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IM ENGLISH 
MAY 2011 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 

 

Statistical Data – Distribution of Grades 
 
The table below summarises the distribution of Grades for Intermediate English. 

 
Grade Number of Candidates  % of Candidates  

A 95 6.0 
B 204 13.0 
C 399 25.4 
D 284 18.1 
E 229 14.6 
F 327 20.8 

Absent  34 2.2 
Total 1572 100.0 

 
Grades  Number of Candidates  % of Candidates  
A – C  697 44.3 
A – E  1211 77.0 

F 327 20.8 
 
Introduction 
 
The English Intermediate examination provides an opportunity for those who wish to pursue their studies 
in subjects other than English to remain connected with the language throughout their two-year course of 
study in preparation for the Matriculation Certificate. English is the main medium of instruction for a 
number of subjects studied at post-secondary level; therefore, improving and consolidating one’s 
language skills in English should be perceived as a crucial task to embark on when deciding to further 
one’s studies at post-secondary level and beyond.  
 
The rationale for the examination is clear and the number of candidates sitting for the subject reflects this 
need to extend their learning experience from SEC to this level in English. At this level, candidates are 
expected to demonstrate a certain level of maturity in their argumentation, both in the speaking and 
writing skills being examined. However, often there appears to be a breakdown in the logic of their 
argumentation and this is not always attributed to poor language skills. Although evidence of poor 
grammar and spelling is abundant in the weaker candidates, there are others who know their 
topics/themes well and who have a relatively good grasp of English, and yet fail in the logical link of 
argumentation. As examiners have noted in their feedback on candidates’ performance, a good number 
of candidates demonstrate poor cognitive organisation both at syntactic and overall functional level. 
Therefore, cohesion and coherence suffer in all the three components of this examination. 
 
This report will not explore the factors that may be contributing to such flaws in organisational skills – only 
a study by research would do it justice – but it will alert educators and learners to this problem in an 
attempt to address it more directly. 
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SECTION A 
Language Essay: General Comments  
 
Choice of Titles 
 
The language essay rubrics given to candidates in this year’s examination led to a relatively varied 
distribution of choices. The general trend referred to in previous Reports of a very high percentage of 
candidates opting for the narrative essay (b) may initially seem to have been reversed in this year’s 
session as more candidates opted for the letter to the editor (a) and for the essay on ‘Time’ (d). However, 
it must be said that question (c), which asked candidates to imagine they were an antique painting writing 
‘memoirs of the people who have stood before’ them, lent itself to the use of a narrative framework, and 
there was also a significant number of candidates who used narrative modes of writing in parts of their 
response to the one word title, ‘Time’. Question (e), which asked about the way ‘3D cinema has 
revolutionised the way we perceive ourselves as audience in a cinema theatre’, drew the least number of 
responses, possibly due to the fact that it required a certain amount of technical knowledge or, at least, a 
strong familiarity with the movie world. 
 
Use of English and Language Accuracy 
 
It is inevitable that in an examination with such a high number of candidates, the quality of the responses 
will vary widely. Indeed, a number of candidates should be commended on their writing skills. There were 
quite a few candidates who wrote brilliant essays, almost impeccable in terms of language accuracy as 
well as flaunting an appropriate style, tone and choice of idiom. A number of examples of such essays 
can be found in response to all the six titles given and across the spectrum of styles required by the 
different questions.  
 
However, it must also be stressed that there were also many essays written in very poor English. Such 
essays, which were unfortunately rather numerous, showed an inability by some candidates to handle 
even the most basic and simple sentence structures. To reiterate what has been said in previous 
Reports, essays in which it was difficult to isolate at least a fully correct sentence were not uncommon. It 
can be argued that some of the errors that appeared in these essays – often repeatedly – would be 
wholly unacceptable even at lower levels.  
 
While a vast range of different language errors could be identified if one wished or needed to do so, it is 
probably more effective to comment on general trends in the candidates’ language performance. The 
following examples taken word for word from the examination scripts will be used for illustrative purposes: 
 
1. “Living in this hectic life, science and technology have made life easier.” 
2. “In historical periods our ancestors tried to invent something to measure time, they wanted to know 

why the sun go down at a certain time, why does it ran at a particular time or season.” 
3. “Continuing on other meanings by the word time.” 
4. “All of them in their teens, they all resembled that little girl they laughed and giggled just like she did.” 
5. “Haven’t he watched himself in a mirror to see the bags under his dull eyes or the popped out ears he 

have?” 
6. “He was bold and brass and has a thick pair of glasses…”  
7. “Many people had stood in front of me an as long as the museum is open and as long as I’m still fine 

and doesn’t need to be maintained, I’ will be in the same place and much more people children, and 
foreigners will continue to visit.” 

 
As usual, spelling and preposition mistakes were very common as were other basic errors like 
disagreement between subject and verb (examples 5 and 7), the inability to use the passive voice 
accurately, dangling modifiers (example 1) and wrong or inconsistent use of tenses (examples 6 and 7) 
and conditionals.  
 
Another very worrying issue is the almost universal tendency by candidates – even some who do 
extremely well in other aspects of the examination – to misuse punctuation marks, often leading to 



IM Examiners’ Report – May 2011 

4 

sentence structure mistakes. Commas, full-stops and semi-colons are often used arbitrarily or not at all, 
leading to a very high incidence of incomplete sentences (example 3), comma splice (example 2), and 
run-on or rambling sentences (example 4). Punctuation should be taken seriously by both teachers and 
students as it may affect a candidate’s writing accuracy significantly. 
 
Text Organisation  
 
Apart from linguistic aspects at sentential level, another issue that should be mentioned relates to text 
organisation, coherence and continuity in the essay as a whole. While some of the candidates’ essays 
demonstrated excellent organisational skills – often the result of careful planning – too many essays were 
structurally incoherent or inconsistent, lacking the necessary linking devices and logical continuity. Too 
many essays gave the impression that they were written instinctively, without any planning, often with 
unfortunate consequences, such as inconsistency in argumentation, veering away from the topic of the 
essay into irrelevant material, repetition of the same point in various parts of the essay, and a general 
randomness in text development. While this weakness was seen in a range of different essays, it was 
most noticeable in the narrative essay (b) and in the responses to the one-word title, ‘Time’ (d). Some 
candidates may argue that there is not enough time for planning during an examination, but this 
reasoning is contradicted by the length of many of these unplanned essays, which often exceed the 
suggested length by a significant number of words. In this respect, it must be pointed out that candidates 
should follow the guidelines about the word limit more attentively. An essay which is more than 600 
words long when the requested length is “approximately 450 words” reflects negatively on the candidate 
as it shows the writer’s lack of discipline in writing. Such essays which exceeded the word limit, 
sometimes even by more than 500 words, were not rare.        
 
Specific Comments  
 
a You have become increasingly annoyed by several recent letters to a local newspaper which give the 
impression that all young people of today have no values, are disrespectful, selfish and arrogant. Write 
your letter to challenge this point of view. 
This is a formal letter that required candidates to express their opinion about young people in a way that 
is appropriate for publication in a local newspaper. Some candidates did this very well as they employed 
an appropriate style and tone as well as structuring their letter convincingly. On the other hand, a number 
of candidates made various mistakes in their reading of the rubric and, consequently, in the letter they 
wrote. Some candidates did not include an address or a date while some others only wrote the 
newspaper’s address. Others referred to the “articles” published in the newspaper (rather than the 
“letters”) and attacked the editor for the policy he was adopting, thus missing the whole point of a debate 
conducted through letters to a newspaper. While personal examples are not necessarily irrelevant in this 
context, letters simply eulogising the virtues of the writer as a young person show a lack of awareness of 
what such letters to a newspaper often require.      
 
b Write a short story involving a lamp, a clown, a fly and a book which you intend to have published in a 
Horror Stories magazine. 
One of the key aspects of this title is its instruction to use a number of specific “ingredients” in the writing 
of a horror story, thus giving clearer guidelines to candidates than usually given. This demand was 
handled brilliantly by some candidates who wrote excellent essays that employed various narrative 
devices effectively and that made good use of the ingredients given. Weaker essays, on the other hand, 
made only accidental use of the ingredients and often moved forward without a clear sense of direction, 
possibly through a convoluted and unconvincing plot that was not viable in the context of a 450 word 
short story. 
 
c You are an antique painting. Write down your memoirs of the people who have stood before you. 
This is another title that demanded a creative response from candidates. Many candidates chose a 
narrative format to structure their essay. This, in itself, is acceptable for this title, but, unfortunately, this 
often led to an overemphasis on plot – detailing, for example, the various twists and turns in the painting’s 
“life” – and not enough focus on “the people who have stood” before the painting. The rubric demanded a 
measure of descriptive writing that was absent or not present enough in many essays submitted. This 
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overreliance on plot may be related to the fact that many candidates mistook the word “memoirs” for 
“memories”, two words which are related but do not have the same meaning in this context. On the other 
hand, one should praise the way a number of candidates utilised their knowledge of art to enhance their 
essays. Many candidates who chose this title wrote from the point of view of the ‘Mona Lisa’ but there 
was a wide range of real and invented paintings that were used for these essays.    
 
d Time 
Being one of the most popular choices, this essay led to a vast spectrum of diverse responses, including 
discursive essays, narrative essays, personal reflections or a combination of two or more genres. Some 
of the best essays in this section showed the ability to write well by integrating insights that the 
candidates might have acquired from their knowledge of philosophy, history, literature or science. On the 
other hand, some essays were little more than spontaneous ramblings rehashing a series of clichés 
about time, often without a clear sense of logical development or text organisation. 
 
e 3D cinema has revolutionised the way we perceive ourselves as audience in a cinema theatre. 
Discuss. 
While not a very popular choice, this essay drew quite a range of responses, varying between excellent 
and very poor. Those who wrote a good essay understood that the rubric demands a focus on the role of 
the “audience in a cinema theatre” as affected by 3D. On the other hand, there were many candidates 
who only touched on this matter briefly while focusing on other arguably irrelevant issues such as the 
costs involved in producing such films and the development of the LED Television. A number of 
candidates approached this title as a for-and-against essay, giving the advantages and disadvantages of 
3D technology, but the rubric demanded a different approach. 
 
f The ‘Youth for Future Association’ has commissioned you to organise a cultural evening for the public. 
Submit a report to the committee laying out the organisation plan for the evening by including: venue, 
transport facilities and entertainment. 
Clarity, cohesion, and the ability to write succinctly and to the point are fundamental in a report. Those 
candidates who tackled this title successfully showed these characteristics and demonstrated an 
awareness of the layout and text organisation that reports demand.     
  
SECTION A 
Comprehension: General Comments 
 
Candidates’ overall reception of the text was generally better than previous years. The passage was 
relatively straightforward, treating a subject which is of interest to teenage candidates experiencing the 
scholarly context and multicultural environment being debated throughout the text. Therefore, any 
difficulties that may have been encountered by the candidates are mostly linked to a lack of attention 
when reading the text which could either be the result of haste or else the direct product of ‘skimming 
through’ the text rather than reading it attentively and taking note of any key phrases or statements.   
 
The general performance of several candidates revealed that rather than content-based, errors were 
mostly language-related and the product of faulty and problematic communication. Apart from the usual 
problems with the possessive ‘s’ and the confusion over the choice of relative pronouns, punctuation 
seems to have become particularly problematic. A number of candidates demonstrated a complete 
disregard for the necessity of punctuation marks to indicate openings and closures throughout whole 
sentences and paragraphs. This was particularly visible in tasks (e) and (f) where candidates had to put 
forward an argument.  
 
Another problematic area was the choice of vocabulary; a good number of candidates used ‘addition’ 
instead of ‘edition’ to refer to the newly-revised version of Twain’s Huckleberry Finn and the word ‘intern’ 
as a substitute for ‘in turn’. Candidates also confused the uses of the word ‘criticize’ vis-à-vis the word 
‘argue’ and stringed sentences such as: ‘Gribben criticizes that […]’. A handful of candidates also used 
words like ‘omittance’. Another popular outcome was a failure to acknowledge a change in word format to 
suit certain contexts. Many candidates overlooked the need to change the noun ‘history’ into the adjective 
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‘historic’, referring to Twain’s novel as ‘a history document’.  Difficulties were equally encountered when 
faced with the distinction between ‘racial’ and ‘racist’ and ‘insulting’ and ‘insolent’.  
 
Below is a more detailed summary of the most problematic issues encountered by the candidates in their 
execution of the task.  
 
Specific Comments 
  
a Most candidates managed to infer the meaning of the given words from the text. The most difficult 
terms seemed to be the words censorship, recoiling and bafflement where candidates either gave the 
wrong meaning entirely or gave a definition which was too vague. A great majority described recoiling as 
‘to move in circles’ or ‘jump backwards’ rather than defining the word according to its context. Bafflement, 
on the other hand, was described as ‘confusement’. A number of candidates explained ‘expunged’ as ‘to 
replace’ rather than ‘to remove’. Although candidates seemed familiar with the word censorship, they 
often found it hard to explain its meaning. The most frequent outcomes included answers like ‘people 
who decide what you see or not’ and ‘a film which should not be seen by the audience’. Clearly, this is a 
recurring case of detaching the word from its context and not a lack of knowledge of the word per se. 

  

b This question turned out to be a source of difficulty for the majority of candidates, contrary to what was 
predicted. A number of candidates wrote that the main aim for introducing the new edition was for the 
publishers to improve sales and to restore the novel’s popularity.  Though this was also true, they missed 
out on other, more central reasons, such as reintroducing the novel on curriculum lists worldwide and 
showing some sensitivity towards those racial groups which were being offended by the novel’s use of 
the words ‘nigger’ and ‘injun’.  

 

c The focus of the quote was on the increased impact of the word ‘nigger’ over time.  The majority of 
candidates claimed that the word ‘nigger’ had increased in terms of frequency of use rather than effect.  
Some even claimed that this increased use was to be attributed to the novel’s use of the word when in 
actual fact Dr. Gribben was referring to the general use and impact of the word ‘nigger’ in today’s day and 
age. 

 
d This was one of the questions where candidates lost a considerable number of marks.  Candidates 
were asked to use the given quotes to deduce the reaction of the two critics to the news of a new edition 
of Mark Twain’s novels.  Firstly, candidates were expected to define the expressions in order to come to 
a more accurate assessment of the critics’ attitude.  ‘dumbing down’ shows how Dr Sarah Churchwell 
believes that the new edition will reduce the overall value of the literary work, turning it into an over-
simplified revision.  Geff Barton’s use of the expression ‘slightly crackpot’ indicates that any decision to 
alter Twain’s novels is to be considered an insane act. Overall, candidates had to deduce that the critics 
were all out against the publishers’ decision to introduce a new edition. Unfortunately, most of the 
candidates made the general deduction without first giving an adequate explanation of the quotes used. 
In fact, most of the errors tied to this question are related to signs of negligence. For example, in a 
number of cases, the expression ‘dumbing down’ was altered into ‘dumbling’ or ‘tumbling down’, thus 
determining a change in answer.  
 
e For obvious reasons, question (e) was less problematic than the previous questions since it was 
based on personal opinion. In fact, most of the candidates fared well in this question, with the exception 
of those who simply agreed with all arguments presented in the passage, hence failing to put forth their 
own opinion. The answer had to reflect clearly the candidate’s acknowledgement of both sides to the 
argument, whereas the majority only focused on expressing their view of the argument without observing 
the possible advantages or disadvantages of the opposing view. 
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f In contrast to last year’s outcome, the summary task was not the most worrisome exercise of Section 
A. The majority of the candidates paid attention to the most important characteristics of summarizing, 
mainly the word limit restriction and the use of linking words to develop their argument. Only a relatively 
small number of candidates went beyond the word limit and when this occurred, it was normally a case of 
ignoring the requirement altogether as they would go over the word boundary by a range of 60-100 extra 
words. This reflects lack of attention when it comes to reading and evaluating instructions properly before 
actually engaging in the task. Another problem linked to this question was the candidates’ inability to 
distinguish the parameters of the content required by the task, thus ‘wasting’ space in stating facts that 
fall outside the expected argument topic, in this case, the ideas against the changes in Twain’s novels. 
Despite the fluency and coherence of their argument, candidates overlooking this requirement were 
penalized, especially when these surpassed the stipulated word limit; at times also leaving out parts that 
were essential to the execution of the argument.   
 
Generally speaking, most candidates who understood the question well and kept within the word range 
fared well.  The points that were most commonly left out were the following: 

1) the idea that if the publishers decide to substitute certain words in the text, the moral development of 
the main protagonist from a racist to a non-racist may be severely distorted 

2) the notion that Twain’s novels’ failure to make the curriculum list may be attributed to the fact that the 
national curriculum focused on works from the English literary canon rather than the American. 

 

In the light of the arguments developed throughout this report, examiners would surely agree that the 
extract presented to the candidates was highly approachable and very fit to the level being tested 
throughout. To conclude, the candidates’ reception of the text and their overall comprehension of it and 
the main points discussed was less of a problem than their misunderstanding of some of the questions 
and the requirements linked to these same questions. 

 
SECTION B 
General Comments 
 
This is a General Note on the candidates’ responses to the open-ended essays on Of Mice and Men and 
Purple Hibiscus.  
 
General Comments (open-ended questions) 
 
1. The responses given by candidates indicate a good knowledge of the novels. There is evidence that 
the novels have been read and understood and sine qua non as this is, the fact remains that, very rarely, 
do references to the novels suggest the candidates not being ‘in touch’ with the novels. 
 
2. One needs to appreciate that there was an evident effort by the candidates to address the attempted 
questions. Few essays were out of point or included content that was essentially irrelevant (which does 
not mean the essays were essentially well written). The lack of ambiguity in the set open-ended 
questions on these two novels probably helped candidates in their efforts to try and keep their answers in 
focus. 
 
3. Generally speaking, the responses on Purple Hibiscus were ‘better’ than those on Of Mice and Men. 
In order to avoid any equivocation an explanation of ‘better’ follows. 
 
Before expanding on this, it is pertinent to underscore that if one had to momentarily ignore the literature 
responses and look at the language essays and summaries written by candidates one would notice that, 
irrespective of the literature text they answered on, their efforts evidence similar strengths and weakness. 
This clearly confirms that any differences in the literature responses do not stem from a difference in the 
candidates’ writing skills but, rather, from something else. 
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The point concerns a difference in the rhetorical structure (mainly the body of the essay) of the 
candidates’ responses to the open-ended questions (not the gobbet) on Purple Hibiscus and Of Mice and 
Men. In order to facilitate the explanation a simplistic typology with examples is given below. 
 
Type 1A response where the paragraphing of the essay body is determined by characters or incidents. 
For example, a candidate answering a question on the fact that ‘there exists a close proximity between 
animals and man’ in Of Mice and Men writes an essay with an overload of examples of the links between 
the characters and animals in the novel. The paragraphs of the essay are character or incident 
determined and do not follow any logical development from one paragraph to another. In these list-like 
efforts paragraphs in the body may actually be interchanged without any effect. 
 
This means in an essay that includes a paragraph on Lennie’s links with animals followed by a paragraph 
of Candy’s links with animals, one could easily change the order of these two paragraphs without 
affecting any logical development in the writing. 

 
Type 2A response that is not essentially character or incident determined but explores the different 
interpretations/manifestations/facades of a theme. For example, a candidate answering on ‘freedom and 
oppression’ in Purple Hibiscus writes a four paragraph body with one paragraph focusing on freedom at a 
national level, another on oppression at a national level, a third on freedom at the family/individual level 
and one on oppression at the family/individual level. The paragraphs are not character or incident 
determined and the response feels closer to argumentation yet, ultimately the text does not follow a 
logical development so that, even here, paragraphs may be interchanged without causing a breakdown in 
a logical development. 
 
Type 3A response where paragraphing of the essay body is determined by the logical development of an 
argument presented in a manner that does not really permit the interchange of paragraphs without a 
breakdown in the logic. For example, a candidate answering a question on the fact that ‘there exists a 
close proximity between animals and man’ in Of Mice and Men writes an essay that sets Steinbeck’s 
ideology as a backdrop; explores the statement through concrete examples; shows an understanding of 
the extension of the idea at a metaphoric/figurative level and strengthens the debate by exploring the 
issue slightly beyond (possibly even in relation to other themes) and not in an insular manner.  
 
The fact is that few candidates write in a manner labelled as Type 3 above. Unable to do this, most, by 
default, produce essays of the other two types. The Of Mice and Men essays tended to be Type 1 while 
the Purple Hibiscus essays tended to be Type 2. This seems to have been determined by two things 
rather than the candidates’ writing skills in literature essays per se. While there is no doubt that challenge 
and contrast are present in Of Mice and Men, what seems to be foregrounded most are the endless links 
between characters and animals, the many examples of loneliness, the repeated incidents of destined 
failure, the idea of a repetition of the same. In contrast, while Purple Hibiscus does include similarities, it 
is the challenges and clashes that are foregrounded and dominate the narrative. It may be that this 
difference contributed to candidates answering on Of Mice and Men writing Type 1 essays (focusing on 
characters and incidents) while those answering on Purple Hibiscus tended to produce Type 2 texts 
(focusing on contrast). The set questions could also have contributed to this difference in responses. The 
preambles/statements in the titles on Of Mice and Men are ‘one sided’ while those on Purple Hibiscus 
immediately cue candidates that their response has to present some form of contrast (‘Purple Hibiscus is 
a novel about freedom and oppression. Discuss’ and ‘Papa Eugene is both a victim and a victimizer. 
Discuss’). Ultimately, when one reads many such essays one feels that the responses on Purple Hibiscus 
were bound to feel closer to argumentation that those on Of Mice and Men. This is what ‘better’ means. 
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Specific Comments: Of Mice and Men  
 
1a To a certain degree, most candidates managed to show their understanding of the notion of 
proximity of men and animals in the novel. Most, however, failed to pick on the suggestion in the title of 
how this proximity is explored in obvious and subtler ways in the novel. It seems that most candidates 
interpreted the proposition in the title as an arbitrary reference to the theme which they could ‘abuse’ to 
fire a selection of random examples at will. Very few seemed conscious they were being asked to write 
about the very essence of a novel actually titled Of Mice and Men. Because most of the efforts did give 
correct examples, which one cannot deny were relevant to the question most managed a pass mark but 
very few wrote a strong essay on the question. 
 
1b The responses to this question were slightly inferior to the other responses on Of Mice and Men. 
While admittedly the question did ask candidates to write with reference to two characters, the responses 
were generally two-part narratives – one essentially summarising most of the book leading to Lennie’s 
death and the other about Candy and his dog. Again, one cannot deny that the content is relevant and 
this needs to be acknowledged, however, one would have expected the answers to be pitched higher 
with lesser emphasis on the sheer narrative and, at least, more concern with the internal struggles that 
the characters go through as well as how the killing of something one loves fits in the overall scheme of 
the novel. Too many candidates write about the central theme as if they are discussing something that is 
compartmentalised and removed from its broader relevance to the work. 
 
Specific Comments: Purple Hibiscus  
 
2a As indicated in the General Comments, most of the candidates attempting this question answered it 
satisfactorily. Very few candidates failed to discuss the notions of freedom and oppression in relation to 
the politics in Nigeria and at familial/individual level. Paragraphs tended to be clearly focused on one 
aspect of the discussion with enough examples to support the point being made. The question (as the 
other on this novel) asked candidates to write about something very central to the novel and one feels 
that candidates had no doubt as to what was valid in the answer. 
 
2b The question on father being a victim and a victimizer was also not a very taxing essay to write and 
most candidates answered it correctly. The simplest answers were limited to categorically being 
sympathetic towards Eugene because of his childhood experiences with the priests and critical of his 
‘hypocritical’ authoritarian control of the family. Others tried to make reference to the complexity of the 
man and moved beyond such a limited and simplistic interpretation of the title. Again, paragraphing very 
often focused on a particular interpretation of Eugene as a victim or victimizer which paragraphs were 
often correctly supported with evidence from the novel. 
 
Specific Comments: A Man for all Seasons  
 
3a The question asked candidates to write about the very essence of the play by focusing on More as ‘a 
man for all seasons’. One would have thought that such a fair question concerned with a central (if not 
the central) point of the play would have been properly prepared by those attempting this question. The 
few that did answer the question offered a rather limited response which not only failed to explore a 
number of roles of the protagonist but even how his behaviour in certain roles (as a chancellor, for 
example) changed throughout the play. The few responses were acceptable enough to warrant a pass 
but never pitched to the level one would have liked given this particular question. 
 
3b This question was attempted by very few candidates. Generally speaking, the responses to this 
question were better in that candidates managed to write more closely and clearly on the role played by 
the two women in More’s life. The answers managed to underscore both the similarities and the 
differences (Margaret is intelligent while her mother refuses to learn how to read, Margaret in a certain 
manner is closer to More than his wife herself) between the two women showing how, while they both 
demonstrate their affection they manifest this in different ways.  
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Gobbet: General Comments 
  
c There is no doubt that the spectrum of approaches, emphases, focuses and text structures one finds 
in the responses to any one gobbet task is always broader than that one finds in the responses to any 
one open-ended essay question. There must be various reasons for this. These reasons may include the 
degree of freedom permitted by the nature of the task itself, the fact that, to date, there are no official 
guidelines clearly indicating some of the things that are desirable and some things that should be avoided 
in the gobbet response as well as the possibility that, in their preparation for the examination, candidates 
get to practise writing essays to open-ended titles more than attempting gobbet tasks. Because of these 
and/or other reasons one finds that a more than desirable percentage of candidates drift towards the 
‘peripheral edges of this spectrum of responses’ producing answers that begin to manifest tendencies 
which, even given a broad lee-way, are not appreciated. These would include responses that evidence 
(in no particular order): 
• a lack of specific grounding of the response in the gobbet leading to an ‘abuse’ of the passage to write 
anything on the novel 
• a ‘convenient’  decision to focus mainly on the narrative 
• a tendency to follow the conventional rhetorical structure more typical of responses in open-ended 
essays (from generic to specific rather than from specific to generic) 
• a piecemeal organization as a result of an attempt to touch on too many incidents, characters and 
issues glossing over each point 
• a tendency to contort ‘prepared’ material on characters and/or themes (which would probably have 
been intended for an open ended question) to answer the task with ‘mild’ or ‘occasional’ references to the 
given passage 
 
As suggested above, there could be various reasons why the shortcomings mentioned above are quite 
common in the candidates’ responses to the gobbet question. Whatever the reason/s, the fact remains 
that, generally speaking, the responses in the gobbet tasks are more defective than those in the open-
ended questions. This is definitely an issue that needs to be addressed. 
 
 
 
The Chairperson 
 
Board of Examiners 
November 2011  


