparing for this section of the 

examination. Wrong facts and misinterpretation of the stories are not the reasons why candidates tend to 

not perform as well as one hopes they would. The major shortcomings tend to indicate difficulties in selecting 

the content that best supports the question, maintaining a focus on the question and writing answers that 
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are mainly driven by argument rather than narrative. For example, attempting to summarise most of 

‘Mother’s Help’ in an essay that also expects reference to ‘The Teddy-Bears’ Picnic’ is bound to create 

difficulties.  

A number of candidates need to understand what is expected in Question 2. Some seem unaware of the 

need to focus particularly on the language in 2(a) and they write responses that are, essentially, a paraphrase 

with some quotes from the source text. Too many answers to 2(a) follow the source text in the most 

mechanistic manner or feel rather erratic. In this session, the question asked candidates to focus on the 

language that suggests the celebration. The given text is rich in this, and yet too many candidates failed to 

profit from what should have been a manageable task.  

Some essays were excessively long and did not respect the word limit set. This was often a result of 

unnecessary narration as part of the candidates’ essays.  

Question 1 
Most candidates opted for this question. It is difficult to know exactly why this was their favourite choice; 

however, the answers suggested that the amount of content these stories provide may have encouraged 

candidates to feel confident that they had enough material to answer the question. Such a conclusion could 

be drawn because too many responses were like summaries of the two stories. Very few candidates focused 

throughout their response on how the male protagonists psychologically imprison their female victims. For 

example, only a handful of candidates wrote about the different ways in which the male characters manage 

conflict and control.  In both stories, in different phases and to different degrees, the desire-resistance clash 

manifests itself at times in a rather similar manner and at other times in a very different way. What on the 

surface seems like a disagreement about the idea of a teddy-bears’ picnic, actually suggests an irreconcilable 

divide concerning maturity, aggressiveness and aspirations. It is not just Deborah not going to the picnic that 

Edwin wants from his wife. His apologies and eventual going to the picnic may be interpreted as Edwin being 

toothless in controlling Deborah, or as passive resistance that would eventually be vented in an even more 

dramatic manner later; regretably, few candidates noticed this. The murder in the end seems to help Edwin 

achieve the kind of control he attempts to have at the beginning – severing Deborah’s links with her 

childhood/part of her identity and his dominance is translated into a nightmare. Unlike Edwin, Ivan hardly 

ever clashes openly or violently with his two wives. He never goes through some progressively escalating 

anger phase that indicates the possibility of histrionic outbursts. On the contrary, he is near whimsical in 

toying with his victims. He takes time off from work to be with his child, he is generally well mannered and 

condescending towards Charlotte and Nell, but each of the two women feels and knows that the truth is 

different. The various patterns (behaviour, excuses, language) confirm this and it is this knowledge and their 

inability to detach themselves from Ivan that imprisons them. As a consequence, first Charlotte and then 

Nell become increasingly insecure in their relationship with Ivan. This is particularly true of Nell who is an 

accomplice in the murder of Charlotte and who, later as Ivan’s second wife, begins to experience the very 

same signs and patterns she knows too well. Without too much focus on the details of the events or the 

narration (at times at length) of particular incidents, it is such ideas that should have driven the answers. 

Unfortunately, this was not generally the case.  
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Question 2(a) 
As has already been mentioned in the General Comments, though the excerpt is evidently rich in language 

suggesting a celebratory mood, most of the candidates failed to profit from it not because they were 

insensitive to the various examples they could make reference to but because of an inability to answer this 

question properly. Too many answers suggested either a randomness of comments focusing on different 

parts of the excerpt or felt more like a paraphrase with quotes. The focus in this task is the language (and/or 

the author’s intention), so the response should have foregrounded the author and the language used. What 

is probably disappointing is the fact that even though this is not a very long answer, candidates still have a 

tendency to lose control of their text and immediately drift to writing a ‘safe’ response that follows the 

narrative or description of the text. 

Question 2(b) 
The short story offered candidates a number of possibilities to answer this question. For example, as a result 

of life in India and life in America, different perspectives emerge at different stages of the story such as 

Rakesh and Varma’s father-son relationship; Rakesh’s choices in life and those expressed by his parents; 

Rakesh and Varma’s understanding of happiness and quality of life; the various themes such as gratitude, 

desire, freedom, defiance or change as explored in the story. Most of these perspectives were ignored and 

answers were generally limited to the father-son-relationship. While this is obviously correct, most answers 

did show a rather limited interpretation of the question. Even worse, the father-son-relationship was often 

not explored in a manner that really shows an understanding of the dissonance between the two. Answers 

tended to gloss over the misunderstandings between the characters. At times, limited expression further 

undermined the quality of the answer. 

Note: 

A number of candidates do not separate their answers for questions (a) and (b) so that their response 
appears as a single answer on the page. Sometimes this is just a case of the candidate forgetting to number 
the answer and it is easy for markers to distinguish between one part of the answer and the other. There 
are instances, however, where candidates do not seem to be aware that they are expected to give two 
separate answers and one feels that the problem is not just one of layout on the page but because these 
candidates are assuming the two questions need to be considered and answered in one single essay.  This 
approach, generally, tends to undermine the candidate’s effort in the task. 
 

D. CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
Excellence is awarded when a candidate is able to provide interesting and engaging content that challenges 

readers. Candidates are rewarded according to how well they manipulate register while guiding their readers 

through a coherent and cohesive response / discussion / commentary. The highest level is achieved by those 

candidates who organise their ideas into topics and paragraphs while writing accurately in a consistent 

manner throughout all three sections. 

Candidates, at this level, should be able to present mature responses and insightful understanding of the 

texts and contexts produced or presented in the paper. Transference of skills demanded by the three main 

tasks ought to be evident in candidates’ responses. This year’s performance in this paper did not differ much 

from last year’s and there were candidates who demonstrated excellence in their work, like last year, but 
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there were also several who did not reach the expected level. A discerning difference is in a small group of 

candidates who significantly underperformed, which was quite unusual when compared to previous sittings. 

Chairperson 

Examination Panel 2019  

 


