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AM ENGLISH 
MAY 2008 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 
1. Statistical Information  
 
The distribution of grades for the May 2008 session at Advanced Level in English is shown in Table 1 
below:  
 
Table 1: Distribution of Grades – May 2008  
 

Grade A B C D E F Absent Total 
No. of candidates 16 32 167 128 79 111 67 600 
% 2.7 5.3 27.8 21.3 13.2 18.5 11.2 100 

 
 
2. Paper I: Drama, Poetry, Literary Criticism (Poet ry) 
 
Drama (Shakespeare’s King Lear or Julius Caesar), Poetry (Owen or Keats) 
 
This year candidates showed a marked improvement in their performance on previous years. 
Questions set for this Paper were direct, straightforward and unambiguous. Yet, it still remains a fact 
that candidates find technical difficulties in coping with drama and poetry. While a good 28% 
demonstrated a critical approach towards the questions tackled, the majority still lack the imaginative 
prowess and linguistic competence that would enable them to give an interpretation of the text rather 
than resort to give only a summary of the story. Despite this, it is encouraging to note that the 
candidates who gave a critical analysis of the drama and poetry texts did a good job of it, presenting 
work that was well-structured, focused, and well-pitched on the critical level.  There are still those 
candidates who do not possess the basic grammatical, syntactic tools that would enable them to 
express themselves coherently and imaginatively. With regard to these scripts, language tends to be 
confused and confusing, muddled and sorely lacking in clarity and simplicity. 
 
The majority of the candidates opted to answer Shakespeare’s King Lear.  The rest answered 
questions on Julius Caesar.  In fact, those candidates who chose to answer questions on Julius 
Caesar generally did well. These candidates, and also a smaller percentage of candidates who opted 
for King Lear, wrote intelligently, without serious grammatical/syntactic mistakes, and attempted to 
interpret critically. The rest tended to give the story back to the examiner, at best narrating, at worst 
regurgitating notes, occasionally describing, and in very rare cases, analyzing.   
 
Candidates show a fondness for re-telling the story sometimes with serious inaccuracies such as 
stressing that Goneril and Edmund are first cousins. What is more worrying is that in some cases, the 
language used borders on the downright incoherent.  Apart from this, misspelling is at times rampant 
and this is a serious problem.  A vast majority of candidates spell Shakespeare (Shakespear), 
Gloucester (Gloster, Glouchester), and Edmund (Edmond) wrongly.  
 
With Poetry, candidates opted to answer questions on Owen rather than Keats.  In most cases, the 
tendency is to write what the poem is all about in terms of a story. The very large majority of the 
candidates cannot distinguish between theme and story. The result is a prose rendition of a poetic 
text. However, it is once again most encouraging to note that those candidates who were able to give 
an in-depth critical account of the poems chosen for analysis showed a maturity beyond their years. 
These candidates do not only possess a remarkably good command of the language, but they also 
possess the right critical knowledge and terminology that enables them to pitch their arguments 
correctly, directly and profoundly. The rest provide a narrative outline that adds up to a dry summary of 
the ‘events’ occurring in the poem chosen.  Again, there are serious inaccuracies and semantic 
vagueness in the candidates’ understanding of the text, apart from ubiquitous misspelling.  
 
In the scripts where candidates fared weakly, a major drawback is the haphazard use of punctuation, 
particularly the comma: it is used illogically and inaccurately. Sentence structure tends to be very 
weak, paragraphing loose, and the essay generally lacks cohesion and framework.  Ideas are 
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disconnected and many loose ends are never tied up. Generally, candidates have no idea how to 
approach a text critically.  Arguments made (when they are made) are weak, lame and feeble and 
unsupported by textual reference. When quotes are inserted, they tend to be disconnected from what 
is being said.   
 
Generally speaking, it goes without saying that it is more than heartening that this year there has been 
a good-sized leap forward in candidates’ critical awareness of what is really expected of them, in their 
presentation. 
 
Literary Criticism (Poetry) 
 
For the poetry criticism question, candidates were asked to comment on and critique ‘The Voice’, a 
short poem by Thomas Hardy.  Although neither particularly complicated nor obviously rich in imagery, 
‘The Voice’ is a suggestive and emotive piece of writing with a clear sense of development and tonal 
variation. It should therefore have been seized upon by the candidates as an opportunity to display the 
full breadth and sophistication of their critical know-how.   
 
A small minority of candidates took full advantage of this opportunity, producing essays that were 
clear, well-paced and persuasive.  These essays displayed both sensitivity to the text and a nimble 
critical ability that seemed to belie the fact they were written in examination conditions – a highly 
commendable achievement, indeed. 
 
The majority of the essays, however, were somewhat less accomplished.  Of these, two main types of 
essays can be identified: 
 

i. Those based on a pre-prepared critical format. 
ii. Those based on an account of the poem’s ‘narrative’. 
 

Those candidates following the first route were clearly concerned with presenting a structured piece of 
work. Where the candidate was able to adapt the pre-prepared critical approach to the particular poem 
the overall result was often a successful, though perhaps rather rigid piece of writing.  When, on the 
contrary, the candidate forced the poem to adapt to the pre-prepared critical framework, the resulting 
writing was, at best, crude and formulaic. 
 
Those candidates following the second route based their response to the poem on an exploration of 
the perceived narrative developed therein.  All too often this resulted simply in a poorly paraphrased 
doubling of the poem’s most obviously narrative elements. Such essays are, by and large, bare, 
unimaginative, and lack completely any sort of critical dimension. However, having said that, there 
were some essays that managed to develop a nuanced, critically alert reading precisely by exploring 
the poem’s perceived narrative, even if that did mean retelling the ‘story’ at some level. 
 
Writing skills in the vast majority of the answers were found to be wanting in varying degree.  
Examples range from the ubiquitous, though perhaps not particularly grave, ‘he remembers of a time’, 
rather than simply ‘he remembers a time’, to syntax so poor as to be barely comprehensible and 
spelling that would shame a 10 year old.  The following are some examples of the latter: 
 
Imegietley (immediately) 
Confucesed (confused) 
Prooves (proves) 
Whoose (whose) 
Earging (urging) 
Death (dead) 
Contriputing (contributing) 
Nostalgy (nostalgia) 
 
Finally, there was one notable strain of interpretation found in a significant minority of answers that 
cannot escape comment.  Uncritical recourse to Catholic doctrine and Catholic imagery gave rise to a 
worrying number of wildly improbable religious interpretations of the poem. This ‘indoctrinated’ 
approach led to the woman in the poem being interpreted, variously, as ‘the Madonna’, ‘Our Lady’, ‘the 
Virgin Mary’, and so on, with her character and importance then being described accordingly.  
Furthermore, the persona of the poem was frequently, though inexplicably, interpreted as ‘going to join 



AM Examiners’ Report – May 2008 

4 

God in heaven’ in the final stanza in the poem. Such readings often concluded, rather inappropriately, 
with an attempt to draw religious (broadly Roman Catholic) lessons from the poem. 
           
3. Paper II: Novels and Literary Criticism (Prose) 
 
The Last Chronicle of Barset by Anthony Trollope; The French Lieutenant’s Woman by John Fowles; 
Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck; The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood 
 
This year one could observe a marked improvement in the overall level of language competence and 
knowledge of text. Considering that two new novels were introduced in this section this year, in most 
cases candidates exhibited adequate and solid knowledge of the set texts, which they used in such a 
way as to make it pertinent to the question.  One could still find the occasional candidate who insisted 
on presenting a stock answer without so much as attempting to link it to the question, but this 
happened in very few cases. The overwhelming majority of candidates favoured questions about The 
French Lieutenant’s Woman, Of Mice and Men, and The Handmaid’s Tale, with only one candidate 
choosing to answer a question about Anthony Trollope’s The Last Chronicle of Barset.  
 
John Steinbeck seems to have been a favourite with candidates this year, and those who chose to 
tackle the questions related to Of Mice and Men, fared relatively well.  In the question about the 
treatment of the American dream in this novel, most candidates started with an adequate definition of 
the American Dream and then showed how, in hoping to achieve their dream, ranch workers 
(especially Lennie Small and George Milton) were given strength to struggle against all odds during 
the American Depression.  Furthermore, most candidates brought forth the notion of the futility of 
dreams and how, following Darwin’s theory, man is ultimately just a pawn in the hands of destiny.   
 
In the other question, where candidates were required to discuss Steinbeck’s treatment of male 
strength in Of Mice and Men, the majority of candidates brought out the contrast between Lennie’s 
physical strength and George’s mental ability. Lennie and George complemented one another to 
perfection.  Something which not many candidates pointed out but which was extremely relevant to 
the question, was the idea that just like the strong characters preyed on the weak characters, the 
weak characters also preyed on the weaker ones. Case in point was when Crooks, the Negro stable 
buck, tormented Lennie by telling him that George, who had gone to town with the other ranch 
workers, might not come back for him. Furthermore, a central point which many candidates 
overlooked was the notion that the American dream tended to generate strength where there was 
none. For example, when Candy loses his dog, which is killed by Carlson because it stinks and is 
useless, Candy loses all hope. It is only when George allows him to share in their dream of owning 
their own ranch that Candy gains new strength and is even bold enough to stand up to Curley’s wife. 
 
When answering the question about Fowles’s treatment of social convention in The French 
Lieutenant’s Woman, a considerable number of candidates based their argument on two levels: social 
convention as presented in the novel’s story and social convention as put forth through Fowles’s own 
style of writing. Most candidates observed how Fowles did away with the Victorian conventional style 
of writing when he presented readers with multiple endings to his novel, thus following Roland 
Barthes’ theory of the death of the author.  In so doing Fowles was consciously allowing his readers to 
take up the pen and decide which ending would suit them best.  Secondly, John Fowles created the 
characters of Mrs. Fairley, Mrs. Poulteney, Mr. Freeman, and Ernestina Freeman, who epitomise the 
Victorian age and its customs. Candidates showed how such typical characters provided contrast to 
the character of Sarah Woodruff, the supposed whore of the French Lieutenant Varguennes, and 
Charles Smithson, the Darwinist fossil hunter. Sarah does everything in her power not to be 
categorised as a typical Victorian woman – she even accepts fallacious gossip about her, knowing that 
having gone against society’s convention, she would not be expected to follow any other social norms. 
Candidates also observed how Charles Smithson, who is initially presented to us as a typical Victorian 
gentleman, is gradually led by Sarah to discover his own freedom. 
 
The shroud of mystery that surrounds Sarah Woodruff was the topic of the second question on The 
French Lieutenant’s Woman. Rightly so, most candidates chose to start their discussion by analysing 
the way in which Fowles presents Sarah for the first time in the novel.  She is observed by Charles 
and Ernestina on the Cobb as she looks out at sea waiting for her presumed lover Varguennes. 
Obscurity is also present in her physical description; most candidates pointed out that Sarah, as 
distinct from Ernestina, had rather dark skin and wore clothes that were deemed unfashionable and 
inappropriate for her age.  Moreover, a point which not many candidates discussed was the idea that 
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the motifs behind Sarah’s actions were rather obscure.  Nobody really knows why Sarah decided to 
seduce Charles and then refuse his proposal of marriage at the end of the novel. 
 
The first question regarding Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale was on rebellion and resistance. 
Unfortunately, few candidates tackled the differences between rebellion and resistance. Most 
candidates did however discuss Moira’s rebellion, the Mayday resistance, Ofglen’s decision to commit 
suicide to eliminate all possibility of her betraying the cause and Offred’s petty rebellions. Fewer 
candidates managed to put forward the idea that Offred’s greatest rebellion was the narrative she was 
actually providing for future generations. Though she did commit some rather grievous offences, like 
when she accepted to have sex with Nick to give Serena Joy and the commander a child, or when she 
consented to meet the commander in private behind Serena Joy’s back, none of these was as serious 
as the narrative which would expose Gilead’s practices.  Another issue which the majority of 
candidates overlooked was the fact that those who created Gilead were actually resisting it in their 
own ways.  Case in point was when Commander Fred asked Offred to accompany him to Jezebel’s (a 
private prostitute house).   
 
Many candidates chose to answer the question about language being used as a tool of power in 
Gilead, and some of them even managed to draw a parallel between the use of language in Atwood’s 
book and the creation of Newspeak in George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty Four. Candidates mentioned 
the patronymic names assigned to the handmaids, the strong link between biblical language and 
everyday language in Gilead, the use of soul scrolls, and the use of functional titles rather than names 
to enable Gilead to maintain control over its citizens.  Some candidates managed to go deeper into the 
subject by showing how the use of language that was not sanctioned by Gilead gave people like 
Offred hope that things could still change.  An example of this was when she found the inscription 
Nolite te bastardes corborundorum in her room – a phrase which she used as a talisman throughout 
the whole narrative. Another crucial point which unfortunately, numerous candidates overlooked was 
the power that language gave Offred at different points in time.  Very few candidates mentioned the 
episodes when the commander allowed Offred to write with a pen – an episode which Offred 
described in almost orgasmic terms – or the one where she was allowed to play Scrabble.  Most of all, 
a discussion of the power Offred achieved through recording the narrative was of crucial importance in 
this essay.  
 
This year one could also notice a significant improvement in critical know- how and writing skills. From 
a linguistic point of view, one could notice a marked increase in the number of candidates whose 
English reached an acceptable level. Unfortunately, there were still some candidates who made some 
of the most basic mistakes in relation to spelling, grammar, diction, and syntax.  As regards spelling, 
for instance, one could observe the usual mistakes made in characters’ names, which also sheds a 
bad light on the candidate’s knowledge of text.  Such instances include ‘Lennie’ being spelt as ‘Lenny’, 
‘Curley’ as ‘Curly’, ‘George’ as Goerge’, ‘Offred’ as ‘Ofred’, and ‘Ofglen’ as ‘Offglen’.  Other common 
spelling mistakes included: 
 
epitimicizes [epitomizes]                   
rebelious [rebellious] 
destroyes [destroys]       
goverment [government] 
cuning [cunning]            
completly [completely] 
 
Still, the number of candidates who committed an excessive amount of spelling errors was 
considerably less this year. 
 
With regard to grammar, the most common mistake that was committed was related to the confusion 
of the possessive case and the plural.  For instance, candidates would write: 
 
• ‘Handmaids are completely slaves to their commanders and to their commanders [commanders’] 

wives.’ 
• ‘Offreds [Offred’s] mother was a keen participant in these movements.’ 
• ‘All the character’s [characters’] dreams in this novel fail to become reality.’ 
 
The choice of proper diction was also an issue for some of the candidates: 

 
• ‘Handmaids are completely [complete] slaves to their commanders.’ 



AM Examiners’ Report – May 2008 

6 

 
• ‘Communities started to nurture the believe [belief] that there is a limited number of places.’ 
 
Some candidates produced sentences which were so badly structured that they affected the overall 
coherence of the argument.  Examples of errors of syntax include: 
 
• ‘Two main strata, striving for the American dream; those who already have their land, but want 

more of it, the capitalist; and the workers, the ranch hands, who keep on working for their dream 
until they realise that Nobody never gets to heaven, and nobody gets no land.’ 
 

• ‘Steinbeck uses the sense of purpose, in the form of a dream in describing how each of the plays 
characters, tolerates the intolerable Lennys fear of the consequences of staying on the ranch are 
not enough to force George to leave, as a result, the two lose everything, validating Crooks claim.’ 
 

• ‘But this is of course not what happens.’ 
  
 
Literary Criticism (Prose) 
 
The main problem in most candidates’ responses to this literary criticism passage was that they 
presented a character study focusing on Mrs. Touchett’s character and physical appearance, as well 
as her relationship with her husband, rather than a holistic critical analysis that looks at details of style, 
imagery, diction and tone.  
 
It is also evident that quite a number of candidates did not take time to go over the passage more than 
once so that many of their observations were vague and superficial. 
 
There was often no attempt to date/contextualise the passage when commenting on the style so 
observations in this regard were often inaccurate. 
  
Many essays featured too many assumptions that were not based on textual evidence such as ‘…she 
might be mentally disordered…’, ‘Mrs Touchett is a very eccentric lady bordering on a compulsive 
disorder sympthom…’ At times interpretations may have been considered valid if candidates had 
substantiated their claims with evidence from the text rather than simply stating them and letting them 
be.  
 
Quotes were often listed without being properly contextualised and analysed.  
 
Irrelevant personal opinions often pepper the analysis such as ‘This prose passage is quite boring…’ 
 
Grammar and syntax errors often weakened the essays at times rendering the candidates’ meaning 
unclear. For example  ‘Having a high self-esteem is considered to be a very good asset in a person 
but to take advantage and use it to your own good is considered as being selfish.’ 
 
Frequent careless spelling mistakes featured for example ‘Touchette’, ‘Seperation’, ‘Describtive’ 
 
Overall, candidates’ responses were divided between those who possessed very good critical know-
how and who were able to analyse the passage critically and in depth, commenting on point of view, 
imagery, diction, atmosphere, tone and theme; and others who did not display even basic critical 
know-how and were unable to structure cogent and concise essays which would prove that they were 
able to read a story or poem and understand it.  
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4. Paper III – Essay, Comprehension and Linguistics   
 
Essay 
 
 
Candidates’ choice of essay was varied and more or less balanced. Whilst there were a number of 
general faults, many essays also featured inaccuracies related to the specific titles. For example, in 
‘Rumours’ many candidates interchanged the term with ‘gossip’ and produced inaccurate definitions of 
the title and mostly restricted their discussion to village gossip.  
 
Many essays featured a number of careless formatting mistakes. Lines were skipped randomly and 
paragraphs were rarely denoted with an indentation. Titles were not written in capital letters and at 
times contained spelling mistakes. Numbers in word form were at times replaced with their numerical 
form and the use of random capital letters was common especially the use of capital ‘R’ or ‘A’ 
throughout. This could also be due to faulty handwriting.  
 
Amongst the most common grammatical errors were: 
 

� The incorrect use of prepositions e.g. ‘dedicate for, commit in’ 
� Frequent spelling mistakes of popular words such as: 
untill, descide, weather/whether, disapointed/dissapointed, infront, alot, immagining, ammount, 
what ever, never the less.    
� Wrong verb conjugation such as ‘there is people with the opposite attitude.’ 
� The use of new vocabulary out of its context and incoherent sentences, for example: 
 
‘With the implantation of the Internet one can achieve information about anything.’ 
‘For a candidate to be a good candidate it is often required to make one’s information more deep.’ 
 ‘Both spouses must put their whole aim at making their marriage work.’ 
 ‘A rumour can be developed for certain reasons…’ 
‘Love relationship is a kind nice type of commitment.’ 
‘Children look at it from the bore perspective.’ 
‘As I was flickering through last Sunday’s newspaper.’ 
 
� The use of slang e.g. ‘flunking’, ‘wanna’, ‘kids’, ‘guy’, ‘gonna’ 

 
A number of candidates showed an admirable awareness of cultural and social events happening at 
the time of their exam and this was reflected in the content of their essays. Others wrote creatively and 
imaginatively proving that they are avid readers of various kinds of genres. Many candidates however, 
were not able to write formally as is required under examination conditions and their essays seemed 
to be written in the very colloquial style of diary entries. These scripts often also displayed extremely 
weak syntax and poor language skills and demonstrated candidates’ inability to express meaning 
clearly.  
 
Comprehension 
 
In general, candidates performed rather well in the Comprehension.  Most candidates understood the 
set questions, which were quite straightforward.   
 
Most candidates answered question 3 correctly, as well as questions 1 and 4.  
 
It is interesting to point out that a small minority of candidates misunderstood question 2, which was 
about the 'role of religion in the battle against oppression'.  
 
As for question 5 which asked candidates to give a definition of a number of words as used in the text, 
most candidates correctly defined ‘acquiescence’ and  ‘quest’,  whilst many defined ‘contempt’ as 
‘happy’, clearly confusing the word with ‘content’. 
 
Question 6 required candidates to write a summary of the passage.  Many candidates wrote a good 
summary, however it was noted that a number of candidates cut and pasted quotes from the text 
instead of summarising in their own words. 
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Linguistics: English as a Global Language by D. Crystal ; Living Languages in Malta by L. Sciriha & M. 
Vassallo 
 
The first essay question was ‘English has come to be used as a means of controlling international 
transport operations especially on water and air.’ 
Candidates were asked to discuss this, with reference to David Crystal's English as a Global 
Language. 
 
This essay question was chosen by many candidates, and was evidently quite a popular choice. 
However, a noteworthy fact is that the majority of candidates attempted to answer this question with 
hardly any reference to the set text. 
 
In the attempt to write an essay on the use of the English language and its use in air and sea transport 
operations, candidates wrote that it was ‘obvious’ that English was the lingua franca, and that to work 
in the air and sea industry one ‘had to know English’.  Some more reasons are mentioned below: 
.         Aeroplanes were firstly invented in England and hence all parts of 
 this vehicle has (sic) a name. 
.         Across the globe there are thousands of nations. 
.         When candidates enter full-time school, the education system must 

make English obligatory so that everyone would have the chance to study this language 
freely. 

.         Furthermore English is an easy spoken (sic) language. 

.         So countries who wanted to treat with England was necessary to 
 know English. 
.         When transporting people or goods, the English language is 

commonly used since it is taught in a widely range of the world (sic). 
.         Air and water transport are the most benefitable (sic). 
.         English people travel a lot and so do transport work also. 
.         In time English colonies travelled around the world and with them 

they took the language. They were also the ones who invented advertising, billboards, signs 
ect (sic). Therefore these all have to do with everything. 

.         English is a user-friendly language and it is very easy to 
 understand and learn. 
 
A number of essays were out of point. Indeed, it was evident that candidates were struggling and 
clutching at straws to write a four hundred word essay about the topic. Candidates were familiar with 
issues such as the need for a global lingua franca, how English happened to be at the right place at 
the right time, the political and economic power behind English, the importance of the media, English 
and education - except for issues pertaining to international safety. 
 
The impression that the examiners have is that many candidates had chosen to focus on one set text, 
in this case English as a Global Language.  As a result, these candidates had no option but to choose 
this particular question, even if it meant writing essays which were full of waffle, in an attempt to 
answer this question. Very few candidates were able to write a good essay highlighting the issues and 
problems associated with the use of English and air and sea transport operations, as outlined in the 
essay question.   
 
The second essay question ‘Discuss language ranking in Malta with reference to Living Languages in 
Malta’, was selected by about 25% of the candidates. In contrast to the observations made with regard 
to candidates attempting the first essay question, most of those opting to discuss language ranking did 
very well. Candidates were evidently familiar with the issues of language ranking as well as the 1998 
and 2005 studies conducted by the authors of the second set text. Data was presented accurately in 
the ensuing analysis, and compared the differences in the two surveys.     
 
The third essay question, attempted by less than a quarter of the candidates, was ‘With reference to 
Living Languages in Malta discuss language use in two domains.’ 
 
Candidates who choose this essay question demonstrated familiarity with the concept of domains and 
the use of language in some of the domains investigated in the set text.   
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Considering that the textbook Living Languages in Malta was introduced in this section this year, the 
overwhelming majority of candidates exhibited adequate and solid knowledge of the set text, which 
they used in such a way as to make it pertinent to the question. In fact, candidates who chose to 
answer questions on Living Languages in Malta performed much better than those who chose the 
question on English as a Global Language.  
  
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, candidates this year exhibited considerably more effort and skill in writing both literary 
and linguistic essays. One could see that candidates paid more attention to what the question was 
asking of them and most of them did manage to use their accumulated knowledge to address the 
question.   
 
 
 
Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
 
July 2008 
 


