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A. STATISTICAL INFORMATION 
The total number of candidates who registered to sit for Intermediate English during the Special September 

Session was 1907, which is substantially more than in previous years because of the unprecedented 

circumstances presented in 2020 due to COVID-19. Table 1 shows the distribution of grades for the Special 

Session of the examination. 

GRADE A B C D E F ABS Total 

NUMBER OF CANDIDATES 31 173 536 294 252 395 226 1907 

% OF TOTAL 1.63 9.07 28.11 15.42 13.21 20.71 11.85 100 

Table 1: Distribution of grades IM English Special September Session 2020 

 

B. GENERAL REMARKS 

General Remarks on the Written Examination 

Clarity of thought and expression are key to a successful performance in examinations such as this one. It is 

never enough to stress the importance of being able to keep consistent control of language and a good focus 

on the task. It is rewarding to observe that the improvement noted last year in candidates’ ability to produce 

more cohesive paragraphs in Section A was evident also in this year’s overall performance. However, it is 

also inevitable to reiterate that attention to rubric, appropriate choice and range of vocabulary, clear 

sentence structures, accurate spelling and punctuation still remain problematic throughout the three 

sections. While the subject content requires a strong input from the educators, it is ultimately the 

candidate’s responsibility to develop the necessary skills and practise frequently in order to perform well.  

Although, as in previous years, candidates showed that they understand texts on the surface level, the issue 

remains worrying when they try to engage in close reading (mostly evident in Sections B and C). 

Unfortunately, this problem is compounded by lack of clarity in the language used and poor logical 

progression. 

A common observation reappeared this year with respect to the style that candidates seem to have adopted; 

in several instances their register was quite unfitting. In a good number of essays, both Sections A and C, the 

style was too conversational, at times even addressing the reader with rhetorical questions or with 

exclamations of disapproval, especially when narrating characters’ actions. Candidates are expected to 

adopt a formal register, unless specifically indicated otherwise. They ought to be able to discern which 

language is context appropriate; this is expected of them in any domain but will be especially prevalent if 

they choose an academic path.  
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C. COMMENTS ON INDIVIDUAL SECTIONS 

Section A 

General Comments 

It is encouraging to observe that a substantial number of essays were written in the appropriate format; 

thus, reflecting the structure delineated in the syllabus for each text type. Also considered an improvement 

on previous years is the adherence to the word count, as examiners commented on how there seemed to 

have been a greater effort this year by candidates to control their writing. Another positive comment was 

that with a good number of essays there was an improvement in the usage of cohesive devices across and 

within paragraphs – this was particularly noticeable in the discursive essays.  

On a less positive note, shortcomings were noted by the examiners. Generally, language which may have 

been considered ambitious was not necessarily accurate or appropriate. In fact, there were essays that 

showed expressions which would have been impressive in isolation but not appropriate to the context. 

Whenever language was poor, there were several instances of awkward structures, incorrect use of 

collocations and inaccurate choice of tenses. An equally worrying weakness is the limited pool of lexical 

choice or not level appropriate; this was noticeable in the overuse of the adjective ‘very’ as a clear indicator 

of the limitation. As the focus shifts to structure, consistent good control of paragraphing is missing, and this 

suggests that there is an understanding of how to organise paragraphs, but it is not sustained throughout. 

With respect to the overall essay structure, the introductions were often weak as they were under-

developed and conclusions were, at times, omitted. Other aspects of language which were observed to be 

lacking are: punctuation, where the use of commas was often problematic when present and sometimes 

inaccurately substituted by full stops or semi-colons; and spelling, especially homophones (e.g. 

thought/taught, where/were, there/their, its/it’s), which remain quite problematic. 

 

Title 1: The descriptive 

A favourite title among candidates. The stronger essays successfully used effective descriptive and sensory 

language that were appropriate to the context and level. Unfortunately, the weaker essays failed to describe 

the experience and focussed on explaining the importance of a healthy life and the reason why they 

participated in the fun run. Others gave an account of the day’s events without dwelling on the experience 

during the run. 

Title 2: The narrative  

This was the least popular title but there were a few narratives which evidenced excellent plot lines and 

captured a sense of humour. However, for most of the essays the task was not achieved and the attempt at 

humour was poorly executed. Generally, the essays did not follow the required features of the narrative 

convention. They lacked a clear focus on the audience/readers, and although the information to orient the 

readers was almost always present, there was no attempt at engaging the reader. With reference to 

language use, as often happens with the narrative, the choice of tenses remains quite problematic. 
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Title 3: For and against  

This was one of the least popular titles and the essays lacked the balanced and objective discussion expected 

in this text type. Content on the subject matter tended to be repetitive and one idea was frequently extended 

to the entire essay; thus, limitations in the choice of vocabulary became obvious and poor paragraph control 

compromised the overall structure. The focus of most essays was mainly on the first part of the statement: 

Today’s youths need real opportunities and failed to establish a connection with the remaining parts of the 

statement. Clearly, the ideas in the stronger essays were a reflection of sound general knowledge which 

contributed to a good range of vocabulary and supporting arguments.  

Title 4: Solutions to Problems  

Being the most popular title, the essays offered a good range of abilities. The essay was expected to offer 

solutions to a problematic issue specific approach with each paragraph following the introduction focussing 

on a separate solution. Examples of excellent essays demonstrated a balance of good use of language, 

appropriate structure and a coherent presentation of ideas. Weaker essays focussed on the problems of 

identity theft and only dedicated the last paragraph to solutions. 

Title 5: Assessment Report  

Despite being one of the least popular titles, most of the essays adhered to the report format. Clear headings, 

sub-headings and preambles typical of a report format were present in the majority of reports written. 

Although register was the least problematic in this writing task, vocabulary was generally limited. In general, 

candidates who commented on the weaknesses of the course mentioned the lack of hands-on experiences. 

Title 6: Formal email 

As a general rule, the difference between this task and the discursive essay is the format (email) it is written 

in rather than actual text structure. This title addresses own views on increasing the driving age to 21 by way 

of solving Malta’s traffic problem. It was the second most popular title and some of the essays were quite 

well written. Most of the essays adhered to the correct text features, but there were instances of colloquial 

language when the expected register was formal. Most essays argued against the proposed solution. 

 

Section B 

General Comments 

Similar to last year’s report, most of the candidates’ responses indicated that they understood the content 

(in terms of meaning), function and overall structure of the reading passage. As explained below, however, 

a number of candidates had difficulty: (a) writing relevant responses; (b) expressing their ideas coherently 

and accurately; (c) paraphrasing the ideas presented in the text, which resulted in entire phrases lifted from 

the original text. The points above also show that candidates, in general, ought to be more precise and 

disciplined in Section B, and to read the rubric more carefully to ensure relevant responses. It is also 

recommended that candidates are more careful with their choice and use of pronouns/determiners as it is 

sometimes difficult for examiners to understand what/who is being referred to in the responses. This was 

especially problematic in Questions 3 and 7. Candidates are also encouraged to pay closer attention to their 

choice of register; instances of inappropriate register were particularly common in Questions 7, 8 and 9.  
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Overall, the candidates performed better in Questions 1, 4, 5a and 6; the weakest performance in general 

was noted in Questions 2, 3, 5b and 7. 

 

Question 1 

The first question tested knowledge of word class. Sixty-four per cent of the responses were correct and 

most candidates provided answers to both underlined words. It is worth noting that some used the term 

‘determinator’ instead of determiner. Some candidates seemed to have difficulty identifying the word class 

for the word ‘for’. 

Question 2 

The first part of this question required candidates to identify the subjects in the given sentence. 

Unfortunately, a number of candidates identified only one of these subjects, ‘it’, and only a few identified 

‘no great technological leaps’ as the other subject. In the second part of the question the candidates were 

expected to identify what type of conjunction ‘but’ is. A number of candidates mentioned types of 

conjunctions, yet only a few identified ‘but’ as a coordinating conjunction. A few wrote ‘conjunctor’ instead. 

Others wrote ‘simple conjunction’ or ‘FANBOY’. Overall candidates performed rather poorly in this question; 

only half of the responses given were correct.  

Question 3 

This question required candidates to make a connection between three ideas in the text with the visual 

provided. Some candidates gave satisfactory responses that showed a clear link between the three ideas in 

the text and the visual, and also commented well. Half of the candidates, however, gave irrelevant or only 

partially relevant answers. These candidates did not: (a) present three ideas; (b) create a link between the 

ideas in the text and the visual and explain ‘how’ these are connected; (c) make reference to the ideas 

presented in the text but rather relied on prior knowledge of the topic; (d) make any reference to the 

illustration. Most candidates connected the missing part of planet earth to the damage caused by the food 

industry and food consumption. The link between the human figure and the idea of looking beyond 

traditional ways of producing food was often not identified.  

Question 4 

This question tested candidates’ knowledge of organisational patterns. A good majority of the candidates 

identified the text as Situation-Problem-Solution. Overall, they performed best in this question.  

Question 5 

In Question 5a, the majority of the candidates explained the expression: ‘It sounds like a miracle’, rather 

well. Some candidates, however, provided vague responses such as ‘it is too good to be true’ or ‘it sounds 

impossible’. In contrast, the responses in Question 5b were rather disappointing, resulting in the overall 

weakest task performance. Only one third of the responses were satisfactory. There were two main reasons 

for this: (a) some candidates produced vague responses with little to no reference to language use and/or 

miracle; (b) similar to Question 3, some candidates ignored the key word ‘how’ and failed to create a link 

between language use and miracle.  
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Question 6 

Most of the responses mentioned four environmental advantages of farmfree ‘food’. Some candidates, 

however, mentioned other advantages such as food being cheap or healthy, which are not environmental 

and thus resulted in irrelevant replies. Two other issues with this question were: (a) a number of candidates 

did not paraphrase but chose to lift entire phrases from the source text; (b) some candidates provided a list 

with no clear link to the question. Marks were deducted in both instances. It is recommended that responses 

in list-format include an introductory sentence that connects the list to the question. 

Question 7 

This question resulted in the second weakest overall performance. This question tested the candidates’ 

understanding of ‘moral minefield’ in the context of eating and food production, and required an explanation 

that connected these two ideas. Very few candidates successfully created this link and answered the 

question fully. Most of the responses were either irrelevant, too vague, or did not make reference to ‘moral 

minefield’. Some candidates also lifted phrases from the text even though the rubric specifically stated that 

candidates should paraphrase throughout, except for Questions 1, 2 and 8. The most lifted phrase for 

Question 7 was ‘an insupportable environmental cost’.  

Question 8 

Most of the candidates showed an understanding of the terms ‘writer’s voice, tone and style’. Similar to 

Question 7 though, only a few candidates provided complete responses. Some candidates made an effort to 

discuss all three features (albeit rather superficially at times) whereas others just focussed on one (the most 

popular being ‘tone’). Candidates were expected to discuss briefly ‘with close reference to the text’. Some 

responses, unfortunately, were not well-supported and resulted in vague and fragmented responses. Quite 

a few candidates did not attempt to answer this question. 

Question 9 

Similar to last year’s report on candidates’ performance, there was a generally good attempt at the summary, 

and on the whole the majority of the candidates could identify the most salient points (in terms of content). 

A number of candidates, however, showed an inability to: (a) synthesise these points in their own words (in 

fact lots of lifting was noted in this year’s summaries); (b) link sentences and ideas in a cohesive summary; 

(c) adhere to the stipulated word count. 
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Section C 

General Comments 

Overall, the level of work produced was satisfactory. Candidates’ use of language and expression was of an 

adequate level, with most proving that they can write at length with only minor errors, with syntactical errors 

being the most common. What was most lacking, however, is the candidates’ inability to distinguish between 

narrating and discussing a point. Most essays read like summaries, sometimes without even separating ideas 

into separate paragraphs, without any attempts at raising arguments. It is important to emphasise that the 

argument needs to be central to the discussion with narration used only to provide evidence to the argument 

raised. Each paragraph, therefore, must have an argument at the start of it, followed by evidence from the 

text. In this year’s report, the examiners tried to map out the essays in a slightly different format. The 

comments on the individual questions refer to categories of responses.  

 

Question 1 

The majority of the candidates seem to have understood that the question is on conflict (which does not 

mean they understood that they needed to distinguish between internal and external conflict), but the 

quality of the answers varied greatly. 

The categories below move from the strongest to the weakest responses: 

1. Essays where body paragraphs clearly evidence an understanding of the notions of internal and 

external conflict and are written in a manner that primarily foregrounds these ideas with support 

from the short stories. Paragraph organisation clearly indicates a focus on either internal or external 

conflict, includes some form of explanation followed by support from the short stories. 

2. Essays that are, to a certain degree, driven by narrative (the narrative part comes first) but evidence 

a clear and sustained effort to highlight conflict – possibly even distinguishing between internal or 

external conflict (albeit this – i.e. the effort and/or the distinction – is not necessarily without some 

defects (for example, a paragraph written in a manner that lacks discipline where there is a conflation 

of focus on both internal and external conflict)).  

3. Essays that are mostly driven by narrative but show evidence of focus on conflict usually at the end 

of a stretch of narration (without necessarily distinguishing between internal and external conflict). 

4. Responses where the body of the essay is essentially two sketchy narratives (one for each story) with 

any reference to conflict occurring by default not intent (but because it cannot possibly be avoided 

when summarising any of the two stories). 

As an aside, it was noted that when writing about ‘The Drover’s Wife’, candidates tended to provide more 

textual references.  
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Question 2(a) 

Similar to the observations presented for Question 1, an attempt was made to represent the type of 

responses to the Literary Awareness question in categories. 

The categories below move from the strongest to the weakest responses: 

1. Responses that clearly attempt to foreground author or language use focussing on characteristics 

such as point of view, diction, direct speech, repetition. In such responses, the sustained intention to 

address the question is often reflected in the theme/subject of a number of sentences in the effort. 

2. Responses that, to a certain degree, are concerned with the protagonists, but often these are used 

as a platform to eventually look at the language used. The shortcomings tend to be lack of discipline 

in the writing skills rather than disregard for the question asked.  

3. Responses that are essentially a paraphrase of the passage (and are limited to the given passage) but 

with quotes. Ultimately, the focus in such efforts tends to remain the protagonists (as indicated by 

the theme/subject of most of the sentences) and not language or author’s intention. 

4. Responses that are essentially a paraphrase of the passage (and are limited to the given passage) 

with reflection/comments on the behaviour of the protagonists but no engagement with how the 

author uses language. 

5. Responses that are essentially a paraphrase of the given passage, evidence no attempt at focussing 

on language and may possibly even not be limited to the passage. 

Question 2(b) 

The categories below move from the strongest to the weakest responses: 

1. Responses where the body paragraphs clearly focus on some element in the story exploring how this 

element is an example of history repeating itself. For example, a paragraph focussing on the children, 

their problems and behaviour or a paragraph on Ivan’s sharpness in profiting from unplanned 

incidents/accidents. 

2. Responses that shift between stretches that are just narrative and parts that are more evidently 

concerned with focussing on the theme of history repeating itself. Such responses may have 

parts/paragraphs that are not immediately relevant and others that are narrow and specifically focus 

on some element of repetition in the story.   

3. Responses that are essentially still a summary of the short story (narrative texts) but with some effort 

(such as the sporadic use of words/phrases like ‘again’, ‘as before’, ‘even the second child’ etc.) which 

hint at the idea of repetition. Such efforts are not enough to be considered as having achieved the 

set task. 
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4. Responses that are essentially a summary of the short story lacking any evidence to clearly highlight 

the idea of repetition in the short story. The text is a narrative piece with candidates expecting the 

reader to make the links that are missing in the writing. 

Overall, candidates must be aware that re-telling the story is not the same as analysing it, and that they must 

be ready to discuss the story and only use a brief narration to prove their points. 

Note: 

Similar to last year, a number of candidates did not separate their answers for questions (a) and (b) so that 

their response appears as a single answer on the page. The problem, as highlighted in the previous report, 

is when markers cannot distinguish between one part of the answer and the answer because these 

candidates may have assumed that the two questions need to be answered as a single essay.  

 

D. CONCLUDING COMMENTS 
Most observations noted in the 2019 report apply to this year’s candidates’ performance. It is reiterated that 

excellence is awarded only when a candidate is able to provide interesting and engaging content that 

challenges readers. A coherent and cohesive response/discussion/commentary and ability to handle 

language accurately should remain the ultimate goal for candidates throughout all three sections. Similar to 

2019, this year’s performance did not differ much from previous years and as expected, there were 

candidates who produced excellent responses, but there were also a substantial number of candidates who 

underperformed. The slight difference highlighted in 2019 resurfaced this year in a small group of candidates 

who significantly underperformed. They were not only clearly unprepared for the tasks, but their use of 

language was surprisingly poor.  

 

Chairperson 

Examiners Panel 2020  

 


