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SEC FRENCH 
MAY 2008 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 

1. General  
   
1.1 Registration for Examination  
   
 1192 candidates registered for Paper A and 762 candidates registered for Paper B. This represents an 

overall drop of 143 candidates when compared to 2007. 
 

   
1.2 Attendance for Examination  
   
 In Paper A , 5 (out of 1192) candidates failed to attend for all or part of the examination, whereas for 

Paper B: the number of candidates was 41 (out of 762).  This figure represents those candidates who 
did not turn up for any session of the examination. 

 

   
1.3 Punctuality  
   
 Another positive trend was registered in punctuality of candidates for their sessions, especially on the 

day when dictations and listening comprehensions were held.  The number of late arrivals was this 
year insignificant.  

 

   
1.4 Overall Performance  
   
1.4.1 Grades awarded were distributed as follows:  
   

Grade 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 U Abs Total  
Paper A 123 286 373 175 167 - - 63 5 1192  

% of 1192 10.3 24 31.2 14.7 14 - - 5.3 0.4   
Paper B - - - 125 223 156 91 126 41 762  

% of 762 - - - 16.4 29.3 20.5 12 16.5 5.4   
Total 123 286 373 300 390 156 91 189 46 1954  

% of 1954 6.3 14.6 19 15.3 20 8 4.6 9.7 2.4   
   
 This year’s marks compared very favourably with marks obtained in 2007, with fluctuations of +/- 1% 

compensating for each other along the continuum. 
 

   
1.4.2 The table below shows the mean scores of candidates in the different exercises proposed by the 

examination. 
 

   

  

ORAL 
LECT & 

JDR 
/15 

DICTEE 
/10 

COMPR. 
DE  

L’ORAL 
/10 

CULTURE  
 ET CIV. 

/15 

DOCUMENT 
AUTH. 

/10 

COMPR. 
DE 

L’ECRIT 
/20 

TACHE  
/20 

 
TOTAL 

 
 

 PAPER A 10.1 6.1 7.3 10.9 8.2 11.5 10.9 64.4 
 PAPER B 7.7 4.0 5.8 7.0 7.6 11.0 7.0 46.0 

   
 Perusal of means obtained in 2007 shows a one percent drop in the mean mark for the Dictation (both 

A and B) , which has been compensated for by a one percent rise in the mark for the Written 
Comprehension (both A and B). 
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2. Analysis of tasks set  
   
2.1 Dictation  
   
 5 different texts which originated from the same source were presented.  As far as possible, an effort 

has been made to ensure the level of difficulty of the content required was equal in all cases, and very 
often the same item or part of speech appeared throughout, although in different contexts.   An effort 
was also made to represent the grammatical acquisition expected of the candidates after 5 years of 
studying the subject, with a careful gradation of items ranging from the most simple of prepositions up 
to more complicated cases. 

 

   
 The mean scores for Paper A candidates fell by 1.6 marks and those for candidates taking Paper B fell 

by 1 mark.  An analysis of the mistakes encountered is essential if standards achieved in this domain 
are to be maintained. 

 

   
 To begin with, candidates should notice that the dictation as presented here is an exercise in text 

logic  which necessitates reflection and experience in reading rather than senseless memorisation of 
words.  

 

   
 At the same time, candidates may benefit from a discussion of the following categories of mistakes.  

The first, most obvious and most frustrating, is the extremely common case where the candidate 
obviously knows the correct version but has failed to put things right at the critical moment: 

 

   
 - c’était rendered as c’étais   
 - je n’étais rendered as je n’était   
 - ils disaient rendered as ils disait  
      
 These are all marks simply down the drain, mistakes which keep recurring year in year out, and which 

a conscious effort on the part of the candidates would definitely help in doing away with.  One also 
notes areas for refinement which persist, especially a certain need for aural discrimination: 

 

   
 - mois rendered as moins  
 - quand  rendered as comme  
 - qui rendered as que  
      
 Not to mention : petite (rendered as « petit »).  This again indicates lack of awareness of the text.  One 

dares not imagine that the candidate in question does not know the difference between the two! 
 

   
 Further, the frequency of certain mistakes reveals unfamiliarity with items which are not encountered 

very frequently: 
 

   
 - an arrivant given for en arrivant  
 - nouvelle given for nouvel (practically no one getting it right!)  
 - ce lui given for celui  
      
 At the same time, the usual spelling mistakes resurfaced : beacoup ; a (à) ; se (ce) ; apartment ; 

silance ; trés ; frére ; 
 

   
 Strangely, quite a number of this year’s candidates seemed to have problems with the pluperfect : with 

all the variations of « mes sœurs avaient organisé », ; and  « avaient continué » cropping up at one 
point or another! On the other hand, it was surprising that the absolute majority of students knew that 
before an infinitive the negative would be “ne pas” … this made up for the disappointment of the 
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obvious error of giving “des” instead of  “de” in “pas de courants d’air”. 
 
 

   
 There is obviously a technical side to the preparation of a dictation: students will definitely benefit from 

a discussion of “frequent errors” , and from making a list of their own personal “favourite slips”.  At the 
same time, candidates will definitely profit from learning to make good use of the final few minutes 
when they are revising their work.    One also needs to impress the fact upon candidates that they 
should not be “reading” the dictation at this point but reflecting on the morpho-syntactic relationships 
which they can (learn to) identify and acting upon their reasoning and conclusions. If this is not what is 
happening during those last few minutes allowed for revision, the candidate will be at a loss and more 
harm than good can be done if he/she simply throws in a few accents for good measure. 

 

   
2.2 Listening Comprehension  
   
 As in previous years, the listening comprehensions were structured in a similar way both in format, in 

the type of question, as well as the allocation of marks.  The similarity extended to the questions 
asked, where a pattern of objective type and open-ended questions was respected in all cases. 

 

   
 Although there is a slight dip in the mean scores obtained this year, when compared to the scores 

registered last year, examiners’ remarks are consistent in indicating that candidates do not seem to 
have had much difficulty with any of the three sections of the comprehensions.  

 

   
 The questions which seemed to have caused problems were:   
   
 Compre 1 Q9: Quelle est, selon le texte,  l’une des conséquences de conduire imprudemment ?  
 Compre 2 Q8 : Quand un automobiliste conduit sans permis, la police peut : …  
 Compre 2 Q9 : Expliquez le terme « conduite accompagnée »   
    

 
 

2.3 Culture et civilisation  
   
2.3.1 The rationale behind the civilisation paper has been maintained: candidates need to study, but not to 

memorise unduly.  The presentation chosen for the questions was identical to that of previous years, 
and aimed as usual to support candidates in their search for an answer which they are already 
supposed to know .  

 

   
 The mean score for candidates taking Paper A has remained stable at just above 11, as has the mean 

score for Paper B candidates, which has again been 7 (out of 15) 
 

   
2.3.2 Specific remarks about students’ performance:   
   
 Section I :  Scores obtained show that this section gave candidates no problems.  
   
 Section II: This section, on the other hand, produced disappointing results even where the question 

was simply an issue of language and not of “culture”, with Questions 7 and 9 at the forefront! 
 

   
 Section III:  This section required candidates to establish an association between elements in two lists.  

This was probably the exercise which actually required most “study” with questions 8, 9 and 10 being 
the most “difficult”. 

 

   
 Section IV:  Examiners identified Questions 1, 7 and 15 as the most problematic.  Needless to say, 

although this exercise may look “easier” it is practically impossible to “guess” a missing letter unless 
the candidate actually knows, and has studied, the item.   
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 The overall impression is still, however, that where this exercise could easily serve to boost the 

candidates’ marks, this is not quite what is happening.  On the one hand, candidates may be 
underestimating the real need for preparation. On the other hand, classroom practice may be divesting 
this potentially rich and stimulating exercise of its interest.  A better overall performance definitely 
remains to be desired. 

 

   
 
 

2.4 Exploitation d’un Document Authentique  
   
 The same document was proposed for Papers A and B, with more rigorous questioning for the former 

paper.   In Paper 2A, candidates answered a MCQ exercise and an open-ended Question and Answer 
exercise whereas for Paper 2B only the MCQ was retained. 

 

   
 The mean scores: 8.2 out of 10 (as compared to 7.9 last year)  for Paper 2A and 7.6 out of 10 (as 

compared to 6.6 last year) for Paper 2B, show a definite improvement in the score.  
 

   
 A general comment: one examiner remarked that “Candidates need to be taught to select the relevant 

material and not copy huge chunks from the text”.  This does not apply exclusively for the Document 
Authentique, but is an issue one meets also in the Compréhension de l’Ecrit. It is symptomatic of 
candidates who are insecure with their answer and throw in “a few more words” hoping to englobe the 
required information within an answer which they do not fully comprehend. 

 

   
 Question B5:  examiners did not give the same reactions to the slogans proposed by candidates.  

Comments by markers said that there were “some very good slogans”, and “students progressed in 
this domain,, beginning their slogan with an Imperative”  whereas others found candidates “lacking in 
ideas”, adding that “candidates must learn to distinguish between a tit le and a slogan”.  

 

   
 Markers invariably attributed loss of marks to insufficient scrutiny of text  and cases where the 

question is not read properly .  This seems to have been especially the case with Question A10 
(V/F/NM) : « Tous les ans, Les Enfoirés organisent une grande tournée en France. » 

 

   
2.5 Compréhension de l’écrit  
   
2.5.1 As was the case for the Document Authentique, the same text was proposed for both papers, with 

grading being reflected in the type of questions asked and answers expected. 
 

   
 The mean scores for this exercise, like those of the Document Authentique, also registered  a 

movement upwards, and in both cases this was equivalent to one full mark. The mean score for Paper 
2A was 11.5 (out of 20) (10.6 in 2007) and the mean score for candidates taking Paper 2B was  11 
(out of 20) (10 in 2007).   Once again, one may say that the meaning of the scores depends on how 
one chooses to see the mark, but the fact that an article taken virtually untouched from the French 
press is understood to this extent is definitely an encouraging sign. 

 

   
 Markers’ opinion was that candidates “coped” , that their performance in the MCQ questions was 

“good” to “average”.  As one expects, in the case of open-ended questions, the occasional marker 
indicated a “weak” performance.   
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2.5.2 Paper 2A  
   
 Question 3A:  Numbers 3, 4 and 6 were the most problematic. One could again note the insecurity of 

candidates about providing a precise answer:  very frequently, the equivalent of “reçu dans la maison” 
was given as “orphelin accueilli”. 

 

   
 Question 3C: Feedback about how candidates fared in this question is that the performance has now 

improved considerably, meaning that candidates are regularly being asked to identify the pragmatic 
relationships in a text.  One could still note the usual carelessness where candidates added “Hannibal” 
to “Titus et Mathilda”. 

 

   
 Question 3D:   As usual, the situation starts changing from this point onwards, where students are 

asked to reformulate and produce their own versions.  Although the question was perceived as 
“relatively straightforward”, “few”  candidates managed to reformulate correctly, although the words 
“portes” and “cachées” are within reach of the average candidate.   

 

 Question 3E: Most candidates only had “Crimebusters” as a correct answer and quite a number of 
candidates gave only “Les trois jeunes détectives” as one of the answers. 

 

   
 Question 3F: the presence of the word “ciblant” seems to have thrown a considerable number of 

candidates off track: some did not attempt to answer, some  “ kept on repeating the same words over 
and over again”.   Teachers and candidates alike should remember that such a situation requires at 
least one of two skills that a competent reader must possess: the ability to hypothesise about the 
meaning of an unknown word , especially through clues provided by the context, and the ability to 
circumvent difficulties encountered , if the former exercise has not yielded results (and therefore the 
reader still cannot guess at the meaning of the word). At this point the candidate has no other option 
but to salvage as much meaning as possible from a difficult part of the sentence.  Candidates who are 
not familiar with this situation, where they have to tackle a word which they may have never met, or 
with the strategies which the comprehension involves, will probably panic.  The classroom practice of 
invariably dishing out each and every meaning upon demand, instead of encouraging alternative 
practices and strategies, is only pampering candidates and shielding them from the stark truths of 
“real” reading. 

 

   
 Question 3I : Markers pointed out examples of answers which are worth noting : “candidates are still 

giving a whole verb in the Passé Composé when asked to identify a Participe Passé”, “some 
candidates gave ‘seront édités’ as an example of the participe passé”. “Candidates produced a whole 
verb when asked to find a pronom réfléchi”.  “Others, however, wrote the verb and underlined the se”. 

 

   
 Question 3J: unacceptable answers mentioned were: “Un series trop populaire” “Les détectives est  

superb” while excellent  attempts were « Vous aimez les histoires de détectives ? » and « Jeunes et 
célèbres » . 

 

   
2.5.3 Paper 2B  
   
 General: Analysis of scripts and feedback from markers indicate that candidates seem to be 

understanding the text overall, and this is very positive.  The same can be said for another remark, 
which appeared in written and oral feedback, that “this year there were less spelling mistakes when 
the candidates were copying out from the text”. 

 

   
 Question 3A:  In 4, a number of candidates gave only connaissance instead of ont fait la 

connaissance.  Remarks by examiners about superflous material when the candidate is asked for 
meaning were also valid for Paper 2B.  
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 Question 3C:  A number of candidates gave “la caravane”  in (iii) when it was obvious that the noun 

they should have been looking for was masculine (“il  est accessible”).  
 

   
 Question 3E: Many candidates answered Random House but then did not give Hachette.  
   
2.6 Tâche à accomplir  
   
 Two titles were proposed, identical for Papers 2A and 2B, with the only difference that candidates 

sitting for Paper 2B were given support to better understand and write. 
 

   
 The marking was carried out at two different levels: the communicative aspect was marked out of 8 

and the linguistic aspect was marked out of 12.   
 

   
 Mean scores were very close to performance registered in 2007, as the table hereunder illustrates:   
   

  COMMUNICATIVE ( /8) LINGUISTIC ( /12) TOTAL ( /20)   
  (2007) 2008 (2007) 2008 (2007) 2008  
 Paper 2 A (4.5) 4.6 (5.9) 6.2 (10.3) 10.9  
 Paper 2 B (3.5) 3.0 (4.2) 4.0 (7.2) 7.0  

   
 For the purposes of comments which will follow, the titles proposed are being reproduced hereunder:  
   
   
 Tâche Numéro 1   
   
 Vous allez passer une semaine de vacances à Orléans.  Vous voulez louer un petit studio / 

appartement.   Sur Internet, vous avez trouvé le nom d’une agence :  IMMOBILIER FRANCE, avec 
l’adresse mél suivant :  immobilierfrance@wanadoo.fr .  Vous écrivez un mél  où vous précisez ce 
dont vous avez besoin et où vous posez les questions pertinentes. 

 

   
   
   
 Tâche Numéro 2   
   
 Votre voisine a dû passer une journée à l’hôpital.  Vous avez offert de vous occuper de son petit fils / 

sa petite fille, âgé(e) de cinq ans.  Racontez ce que vous avez fait pour passer la journée. 
 

   
   
 Tâche 2 was definitely the most popular: only around 15% of candidates chose the first title.  
   
 Tâche 2, although easy, was surprisingly misunderstood by a number of candidates. Quite a few wrote 

a letter to their neighbour explaining how they spent, or intended to spend, the day with the child or 
else they wrote about how they took care of a sick child in hospital.  Others seemed to overlook the 
fact that this child was only 5 years old. 

 

   
 This failure to read / understand the title was also obvious where candidates who tackled Tâche 1, 

looking to rent a studio, asked for a garage, a garden and other amenities one would not associate 
with this type of lodging! 

 

   
 One can say, based upon the mean scores and the comments made by markers, that the overall 

performance was fair,  comparable to last year’s , although most markers made it a point to say that 
they had met a few good attempts, “some essays were very interesting to read”.   There is definitely 
evidence of more investment in this exercise: for example, the format of the e-mail has improved from 
last year. 

 



SEC Examiners’ Report – MAY 2008 

8 

   
 Errors of syntax and grammar commented upon in other sections of this report obviously appeared 

also in this exercise.  Although the implications for classroom activity are enormous and will not be 
accomplished overnight, other areas, such as spelling, can definitely benefit if candidates’ attention is 
drawn to the usual and banal mistakes: beacoup, dejeneur, simpatique, désidé, hueres/heur, faime, 
semain, temp, apartement/appertement, allors.  The same can be said for the usual confusion over the 
use of avec for avait, je vole instead of je veux, avant for après, depuis for puis. 

 

   
 A number of candidates still insist on writing one single paragraph, and a good number of others need 

to work on the preparation of an introduction and a conclusion. 
 

   
 On the positive side, the investment by teachers, mentioned previously, is also evident in the use of 

expressions and proverbs (“Tout est bien qui finit bien”) although so far markers have remarked no 
metaphoric use of language.  

 

   
 As in previous years, the use of words from other languages persisted, namely from Maltese, English, 

Italian and Spanish.   Examples of such use :  ha andato, molte, tante, con, era, occhi, cibi, aqui, 
despuès, colazione, cher sinjur, une soupe de qarabalos and ... niente problemi! 

 

   
 There is definitely room for improvement in the presentaiton of work: making it neater and more 

legible.  In certain cases, students tend to erase with a blue pen, sometimes making it impossible to 
read the script.  Likewise, the use of very light coloured ink and very small handwriting make some 
scripts very hard to read. 

 

   
 

 
Chairman 
Board of Examiners 
 
September 2008 


