
                                                                          
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF MALTA 
 

SECONDARY EDUCATION CERTIFICATE 
SEC 

 
 

 
 

ENGLISH LITERATURE 
 

May 2009 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

MATRICULATION AND SECONDARY EDUCATION CERTIFICATE 
EXAMINATIONS BOARDSEC ENGLISH LANGUAGE 

 
 
 



SEC Examiner’s Report – May 2009 
 

 2 

SEC ENGLISH LITERATURE 
MAY 2009 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 
 
Introduction  Literature reflects the various philosophies of life, the experiences of creative individuals 

and the powerful and captivating effect in the artistry writers possess. All this richness is 
enhanced by the act of reading. Time, culture and personal context alter the reading 
experience; so readers of different ages from different periods participate in a unique 
interaction with author-text-context. The SEC English Literature Examination has evolved 
and progressed to reflect these important dynamics. Another significant contributor to this 
mutation is the examiners’ report, as it builds on already established principles, highlighted 
in previous reports: ‘…the syllabus, the teaching/learning experience, the examination and 
the examiners’ report’ are to be treated as ‘channels which help the parties directly involved 
in this examination to be ‘in touch’ (Examiners’ Report, 2008).  
 
As was stressed in the past, the examination strives to uphold a strong educational principle 
based on the need to encourage learners to develop as mature, sensitive and independent 
readers. The close reading demanded by the tasks set for both Papers I and II encourages 
teachers/learners to approach the literary text in a more interactive manner and focus on the 
interface of language and literature. It should be stressed that the methodology adopted in 
the teaching of literature should continue to evolve and mature while aiming to enrich the 
learners’ experience of literature.  
 
Once again, the examiners were pleased to note that the teachers are heeding the 
comments in the report. Similarly to the past three years, there has been a marked 
improvement in both papers and a steady increase in the number of good essays was also 
evident. The papers were pitched at the right level to cater for the great majority of 
candidates’ abilities. This is the result of a thorough exercise involved in the text pre-
selection process. A number of criteria are in place when the selection is made: (1) the level 
of difficulty at literal/comprehension level; (2) the controlled level of complexity in the text’s 
narrative structure; (3) the proximity of the subject/theme with the candidates’ age-group; (4) 
the candidates’ accessibility to the level of literariness. 
 
Echoing the performance in Paper I in recent years, there was a positive result for Paper I 
as the average mark was close for both texts. In their comments, examiners have observed 
this and confirmed that the unseen texts were accessible to the great majority of the 
candidates – both Option 2A and 2B. A more detailed analysis of the separate sections 
attempted by the candidates will follow the Table of Distribution of Grades. 
 
The examiners have included the following suggestions: 
 
While an awareness of a variety of literary devices is expected, predetermined sets of 
comments and observations on potential ‘effects’ should be discouraged. The literary 
experience should be a gradually increasing awareness leading to a mature individual 
decision on the possible ‘effects’ the devices might have on the candidates as readers. 
 
While examiners do not wish to read excessively long essays with much irrelevant material, 
they do expect a well-developed essay of reasonable length. 
 
A good essay consists of a number of paragraphs each with one particular idea developed 
and supported with evidence from the text. Examiners will not award a good mark to an 
essay consisting of an interminable paragraph or a string of short undeveloped paragraphs. 
 
Quotations should be integrated in the sentence. Quotations thrown in without being related 
to the preceding context are not likely to impress the examiners. In prose, candidates 
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should quote short phrases and integrate them in the sentence or make close references to 
the text. 
 
The first paragraph should focus on the question. Starting the essay with a set piece in 
praise of the author is a waste of time and effort. 
 
The most important aspects that the examiner looks for in the English Literature 
examination are whether candidates have read the text carefully and with sensitivity and 
whether they are able to focus on one aspect of it. For example, in Animal Farm, the most 
important aspect is the story of these animals; the references to the Bolshevik revolution are 
of secondary importance. 
 
Unfortunately, some candidates fail to read the question carefully and answer only part of 
the question, thus losing valuable marks as a result of carelessness. 
 
 

STATISTICAL 
DATA 

The table below summarises the distribution of Grades for Options 2A and 2B 
 
Distribution of Grades 
 

Grade 2A 2B Total % 
1 106  106 3.6 
2 187  187 6.3 
3 449  449 15.2 
4 435 144 579 19.6 
5 328 204 532 18 
6  166 166 5.6 
7  210 210 7.1 
U 316 311 627 21.2 
Absent 21 76 97 3.3 
Total 1842 1111 2953 100 

 
 
 

PAPER 1 
 
SECTION A 
 
General 
Comments 

What seems to have emerged from the answers is that the coaching in literary devices is 
gradually emerging as a systematic standard response, which does not always reflect the 
text in focus. Thus, the response fails to mirror the candidates’ ‘true’ sensitivity and 
awareness of literature. In fact, the examiners noted that there was evidence in this year’s 
Paper I where most candidates scored highly on the questions involving labelling literary 
devices, but scored rather poorly on the questions requiring a more personal reaction to the 
underlying theme in the unseen texts. 
 
The poem, Slow Reader, was about a theme to which all the candidates could relate. The 
subject matter was accessible to the candidates and generally, the questions reflected a 
gradual increase in challenge which distinguished the variety of abilities expected at SEC 
level. As expected, the candidates could understand the basic concepts present in the 
poem and grasped the difficulties a child may experience when reading is concerned. Most 
candidates could distinguish between the child and the adult 
 
An important remark the examiners included in their comments was that candidates seem to be 
fairly familiar with the appropriate literary terms, but very few manage to comment effectively on 
the function of the devices. It is imperative that the candidates do not compartmentalise their 
knowledge of literature into small packets to be retrieved upon the mention of figure of speech. 
There should be a shift towards a deeper understanding of the device as used in the text 
concerned rather than a generic answer that might be relevant to  
the context. 
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Specific 
Comments 

 

•  The majority of the students answered the first part of the question correctly. However, there 
were quite a significant number of candidates who seemed to encounter difficulty with this 
question. In the second part, many candidates opted for the correct answer by referring to 
the persona as an adult. Some were confused by who the persona really is in the poem. 
This was evident by the amount of candidates who either got it wrong or chose one answer 
and then crossed it out to opt for the other. This seemed to show they were having second 
thoughts. Since the boy also played a major role in the unfolding of the poem, the 
candidates might have got the impression that the persona meant protagonist rather than 
the speaker in the poem. 
 

 
•  

 
The majority of the candidates gave suitable quotes for this answer. 
  

•  Many candidates correctly referred to the slowing down of the poem’s rhythm through the 
use of the long vowels, which mimicked the boy’s discomfort while attempting to read and 
the slow passage of time. Some picked on the fact that these long vowels also portrayed the 
reluctance of the boy to read. Some mentioned the alliteration/consonance to be found in 
these words but failed to develop it further and did not explain the effect.  
 

•  Almost all candidates gave the right quote as answer for the first part of the question. There 
was a variety of quotes, ranging from the basic one (like an old man) to full phrases. It is in 
the second part of the question that a number of candidates faltered. Many simply 
paraphrased the quote by stating that the poet wanted to show that the boy was feeling like 
an old man. This answer failed to illustrate clearly the effect of this simile. Some rightly 
mentioned that the boy felt tired, weak, overwhelmed, like an old man when faced with a 
difficulty. Others focused on the ‘shaking’ of the head which for them felt exactly the way an 
elderly person would move his/her head. Furthermore, some candidates correctly 
mentioned the wisdom the young boy was showing for his age in recognising that he had a 
problem with reading. 
 
Overall, from the responses given, it seems that candidates are still finding difficulty in 
expressing the “effect” of figures of speech in a poem. They are able to summarize or put 
into their own words the simile but still unable to elicit the message that a poet might want to 
transmit through the use of a particular figure of speech. It seems that the “what” (What 
device is the poet using?) still seems to be the main focus of analysis rather than the “why” 
(Why did the poet choose this particular device?). 
 

•  This question was split into three parts. For the first part, although the majority of responses 
indicated that a metaphor was the dominant figure of speech in these lines, others seemed 
to have a difficulty recognizing the figures of speech from the actual quotes. These were 
totally confused by the fact that animals were mentioned and they thought personification 
was the dominant device; probably because they related the word shying (not shying away) 
to the human emotion.  
 
In the next part, most candidates provided the appropriate answer. Interestingly enough, 
those candidates who had selected the wrong figure of speech in the earlier part still quoted 
the right words for this answer. The main pitfall for these candidates was the usual ‘partial-
quote’. Candidates would simply quote: ‘a white eyed colt’, ‘shying from the bit’, ‘a fish’ and 
other variations on these quotes. 
 
The final part mainly depended on labelling correctly the figure of speech in 5a. Many rightly 
stated that this figure of speech showed how the boy felt really free and alive once he was 
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not being asked to read anymore. They pointed out the contrast between the dead feeling 
the boy had while reading and the spirited young boy who went back to his games as if he 
was returning home. Others who chose the simile of the colt explained how this simile 
emphasised the boy’s fear and reluctance to learn to read. 
 
Those who opted for personification gave the wrong answer for this question as they 
focused on the fact that animals were being given human qualities. Some literally translated 
‘shying from the bit’ as the ‘horse feeling embarrassed’ and therefore they explained that the 
horse was being attributed a human feeling. The fact that the fish wanted to go back home 
was also understood as a human emotion and failed to elaborate. 
 
What is also interesting to note is that there were a number of candidates who wrote about 
the function of a metaphor in general. 
 

•  It was interesting to note that quite a good number of candidates did point out that the poem 
was modern and observed the following: the irregular number of syllables in verses; the 
irregular number of lines in the two stanzas; the absence of a rhyme scheme; the poem is 
written in simple modern English. A handful gave answers that did not make sense at all, 
like quoting lines from the poem which had no relevance. 
 

•  There were some acceptable answers, but very few combined the explanation with the 
function. Many candidates felt that the adult was very caring and understating towards the 
boy. They also pointed out that the parent figure was very patient and did not place 
unnecessary pressure on the boy, but allowed him space to follow his own wishes.  
A number of candidates’ responses gave the point of view of the boy’s feelings towards 
reading and playing rather than the attitude of the adult towards the boy. They seem to have 
understood that the question was asking them to give an impression of the boy rather than 
that of the adult. 
 

•  As many answers which demand creative writing from candidates, this proved to be a 
challenge. Some candidates merely chose to paste together a number of quotes and simply 
paraphrase them. One important detail which emerged was that candidates did not make a 
distinction between the words “contrast” and “compare”. This was very clear when they 
simply chose similes and focused on the similarities rather than the differences that these 
underlined. For example, some candidates chose ‘he toyed with words … as gristly meat’ 
and in support to this answer, they simply said that the boy played around with words 
because he was finding it difficult to read. They mainly focused on the comparison between 
words and cold meat; that words felt like chewy meat for the boy. Unfortunately, they did not 
contrast this with the intelligence the boy shows in playing and creating ‘fabulous machines’, 
in ‘invent games’ and so on. Consequently, this meant that although some candidates wrote 
at length, they obviously did not give the answer which was expected of them. 
 

  
 
 

SECTION B 
 
General 
Comments 

First and foremost, as per the criteria set for text selection, the passage did not present a 
quiz element at the comprehension level and invited candidates to go beyond the literal 
level, thus permitting different levels of understanding depending on the candidate’s ability. 
In this sense, the evidence from the candidates’ responses confirms that the choice of 
passage this year has satisfied these criteria and achieved these targets.  
 
There is no doubt that very few of the candidates (even those whose overall performance in 
the examination was eventually lacking) failed to understand the basic story line in the text. 
At the story level, the only problems that some candidates had were that because of the 
emphasis on the trees at the beginning of the passage, they thought that the grandfather 
and the boy sheltered under the trees and some failed to understand that the boy was not 
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superstitious and he did not consider the star as an omen of death. 
 
The questions were the right mixture, testing various levels of understanding and sensitivity. 
Questions 1 – 4 tested the candidates’ understanding of the content and most of them did 
very well; questions 5 – 8 were demanding as they tested the candidates’ appreciation of 
the author’s literary style.  
 
 

Specific 
Comments 

 

1 All three parts of this question were generally answered correctly.  
 

2 The figure of speech was correctly identified and the example was also correct.  
 

3 Most candidates answered this question correctly. However, some candidates mistook the 
word ‘change’ for ‘contrast’. Besides, quite a good number did not realise that the question 
called for two separate changes, one in (i) and one in (ii). Where markers found changes 
indicated or implied by reading the two parts together, they awarded the mark/s. 
 

4 The majority of the candidates answered the question correctly and referred to the boy’s 
feeling of joy. The markers allowed for a range of feelings so long as they reflected or were 
associated with ‘joy’. Several students showed their limited vocabulary and used words like 
‘shock’, ‘anxious’ and ‘worried’, which have a negative connotation. For example: ‘The boy 
was very happy and anxious…’ Unfortunately, a number of option B candidates gave a 
vague answer, simply stating that it is for emphasis (spelt ‘emfasy’). Other variations were: 
‘to make sure the grandfather heard him’; ‘the boy was superstitious’. 
 

5 Only a few candidates gave an answer that went beyond the literal level and these were 
awarded full marks. While the majority explained the reference to ‘whispers’, fewer were 
able to see why the trees were ‘purple’. Only a few went a step further to explain that these 
words are being used to create an eerie atmosphere. 
 

6 The question was well answered on the whole, which suggests that the candidates had a 
good overall view of the extract. However, this question showed that several candidates are 
unable to pinpoint and write in a concise way key ideas retrieved from the passage. Many, 
even among the better candidates, resorted to summarising the extract and had the margins 
all round the page to include all the material. Some failed to link sweating to fear and others 
said that the boy was sweating because he was jumping in the pool.  
In such questions, examiners look for precision and accuracy.  
 

7 This question was the most difficult and discriminating. There were two pitfalls. Several 
candidates resorted to retelling the sentences and changing some of the words; and a good 
number tended to associate length with time – that the grandfather has lived long and now 
has little time left. Many answers were no more than a paraphrase. Very few empathised 
with the grandfather and followed his train of thoughts as he looked back to his life. Fewer 
still saw the sense of finality that overcame him. Few were awarded full marks for this 
question 
 

8 This question gave the candidates an opportunity to try to examine in detail the way good 
literature works. The examiners deliberately restricted the question to a few lines so that the 
candidates could analyse them in some depth. There were two key parts in this question: 
the boy’s impression of the storm and how he tried to avoid it, but many candidates referred 
to only one part. Unfortunately, most candidates resorted to either paraphrasing the relevant 
part with an occasional comment/personal response or writing a string of quotes from the 
extract. The markers awarded 2/3 marks for such answers. When the thought of home was 
mentioned the significance of mother and home was not indicated. Others said that the 
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author uses descriptive words without giving any examples. Only a small minority of 
candidates showed an understanding of the differences between the ‘what’ (content) and 
the ‘how’ (stylistic) and an awareness that in a literary work the author is manipulating words 
to create specific effects. 
 

  
 
 

PAPER IIA 
 
General 
Comments 

Most teachers opted for Macbeth as can be seen from the number of candidates in both 
Option A and B who answered questions on this play. Generally speaking, candidates 
appear to have been well prepared as can be seen from a good number of their answers. 
However, though candidates are aware of the different themes in the play, they lack the 
ability to select the relevant parts of the play that illustrate a particular theme. This was 
mostly noticeable in the 2B candidates. Teachers could focus on coaching students to 
analyse themes. 
 
There was a balanced choice distribution between the number of 2A candidates who 
answered questions on Twelfth Night and Burning Everest and Mariza’s Story; while with 
the 2B candidates, there were more answers on Twelfth Night than on Burning Everest. A 
handful of both Option A and B candidates answered questions on The Glass Menagerie. 
The Long and The Short and The Tall was not attempted by any 2A candidates and only a 
few 2B candidates chose to answer the questions on this play. 
 
Many answers were well-structured and went beyond a mere narrative; they focused on the 
question and there was no evidence of prepared answers that were simply reproduced for 
the exam. 
 
Even though the number of well-structured essays is on the increase, some candidates still 
fail to write a good introduction. Some candidates need to be aware of an appropriate 
register and avoid using colloquial vocabulary like ”gonna” and “guy” in a literature essay. 
 
Regrettably, the poetry section suffered considerably in this year’s session. It seems that 
the progress noted in the past three years has been stalled. The set poems introduced in 
this year’s syllabus should have served as an impetus to consolidate the good work that had 
been noted where few select poems were prepared. The analysis of a number of the set 
poems requires a closer reading and better awareness of the employment of poetic devices 
across the board.  
 
The introduction of the new titles as prescribed texts for the Prose section seems to have 
commenced a shift in preference. Although the most popular text remains Animal Farm, 
there was a move in the direction of The Other Side of Truth where candidates seem to 
empathise with the children who are victims of a politically oppressed country and a society 
reluctant to accept cultural diversity. King of Shadows and The Time Machine were less 
popular; in fact, very few candidates attempted the questions. However, the least popular 
text was Private Peaceful as only a handful of candidates chose to answer questions about 
it. Even though Roald Dahl’s short stories remain quite popular, candidates still have a 
problem in presenting a coherent discussion in their essays. They often resort to narrating 
the events. 
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Specific 
Comments 
 
DRAMA 

 

1 For (a), many responses were correct in that they gave the right facts which led Duncan to 
say these words. Some answers went beyond facts and mentioned the irony of investing 
Macbeth with the title of a traitor when he would prove to be the same in the near future. 
 
Many candidates gave detailed answers for (b) which focused on the close and trusting 
relationship that existed between Duncan and Macbeth. They pointed out the possibility of a 
blood relation between the two, the loyalty of a subject towards his king, the divine right of a 
king and also the fact that they were such close friends. 
 
Finally, some of the responses for (c) were encouraging as these connected the excerpt 
with many different parts of the play, which correctly indicated that the theme of deception 
was one of the important main themes in the play. However, there were others who could 
not make the fine distinction between betrayal and deception and focused purely on 
betrayal. One must bear in mind that there is an element in common between the two. My 
impression is that, since the extract started with an example of betrayal, the students were 
misled into thinking that they had to develop this theme. Those who focused on deception 
very often did not refer to how Duncan was deceived by the location of Macbeth’s castle. 
Unfortunately, many ended up narrating too much of one incident when they should have 
kept this to a minimum illustration of their argument.  
 

2 Answers to this question went into great detail about the two meetings between Macbeth 
and the witches. It was unfortunate that once again, students fell into the narrative trap of 
giving too much detail and summarising the scenes. This narration lost the focus of the 
essay, which supposed to indicate how far the supernatural contributed to Macbeth’s 
downfall. Many students just gave the fact that the witches manipulated Macbeth as the only 
reason for his downfall. This type of answer totally lacked any analysis as it degenerated 
into a detailed explanation of each apparition that appeared in front of Macbeth rather than 
discussing the question. Candidates who gave this type of answer usually ignored the role 
of Macbeth’s own ‘vaulting ambition’ and the fact that he had already discussed the 
possibility of eliminating Duncan before with Lady Macbeth. This is very evident in the way 
Lady Macbeth tells him, ‘when you durst do it, then you were a man’ (Act1, Sc 7), which 
brings us to a second detail that some of the answers failed to mention: the role of Lady 
Macbeth. Whether it is through her love for her husband or her ambition, Macbeth’s wife 
surely pushes her husband to a place he had never dared to go. Further still, the fact that it 
was Macbeth who chose to visit the witches the second time totally was missed by some of 
the candidates who opted for this question. 
 

3 This question proved to be popular among the students and their responses proved to be 
adequate. This type of question does not demand too much analysis but merely knowledge 
of the main events of the play and the changes which the main character goes through as 
the play develops. This makes it clear why many students decided to choose this question. 
Such questions further show that candidates are adequately equipped with knowledge of 
facts of the play’s main events but not to filter and apply it to a response. The main 
disappointment about candidates’ answers was the lack of adequate quotes. Some answers 
did contain quotes but they were merely there as appendages and not as direct illustrations 
of arguments candidates were making in their responses. 
 

4 The extract was not always sufficiently placed in context. Most were able to point out 
Olivia’s attraction for Cesario, but often her admission of deceit and the resulting shame 
were ignored. There were also irrelevant introductions, often about themes. 
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(b) Was mainly focused but sketchy at times. 
 
Answers for (c) were good on the comic effect in Malvolio, less so on the Duke. Some wrote 
about the comical effect on both. 
 

5 Answers were better at showing Malvolio’s wish to improve his social status than Maria’s  
 

6 The best answers were on this question. Candidates were aware of the complications 
arising as a result of mistaken identity. Some answers referred to the trick played on 
Malvolio but this was not relevant to the question. 
 

7 Very good answers for this question. This question demanded a description of the 
characters of the three individuals as it emerges in their different reactions to the capture of 
the Japanese soldier. Candidates aptly responded to this question as they had to give a 
character impression. Unfortunately, there were candidates who were unable to spell the 
characters’ names correctly and others who confused one character with another. There 
were some candidates who went beyond the mere narration of facts and aptly quoted from 
the play to illustrate each point that they wrote in their response. 
 

8 This question confused some of the candidates who opted to respond to it. Students 
thought that the question was asking them to discuss how the Japanese soldier was as 
much of a human being the soldiers were after all. Such responses went totally out of point 
as this was not the focus of this question. In fact, the question was asking the candidates to 
focus on those elements apart from the Japanese army which proved antagonistic to the 
soldiers. Responses could have included different points like fellow soldiers who acted as 
bullies, the environment in which the soldiers were living, the inexperience of some of the 
soldiers and other factors. 
 

9 Responses were essentially similar to Question 7 and the same comments apply. 
 

10 Few answered this question and the responses were not really focused and one candidate 
wrote more about Mr. Wingfield than an answer to the question. 
 

11 Few candidates answered this question and those who did, discussed the symbolic 
meaning of the unicorn. 
 

12 Only 2 candidates answered this question and the essays were rather inadequate. 
 

13 Candidates who chose this question gave an overall character impression of Miranda. Only 
a few linked the quote used in the question to the response they gave. The answers 
adequately gave snapshots form the play to indicate how Miranda took care of Jim even 
though he was cruel and indifferent to her in the beginning. Once again some of the 
responses were merely summaries of the main events rather than these events acting as 
illustrations to the main arguments that candidates should have made in the essays. 
Candidates prefer to narrate events rather than discuss them and use them as examples to 
make a point in their essay. 
 

14 There were some good responses to this question. Candidates were able to refer to the 
main ways utilised by different characters to be able to survive their harsh reality. As 
mentioned in the comments for Question 13, even here candidates resorted to narration. 
 

15 Some candidates were able to bring out the significance of these two symbolic acts for Jim 
and Mariza. Many candidates clearly brought out the process through which the characters 
went from the initial focusing of their love on their mothers, the various experiences through 
which each character goes to shift perspective and then finally their acceptance of a 
different kind of love and a new interaction. Once again, narratives formed the major part of 
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the answers with sparse use of quotes. Some candidates insisted of focusing on one of the 
plays only, mainly Burning Everest which obviously meant they left half of the question 
unanswered. 
 

  
  
PROSE  
 Note that the following note is a general observation of the questions selected for King of 

Shadows.  
 

1 
 
2 
 
 

Many of the candidates who chose this book wrote satisfactory and good essays. They 
showed that they liked the novel and understood the basic relations, especially the relations 
between Nathan and his father and between Nathan and Shakespeare and how the two are 
inter-related. However, they seem to have found it difficult to understand what actually 
happens in the ‘Nathan Field-switch’ and the reason for it. Most of the candidates who 
chose the first question concentrated exclusively on the father-son relationship; some of the 
candidates who chose the second question failed to explain adequately the healing process 
implied in Arby’s words. 
 

3 A very small number of candidates opted for this question. Most of them touched on the 
notion of regression (as opposed to progression); and the obvious disappointment of the TT 
on discovering such a state. The essays were mostly narrative and as a whole, acceptable 
but not exceptional. 
 

4 Those few candidates who chose to answer this question did well on the whole.  They 
mentioned the idea that he had to fight to survive, but again, there was not enough deriving 
from these essays. 
 

5 A good number of scripts focused on these short stories.  Unfortunately, a number of 
candidates did not focus on the characteristics of short story writing so much—many wrote 
down some comparisons between the stories themselves without delving into the writing 
technique.  This question presented two difficulties. First, the question asked the candidates 
to write about ‘characteristics’ but this was sometimes mistaken for ‘characters’ or ‘themes’. 
Secondly, it asked for characteristics typical of short stories, which do not include 
‘interesting characters’ or ‘theme of revenge’. However, for those who did attempt to focus 
on the ‘characteristics’, the most popular feature was the twist at the end of each story.  
 
Possibly, had they chosen Question 6, they would have had much more to discuss. It shows 
that most of them did not choose the question which suited them best. On a more positive 
note, there was a number of valuable entries – good expression and high end content – 
which were a head above the rest, scoring even as much as 15.  The average essay for 
number 5 managed the 9-10 mark. 
 

6 The majority of candidates opted for this question, probably because it seemed more 
straightforward, and the candidates were more focused on the theme. They could 
concentrate on one short story and most candidates seemed to have a clear idea of what is 
going on in the Landlady’s ‘Bed and Breakfast’. The key words in the question – ‘safe’ and 
‘danger’ were identified and used as a guide to focus on the question. However, many 
candidates did not appreciate the subtlety of Roald Dahl’s writing and failed to distinguish 
between the overall view of the reader and the limited awareness of Billy Weaver.  
 

7 Not as popular as question 7. A number of candidates managed to strike a balance and 
discuss how Mollie and Benjamin are essential to the message of the novel. A small number 
of them did not have a clue as to who Mollie is and consequently, the whole essay was 
weak and superficial. Moreover, a number of essays consistently commented that Mollie did 
the right thing in leaving Animal Farm as in this way she escaped being betrayed by the pigs 
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and that ultimately she was better off than the rest of the animals. Unfortunately, such an 
interpretation can appear valid at face value but when one considers the overall message of 
the novel, it fails to note that Mollie was also a betrayer in her selfishness. Mollie left 
because she only sought her own self advantage and did not care about the fate of other 
animals. In fact, this example is one of the many instances which reveal that very few 
compared the animals in focus with the groups of people during the Russian revolution. As 
a result, the underlying message in the novel was not put into focus.  
 

8 On a general note, this was the most popular book and most of the candidates seemed to 
be well prepared for the examination since they new the story well and understood the 
background. Unfortunately, many tended to include historical allusions, sometimes too 
many, when these were not called for. However, generally the questions were well 
answered and it was a pleasure to read a number of them that showed careful and sensitive 
reading of the text.  
 
In the first question, the best marks were awarded to candidates who focused on ‘factors’ 
that contributed to the failure, with special reference to the greed for material benefits of the 
pigs. Some candidates showed they are not aware of the literary conventions of the fable.  
  

9 Note the general comment preceding the specific reference to Question 8. 
Candidates who answered this question showed a good understanding of the ways that lies 
are made to seem the truth and the role of Squealer in this transformation. There was a 
tendency to resort to speculation, an approach which should not be encouraged.  
 

10 Only one candidate answered this question. 
11 No answer 
12 A good number of candidates chose this book and most of them answered the first 

question. On the whole, the candidates showed an understanding of the novel but failed to 
untangle the various strands in it and write about one particular ‘element’ without bringing in 
too much of the story line. For example, some did not distinguish between ‘absence of 
adults’ and ‘dependence on strangers’. Those who chose ‘political oppression’ did not 
expand on the situation in Nigeria to include the hanging of the writer Ken Saro-Wiwa. 
‘Cultural changes’ proved a difficult aspect, though a few wrote well about the children’s 
shock on encountering racism. 
 

13 This was the least popular question. The ‘voices of the mother’ were probably not noticed by 
candidates who read the novel only once. However, the candidates who opted for this 
question did a good write up and mentioned many valid points.  It showed that they studied 
the text well, and were able to back up comments with the proverbs themselves. 

  
 

  
PAPER IIB 
 
General 
Comments 
 

The Paper B candidates seemed to have made a visible improvement. There were very few 
empty booklets and a smaller amount of superficial and limited answers. Many attempted 
the questions and it seems, put their best foot forward. This is promising and encouraging to 
both teachers and students who are making an effort. 

Specific 
Comments 
 
DRAMA 

 

1 Not a popular question with candidates. It seems that Malcolm is not as focused upon as a 
character as the other main characters normally are. This is unfortunate as Malcolm proves 
to be as a leader not only in direct contrast to Macbeth but also to his kind and trusting 
father, Duncan. Malcolm shrewdly does not accept Macduff at face value when the latter 
comes to invite him to form an army to regain his rightful throne and get rid of Macbeth. 
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2  Candidates gave good responses to this question. Many answers were able to link the 

themes and also to recognise that many times these overlapped in the different incidents 
that occurred in the play. Answers contained adequate references to the play which were 
used to show how these themes were explored by Shakespeare. 
 

3 Many candidates chose this question. The majority of the responses took the form of a 
summary of the main murders of the play. As usual, candidates focused on the events 
themselves and explained them in detail rather than used them to show the confusion that 
these murders were creating in the country. 
 

4 Only a handful answered this question. The comic episode chosen was mostly the trick 
played on Malvolio. Candidates could narrate the episode satisfactorily but could not 
indicate its importance in the play. 
 

5 Few candidates attempted this question. The favourite characters were Orsino and 
Malvolio; however, these were superficially drawn. 
 

6 The very few candidates who attempted this question produced a brief summary of the plot, 
thus showing no attempt to indicate any interesting elements. 
 

7 The few candidates who opted for this question gave personal responses but did not 
adequately back them up from the text to show how the play had resonated with his/her 
reality. 
 

8 There were very few candidates who chose this question and their response was reduced to 
brief detail about the three characters and only vaguely focused on how each character 
reacted to the Japanese soldier. 
 

9 The extremely few candidates who decided to focus on this question summarised the 
different scenes which they found striking and gave adequate reasons why they found them 
to be so. 
 

10 Only 5 candidates answered this question, but they obviously did not understand why Tom’s 
attitude towards his sister is different from his attitude towards his mother 
 

11 Of the 3 questions on this play, this was the most popular. The favourite episode was that of 
the gentleman caller. Candidates could relate the episode but not all were able to explain its 
importance. 
 

12 Only 3 candidates answered this. Jim’s realism was superficially treated and one of the 3 
simply related an episode. 
 

13 Some of the candidates who chose this question did not take time to read the question well 
as they did not realise that the responses had to exclude Jim as a character to be 
discussed. In fact, some candidates did not do well in this question because they chose to 
answer about Jim. But overall, most of the responses were adequate. 
 

14 There were some good responses to this question. Many candidates summarised the main 
incidents from the play which showed how the rich people mistreated the street people. 
 

15 Many candidates opted for this question as this gave them scope to show their knowledge 
about both plays and they probably felt they had more to write about. Adequate summaries 
of different episodes from the plays formed the bulk of the answers. Some candidates, 
unfortunately, mixed up the character of Miranda from one play with that of Mariza from the 
other and therefore, ended up with the wrong responses for half of their essay. 
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PROSE  
1 Few candidates chose this question. It is surprising that even though they were given the 

opportunity to show a personal response, they resorted to narrating ‘interesting parts’ 
instead of pointing out some interesting qualities of the novel. 
 

2 Most candidates chose this question. The main problem was to choose a distinct 
‘experience’ without resorting to summarising much of the story. It was surprising that no 
one chose a clear-cut experience like bear-baiting which is so important in the novel with its 
connection with ‘the pool of blood’. 
 

3 Only a handful of candidates tackled this question. Most of them touched on the main 
points, but the level was not adequate. The essays were not long enough, and so the 
commentary remained vague. Their seemed to be very little analysis of the story, on the 
whole. 
 

4 There were only 2 essays answers and these were rather limited as they had little analysis 
whatsoever. 
 

5 Roald Dahl’s short stories are relatively easy to understand but rather difficult to write about. 
They have a subtlety in narration and a fine, sometimes dry, humour that do not easily lend 
themselves to explanations and essay writing. Candidates who chose this question, chose a 
variety of short stories but very few made an effort to explain what they found funny in them. 
Most candidates wrote a summary of the short story with a sentence at the end giving a 
reason why the story is funny. Candidates need to be coached to avoid this ‘routine’ 
approach to these short stories. 
 

6 Similar as the comment above, few candidates focused on the key words ‘why’ and ‘risk’ in 
the question and gave a straightforward account of the short stories. 
 

7 This book proved accessible to candidates with a wide range of abilities since it can be read 
at various levels. In this question, candidates had much material to choose from and the 
examiners expected only a selection of the many ways in which the pigs took advantage of 
the other animals. High marks were awarded to candidates who focused on ways such as 
manipulation, terror, deception and re-writing of the commandments (which incidentally are 
seven and not ten). 
 

8 There were some good answers to this question since candidates had to focus on two 
specific characters. The favourite were Napoleon, Snowball and Boxer, but there was also 
some good writing on Major and Mollie.  
 

9 Only 1 candidate attempted this novel and this question. It was a fairly good attempt and 
many points were mentioned 
 

10 No answer 
 

11 The candidates who chose this novel showed a good understanding of the story and of 
hardships experienced by Sade and Femi. In this question, the main difficulty was in 
identifying two separate ‘experiences’ without ending up summarising briefly half the novel. 
Besides, few candidates focused on the key phrase ‘how they affected the children’. The 
candidate who did so, however, clearly empathised with these black children alone in a 
white country. 
 

12 This question was about a particular incident in the novel and therefore candidates who 
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chose it could focus on the help offered by Mr Seven O’Clock. It was heartening to note the 
awareness shown by a few candidates of the different reactions of a democratic (British) 
and totalitarian (Nigerian) government to reports in the media. 

 
 

 

 
 
POETRY 

 

 This section, as in previous reports, is pertinent to both Option A and B. It addresses the 
most general problems in relation to this section. The expectations in Poetry as indicated for 
many years by the syllabus permitted a free choice in the selection of poems prepared by 
candidates for this examination. It is no secret that this freedom allowed by the syllabus 
limited the setters in the type of questions they could possibly include in the papers. Setters 
could never ask about specific poems, poets, themes etc. to realistically offer candidates a 
fair choice. There is no doubt that while candidates would have studied a number of poems 
throughout their English Literature course, many were probably wise enough to focus on the 
notes of two or three poems for examination purposes. The current syllabus for poetry has 
revisited this situation and expected candidates to be well prepared on a number of poems 
for the examination (and not just two or three).  This change has reflected in the general 
tendency of the responses for poetry in this year’s examination.   
 
In previous sessions, too many ‘essays’ were essentially nothing more than the physical 
collation of two independent and unrelated paragraphs/write-ups on two separate poems. 
Very few of the essays used to evidence interest by the candidates in ‘bridging’ the two 
poems in discussion.  Teachers/Learners should note that the nature of the questions has 
changed permitting the inclusion of questions that specifically ask for a sense of similarity or 
contrast between one poem and another. Responses to such questions that are nothing 
more than two unrelated paragraphs do/will not work equally well now. One can understand 
that change needs time to happen and markers have to and will initially make allowances 
for this change to occur, however, it is best to underscore the point immediately. 
 
As in previous years, there was a persistent omission of the poetry section. Candidates 
should be reminded that such omission could drastically cause their final mark to be 
lowered. 
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