
 

  

Examiners’ Report 
AM English 
 

First Session 2019  

MATSEC 
Examinations Board 



Examiners’ Report (2019): AM English 

Page 1 of 31 
 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

A. INTRODUCTION ....................................................................................................................................... 2 

General Performance ..................................................................................................................................... 2 

Number of Candidates and Absentees ........................................................................................................... 4 

Use of English ................................................................................................................................................. 5 

Aims ............................................................................................................................................................. 6 

Assessment Objectives ................................................................................................................................ 6 

Appendix 1: Notes to Candidates and Teachers ......................................................................................... 6 

B. Analysis of Papers ................................................................................................................................... 7 

Paper 1 ............................................................................................................................................................ 7 

Section A: Shakespeare ............................................................................................................................... 7 

Section B - Set Poetry ................................................................................................................................ 10 

Section C – Poetry Criticism: The unseen text this year was ‘Home-Coming’ by Léonie Adams. ............ 11 

Paper 2 .......................................................................................................................................................... 12 

Section A: Set Novels ................................................................................................................................. 12 

Section B – Prose Criticism: Extract taken from Shylock is my Name, by Howard Jacobson ................... 18 

Paper 3 .......................................................................................................................................................... 21 

Section A: Language Essay ........................................................................................................................ 21 

Section B – Summary................................................................................................................................. 24 

Section C – Linguistics ............................................................................................................................... 25 

General Comments: .................................................................................................................................. 25 

Conclusion: ................................................................................................................................................ 29 

C. Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................. 29 

General Comments ....................................................................................................................................... 29 

Recommendations ........................................................................................................................................ 30 

 

  



Examiners’ Report (2019): AM English 

Page 2 of 31 
 

A. INTRODUCTION 

General Performance 

 

 Grade No. of Candidates % of Candidates  

 A 18 2.4  

 B 44 5.9  

 C 215 28.9  

 D 129 17.4  

 E 120 16.2  

 F 148 19.9  

 Absent 69 9.3  

 Total 743 100.0  

     

 Grade No. of Candidates % of Candidates  

 A - C 277 37.3  

 A - E 526 70.8  

 FAIL 148 19.9  

Table 1: Candidates’ general performance for the first session 2019 

The report begins with an evaluation of the candidates’ general performance in the 2019 May session. In our 

view, the most important shift from the candidates’ performance in 2018 and in previous years is the 

disappointingly lower percentage of candidates who managed to obtain a grade between A and C (37.4%).  

To contextualise, this is markedly lower than 2018 (43.8%) and 2017 (42.6%). Indeed, we have to go back to 

2010 (A-C: 38.4%) to find similar results in the A to C range. More specifically, the major decline from 2018 

is in the percentage of candidateswho obtained a grade C (29.1% in 2019, that is, 6.4% fewer than the 35.5% 

of 2018). Nonetheless, while the percentage of  candidatesobtaining an A or a B (8.2%) in this year’s sitting 

was similar to that of last year (8.1%), we note a clear downward trend in performance in the higher brackets 

over the last five years. This may be seen through comparing this year’s results with the percentage of 

candidates obtaining A or B in 2017 (11%); 2016 (12.3%); 2015 (14.3%), 2014 (15%). We thus note a gradual 

shift downwards of almost 7% between 2014 and 2019 in the percentage of candidates achieving an A or a 

B. 

In evaluating the percentage of candidates who obtained a grade between A and E, that is obtained a Pass 

in the exam, we find that the situation has not changed much from previous years. This is because while, at 

face value, the percentage looks lower than last year (70.8% in 2019 vs 75.8% in 2018), there were 3.8% 

more official absentees in 2019 than 2018. Moreover, as discussed in detail in the next section, there was a 
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significant increase from last year in the number of candidates who were absent for the written papers after 

attending the Oral exam, thus obtaining an F rather than being marked as Absent.  

The examiners and markers of the different components of the exam generally agree that this year’s 

performance by the candidates was average to weak and that this continues to indicate a downward trend 

in the candidates’ performance in the exam over the last five years.  

As will be discussed in more detail further down, some of the key issues they highlighted include: 

- Unidiomatic and inaccurate use of written English (throughout the papers); 

- Many essays that do not respond to the question set or that attempt to repackage rehearsed material 

in ways that are not relevant to the rubric (especially in Paper 2); 

- Generally weak to very weak critical skills shown in the practical criticism components; 

- Inability to structure the summary coherently; 

- Poor descriptive and narrative skills in the language essay component. 

 

One welcome exception to this is the candidates’ performance in the Oral exams, which was not only 

generally very good to excellent but also significantly better than that in any of the previous years in which 

the Oral was part of the Advanced English exam in its current format. Therefore, contrary to general 

performance in writing, the results in the Oral component show an increased mastery in speaking skills, 

which is commendable but which would have been more reassuring had it been complemented by at least 

a stable performance in writing.  

 

If we take a closer look at the candidates’ performance in the different components of the written papers, 

we find that while there was a marginal improvement from last year in the average marks obtained by 

candidates in Paper 2 (+0.89%), marks were lower than 2018 in Paper 1 (-1.83%) and significantly lower in 

Paper 3 (-7.61%). The very poor results in Paper 3 are a cause for concern because this is the paper in which 

candidates have tended, over the last few years, to do best overall. In the case of the Linguistics component, 

while poorer than last year’s, the results obtained this year were, on average, similar to those of the 2017 

paper, but in both the Summary and the Language essay, the performance was weaker than in 2018 and 

2017.  

 

When taking all these factors into consideration, the results indicate a gradual but steady reduction in the 

percentage of candidates who can do well or even excel in English at Advanced Level over the last few years.  

 

We provide recommendations for improvement in the Conclusion to this report, but we would like to claim 

at the outset that we do not believe that these results can be simply attributed to the candidates’ instruction 

and progress in the period in which they specifically prepare for the A-Level but must be studied in the 

context of the education system and social environment that developed the candidates’ English language 

skills prior to that. While it is reassuring that the percentages and total numbers remain stable in terms of 

candidates obtaining a Pass (A-E) in the exam, the reduction in A-C percentages makes us question whether 

enough is being done to allow more students to achieve excellence in English. 
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Number of Candidates and Absentees 

 

This year, 743 candidates were registered for the exam, which is very close to the 749 registered for the May 

2018 session.  

 

 
 

Table 2: Number of candidates registered, by year 

However, the number of candidates should be analysed in relation to absentees. This year, 9.3% of 

candidates were absent for all the components of the exam, and this is the highest percentage of absentees 

since 2008.  

 

Year 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Abs (%)  8.1 11.2 8.9 9.1 6.2 6.7 5.4 7.1 4.6 5.1 5.4 5.5  9.3 

Table 3: Percentage of absentees, by year 

In the 2017 Examiners’ report, we provided a detailed explanation of how absentees are calculated in the 

exam, and the ways in which the candidates’ results are affected by missing specific components in the exam. 

This has been a particularly pertinent issue since 2013, when the oral component was added to the written 

components in Advanced English. You may refer to the 2017 report for details, but, in summary, the main 

points are that: 

 

 the official number of absent candidates (69 candidates in 2019, i.e. 9.3%) is calculated on the basis 

of candidates who miss all the components of the exam, including the oral and the three written 

papers; and 
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 this number does not include candidates who sit for one or two components (written or oral) and 

then miss all or some of the rest. 

  

In this respect, it is important to note that, apart from the 9.3% who were marked as absent this year, there 

were another 38 candidates (another 5.0%) who either missed all the written papers but not the oral exam 

(31 candidates); or Paper 2 and Paper 3 but not the rest of the exam (1 candidate); or Paper 1 but not the 

rest of the exam (1 candidate); or the oral exam but not the written papers (5 candidates).  

 

A candidatewho misses the oral exam loses up to 6.1% of the global mark, while Paper 1 and 2 carry 33.3% 

of the marks each, and Paper 3 carries 27.3% of the global mark. All of the candidates who missed a part of 

the written exam failed the exam this year. 2 of the 5 candidates who missed the oral exam obtained an F, 

while 3 obtained a Grade D. 

  

A final observation on absent candidates is that the number of candidates who missed all the components 

(officially, absent) together with those who missed one or more parts of the exam and were awarded an F 

was 109 (14.7%), which is a significant rise of 4% from 2018, when 10.7% of the candidates were absent for 

one or more parts of the exam.  

 

This means that while the number of registered candidates this year was very close to that of 2018 (6 

candidates less), the number of candidates who actually sat for the whole exam is smaller (669 in 2018; 634 

in 2019, that is, 35 less). This is very important when it comes to evaluating the significance of the percentage 

of candidates who failed the exam. While a slightly higher percentage of candidates failed the exam this year 

(19.9%) than in May 2018 (18.7%), in real terms, there were 4% less candidates who actually sat for the 

whole exam. This means that, from the candidates who actually sat for the whole exam, there was a lower 

percentage of candidates who failed than last year.   

 

Use of English 

 

As in previous years, we would like to refer to the relevant parts of the syllabus that indicate the standard 

expected in this exam in terms of use of English. We do this every year because proficiency in use of English 

(understood in wide terms as the ability to write and speak well in different contexts and for different 

purposes) is the most decisive factor in determining the candidates’ performance in this exam. The 

examiners and the markers seek to apply the syllabus as consistently and faithfully as possible over the years, 

and this determines the standard that each grade obtained in the A-Level indicates.  
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Aims  

A course based on this Syllabus should enable the following to be achieved:  

· competence in handling the English language accurately, with minimal errors in grammar and 

spelling;  

· the ability to communicate ideas effectively and through coherent logic and structure in expression 

and argumentation;  

· a knowledge of various aspects and variations of English style, and the ability to apply this knowledge 

to good effect and ideally with some evidence of stylishness and flair in one’s own writing; […] 

 

 Assessment Objectives 

The examination will assess a candidate’s ability to:  

· write lucidly, fluently and accurately on a number of subjects;  

· use appropriate vocabulary and style; […] 

· communicate clearly the knowledge, understanding and insight appropriate to literary studies […] 

(AM English Syllabus, p.2) 

 

Appendix 1: Notes to Candidates and Teachers 

Quality of Language in CandidateAnswers  

It cannot be sufficiently emphasised that candidates will be assessed on their ability to organise and 

present information, ideas, descriptions and arguments clearly and logically, taking into account 

accuracy in their use of grammar, punctuation and spelling. In all questions across all papers, marks 

awarded will take into account the quality of the language used by the candidate. 

 (AM English Syllabus, p.7) 

 

As clearly stated in the syllabus, accuracy and clarity in the use of English are basic requirements at this level. 

To attain high grades, high levels of accuracy as well as elements of ‘stylishness and flair’ are required. This 

includes the ability to use: a wide range of sentence structures; fluent, idiomatic English; and specific and 

appropriate vocabulary. Candidates also need to show they can present their arguments clearly, logically, 

and coherently by strategically moving from point to point using appropriate linking devices and in a way 

that is clearly planned and not random or improvised during the actual writing of the essay. Considering that 

the exam includes six literature components out of 10 (Papers 1 and 2 in their entirety), the ability to write 

about literature convincingly and in the expected style is another aspect of language proficiency that needs 

to be prioritised. 
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B. Analysis of Papers 
 

Paper 1 

Section A: Shakespeare 

 

Section A Drama Question  Number of Essays  

Julius Caesar 

1a  0  

1b  0  

1c  0  

The Tempest 

2a  0  

2b  0  

2c  0  

Othello 

3a  86  

3b  378  

3c  174  

Table 4: Essays answered in Section A 

1. Julius Caesar  

Questions on Julius Caesar were not attempted by any candidate. 

2. The Tempest 

Questions on The Tempest were not attempted by any candidate. 

3. Othello 

638 candidates answered a question on Othello.  

Question 3A: Gobbet: IAGO I'll send her to you presently […] CASSIO […] Give me advantage of some brief 

discourse/with Desdemona alone. 

i. 86 candidates attempted the gobbet. As was the case last year, the majority of candidates who 

attempted this question properly contextualized the passage, probably owing to the fact that it 

is self-explanatory in that what happened before is explained in the extract itself. However, as 

happened in previous sittings, marks were lost for the following reasons: 

a. Some candidates made no reference at all to the context. 

b. Unlike what happened in many papers in previous sessions of the examination, the candidates 

did focus on more than one element, in this case, theme and character – mainly appearance 

and reality and Iago’s dishonesty. However, as was the case in past examinations, a significant 

number of candidates quickly moved away from the extract to narrate the plot of the play, 

focusing, for example, on Iago’s hypocrisy and his manipulation of Othello throughout the 

play, which had little to do with the extract itself.  

c. Desdemona’s character as seen in the extract was ignored by the majority of the candidates. 
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d. Some candidates mentioned and discussed themes that did not emerge from the extract 

itself, for example reputation, justice and love, and they wrote a good chunk of their essay 

about this theme/these themes. 

 

Question 3B: With detailed reference to Shakespeare’s Othello, discuss the aspects of Othello’s character 

that make him vulnerable to Iago’s manipulation. 

i. The majority of the 378 candidates who attempted this question tackled this essay in one of the 

following three ways: they either focused mainly on Iago’s manipulative techniques and wrote 

very little about how Othello contributed to his own downfall; or focused only on one or two 

character traits that rendered him vulnerable but did not actually demonstrate how these traits 

rendered him vulnerable; or focused on a number of character traits by presenting a list and very 

little detail and illustration. 

ii. In general, most candidates who opted for this question did not substantiate their arguments 

with evidence from the text and tended to write a number of general claims. For example, a good 

number of candidates referred to Othello’s insecurities as a major vulnerability, and wrote, for 

instance, that Othello felt inferior to Cassio or that Othello felt inferior because of his race, but 

they did not prove this by referring to the text where these points are seen. 

Question 3C: Discuss the themes of revenge and forgiveness in Shakespeare’s Othello. 

i. Many of the 174 candidates who chose this question tackled the theme of revenge quite well, 

focusing on both Iago’s and Othello’s thirst for revenge, the causes of their revenge as well as the 

consequences.  

ii. Forgiveness was tackled less effectively in that the absolute majority focused only on 

Desdemona’s forgiveness of Othello at the end of the play and made no reference to other 

episodes in the play where forgiveness is seen.  

iii. The majority of candidates did not link the two themes and tackled them separately. There were 

a few candidates who did link the two and their arguments for doing so made interesting reading.  

General comments  

i. As happened in previous sittings, many marks were lost in this section specifically on account of 

poor language competence, even in essays where content was on the whole satisfactory. 

ii. The following are the major linguistic weaknesses noted: 

a) Direct translation from Maltese and sentences that did not make much sense were rife. For 

example: Iago wanted to break in pieces Othello’s and Desdemona’s marriage; he wanted to 

revenge against him. 

b) Indiscriminate use of tenses: As has been the case in previous sittings, there was a tendency 

amongst a high number of candidates to use both the present and the past in their essays 

indiscriminately or to use the past tense throughout: When Othello falls into Iago’s trap he 

ordered Iago to kill Cassio; he made up his mind that he will kill Desdemona.  

c) Very poor spelling: Many of the mis-spelt words are the ones that keep appearing year in year 

out: Shakespear, Desdimona, lead instead of led, throught instead of throughout, faith instead 

of fate, Venician. to be joined this year by: immediatley, forgivness, continously, jelousy, 

occassions, loosing, apperance. 
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d) Poor punctuation, for example, missing the apostrophe before the s for possessives, as in  

Cassios lover… 

e) Subject and verb disagreement: Othello trust Desdemona. 

f) Use of which instead of who: Iago is the man which demonstrates the theme. 

g) Wrong prepositions, as in following jealousy and revenge: Iago’s jealousy for Othello, his 

revenge for Cassio and prior to the beginning and/or the end of the play with most writing in 

the beginning of the play, in the end of the play, respected from Venetians.. 

h) Incorrect use of pronouns in sentences such as: Cassio, besides losing his job, he also loses his 

reputation 

iii. Once again, there were a good number of candidates who referred to Othello as a novel. 

iv. What was particularly of concern this year was that a significant number of candidates provided 

incorrect information. Such information included the supposed fact that Iago is executed at the 

end of the play; that Othello finds Desdemona’s handkerchief in Cassio’s room; that Iago wants 

revenge because he can’t stand seeing Desdemona in Othello’s arms; that Othello fires Cassio 

because he ruins his wedding night with Desdemona; that Iago commits suicide; that Othello 

forgives Iago and only wants to hurt him and not kill him. 

v. Apart from incorrect facts, some candidates did not seem to know the correct order of events. 

This example should exemplify this: Iago starts making Othello jealous of Desdemona and then 

makes Cassio lose his job. 

vi. Lack of close reference to the text: Previous reports have also emphasised the need for 

arguments to be substantiated by evidence from the text. There were many cases where this was 

lacking. Direct quotation is also desirable (inexistent in a good number of essays) and when 

quoting, candidates need to ensure that what they present as a quote is indeed a quote as there 

were some cases where the quotes presented were not quotes at all. 

vii. Poor organisation: As happened in previous sittings, it was evident that many candidates did not 

plan their essays. This is reflected in the haphazard way in which candidates jumped from one 

idea to the other in the course of their essays and then came back to the same idea later on in 

their essays and hence repeated themselves. Others merely rambled on, and their task lacked 

coherence as a consequence. This was particularly conspicuous in answers to question 3a and 3b. 

viii. Narration: Many candidates tended to simply narrate the plot rather than comment on relevant 

points. This was particularly the case in answers to question 3a and 3b. 

ix. Irrelevant material: Unfortunately, there were many candidates, even those who wrote good 

essays, who expressed ideas that were irrelevant to the question asked. Students need to be 

trained to select material that is relevant to the question. A number flew off at a tangent. As was 

mentioned above, this was common in answers to question 3a. 
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Section B - Set Poetry  

 

 
Section B 

Poetry 
Question number Number of Essays 

 
Emily Dickinson 

1a 0 

 1b 0 

 
John Keats 

2a 0 

 2b 0 

 
Wilfred Owen 

3a 257 

 3b 381 

Table 5: Essays answered in Section B 

1. Emily Dickinson 

Not attempted by any candidate. 

2. John Keats 

Not attempted by any candidate. 

3. Wilfred Owen 

 

Question 3A: With detailed reference to THREE or more poems of your choice, discuss the poetic techniques 

that Wilfred Owen uses to convey the horror and futility of war. 

 

i. The rubric required candidates to focus on the ways that Owen uses poetic techniques to convey 

the futility and horrors of war. This question was chosen by 257 candidates.  

ii. The poems that were often chosen by candidates included “Anthem for Doomed Youth”, “Dulce et 

Decorum Est”, “Disabled”, “Exposure” and “Futility”. 

iii. Quite a number of candidates disregarded the rubric of the essay and did not focus on the use of 

techniques. They simply summarised the poems and gave importance only to the events/themes of 

the poems.  

iv. Other candidates did refer to certain literary devices but either did not identify them correctly or else 

gave a general description and did not even mention the techniques. 

v. There were many essays that consisted of three to four unlinked paragraphs, each focusing on one 

poem. These paragraphs frequently provided minimal analysis of the poetic techniques. It was 

noticeable that a number of candidates did not write a cohesive essay pulling together their insights 

about the three different poems to illustrate their points. 

vi. Many candidates are still under the impression that they can write an essay about poetry and not 

use close reference to or quotes from the texts to illustrate their arguments. In fact, a number of 

essays were structured simply as a series of points just pasted together. Quotations and close 

reference are essential in tackling a poetry question like this. 

vii. Some candidates were able to pinpoint the right references from the text but then were unable to 

follow up with more detailed commentary on the effects of certain techniques. An example of this 
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could be the following: “Many similies [sic] and metaphors like ‘hags’ that compared soldiers with old 

women. This is done in order to show the reader the causes done by war”. As is evident from this 

example, there is no clear indication as to what the candidate really meant.  

viii. Some candidates tend to quote inaccurately. 

ix.  A number of candidates focused on one or two poetic techniques and they belaboured the same 

points throughout the whole essay. Essays became repetitive and it became clear that these 

candidates had limited knowledge of the literary devices used by Owen. 

x. Some essays suffered from weak use of English with rudimentary problems in use of syntax, tenses, 

prepositions and informal expression. 

 

Question 3b:  ‘Wilfred Owen’s poetry does not simply describe war. It is also an argument against war.’ 

Discuss with reference to THREE or more poems of your choice. 

 

i. The focus of this rubric was that Owen’s poetry goes beyond mere shocking details and is intended 

to be a protest against war. This essay question was chosen by 381 candidates. 

ii.  “Dulce et Decorum Est”, “Anthem for Doomed Youth”, “The Send Off”, “Strange Meeting”, and 

“Disabled” were often discussed by candidates opting for this question. 

iii. The successful essays answering this question referred to points like Owen’s use of irony; his claim 

that “… the poetry is in the pity”; Owen’s critique of the poets who wrote in favour of war, such as 

Jessie Pope and Robert Graves; the references to the coercion of the Church; Owen’s occasionally 

misogynistic comments; and the misconceptions that the lay persons had about war. 

iv. Once again, many essays lacked structuring and cohesion with poems being treated as separate 

paragraphs framed by weak introductory and concluding paragraphs. Many of the introductions 

were generic in that they could possibly have introduced any essay about Owen’s poetry and 

disregarded the essay’s specific rubric completely. 

v. Quite a good number of essays were merely limited summaries of the chosen poems and did not 

really address the issue of the poems being a form of protest. This led to essays remaining superficial 

and mainly narrative accounts instead of focusing on salient arguments on how these poems were 

Owen’s way of revealing the truth about the horrors of war. 

 

Section C – Poetry Criticism: The unseen text this year was ‘Home-Coming’ by Léonie Adams.  

 

i. The poem is extremely straightforward with regard to form, following a traditional strophic structure 

with a regular rhyme scheme. 

ii. The theme engaged with the notion of coming back to a place the speaker has known, one he/she 

recognizes as home. There is no distinct impression that this place is a home, rather, the vagueness 

of the location contributes to the impressionistic atmosphere created through language use, 

especially metaphors and the two literary techniques of personification and anthropomorphism. The 

speaker creates a world of imagination, where the heavy use of these literary techniques transfers 

reality onto a world of pure fantasy. The use of the first-person narrative voice creates an intimate, 

confessional tone, narrowing the distance between speaker and reader. The latter feels invited into 

the private domain of the speaker, one that the speaker wishes to share with him/her.  
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iii. Perhaps due to the simplicity of the theme, that of coming back home, the majority of the candidates 

reconfigured and reconstructed the notion and came up with propositions of loss, bereavement, 

trysts, and so on. They over-read and over-compensated for the directness with which the poet deals 

with his chosen theme. An overwhelming majority of the candidates did not know what a “brook” 

means – many understood it as a girl’s name and actually spelt it “Brooke”. This caused digressions 

which were not easily recoverable.  

iv. It was clearly disappointing to read mistakes with regard to terminology – ‘paragraph’ instead of 

‘stanza’, ‘verse’ instead of ‘line’. Quite a large percentage wrote that the poem is written in ‘free 

verse’ or ‘blank verse’. Many even got the rhyming pattern wrong, writing that the poem follows an 

‘abcb’ pattern throughout when the poem clearly shows that it follows an ‘abcb’ ‘defe’, etc.  

v. Indiscriminate use of commas and semi-colons was rampant. 

vi. Those who spoke about ‘tone’ generally said that the tone is slow. Again, these showed a lack of 

understanding with regard to what tone stands for – tone is not related to speed by to the dynamics 

of the work.  

vii. Many essays lacked cogency and sometimes even coherence. There was failure in critical 

engagement, with too many candidates creating implausible narratives that were entirely 

disconnected with what the poem speaks about. 

viii. The best answers were those which were clearly written with few, if any, grammatical and syntactic 

errors. They dealt deftly with literary techniques such as metaphors, similes, personification, and 

even anthropomorphism. Pitch, register, and tone were equally well-handled, and attention to 

structure and paragraphing was also given.  

ix. A handful of essays were excellent – they had style, poise, and were critically well-pitched. 

 

Paper 2 

Section A: Set Novels 

 

Novel Question   Number of essays 

The Handmaid’s Tale 1a   329 

1b   201 

Emma 2a   26 

2b   13 

Great Expectations 3a   13 

3b   55 

The Heart of the Matter 4a   43 

4b   193 

Atonement 5a   82 

5b   323 

A Handful of Dust 6a   0 

6b   0 

Table 6: Candidates’ Choice of Questions in Paper 2, Section A 
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Novels listed in Descending Order of Popularity among Candidates Number of Essays 

The Handmaid’s Tale 530 

Atonement 405 

The Heart of the Matter 236 

Great Expectations 68 

Emma 39 

A Handful of Dust 0 

Table 7: Candidates’ Choice of Questions in Paper 2, Section A 

 

General Comments  

I. This year’s candidates’ performance in this section was, on average, weaker than last year’s. This 

is particularly due to responses to Question 1b (Atwood), 2b (Austen), and 4b (Greene). This 

underperformance was caused by a range of factors, including poor use of English and insufficient 

knowledge of the text; however, a common decisive reason this year was the tendency to write 

essays that do not fully respond to the question set in the rubric. There were too many essays 

that simply presented rehearsed material, most of which was not framed in such a way as to be 

relevant to the question set. 

II. This year, the number of essays that showed an insufficient knowledge of the text was significant. 

Many candidates seem to assume that they can write an adequate essay on a chosen novel 

without having read the actual novel. 

 

The Handmaid’s Tale, by Margaret Atwood   

 

Question 1a: Gobbet: The night is my own, my own time, to do with as I please, as long as I am quiet. […] On 

the floor of the room there were books, open face down, this way and that, extravagantly.  

i. More candidates chose the Atwood gobbet (62%) than the Atwood essay (38%), which is different 

from the general trend of the last few years. 

ii. The set gobbet was straightforward (beginning of Chapter 7/second Night section).  In fact, the 

contextualization was handled quite well, with most identifying it as an early Night chapter with 

Offred having a flashback.  

iii. The better essays discussed Offred using flashbacks both as a form of escapism/survival strategy and 

as resistance against Gilead’s control (through freedom of thought). Contrast between Gilead and 

pre-Gilead is evident through the memory of Moira, with many mentioning the loss of women’s rights 

– in clothes, education, smoking, drinking, going out, all now restricted.  A good number of essays 

discussed Moira as a symbol of rebellion and hope – so important to Offred – and her disappointment 

when she meets Moira at Jezebels and realizes she too has been broken by Gilead’s power. Contrast 

between the two characters and their ways of rebellion (passive vs active) was also mentioned.  

iv. The majority focused on the aspects of character (Moira and Offred), themes (control, freedom and 

lack of freedom, resistance/rebellion, education/reading and writing), and setting (contrast between 

past and present).  Often these three aspects were tackled in an overlapping way. Discussions on 
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imagery centred mainly on the plaster eye (representing constant control) and on the bland, neat, 

lifeless room (characterized by the colour white), which contrasts to the untidy room in the past with 

the colours purple, yellow and gold being mentioned. 

v. Most of the weaker essays also contextualized quite accurately. A few, however, mixed up the pre-

Gilead flashback with training at The Red Centre. These weaker essays tended to go through the 

passage given merely paraphrasing and stating the obvious, with very little analysis of text or 

reference to the passage’s importance in relation to the novel as a whole. 

vi. Some of the essays that fared badly either clearly showed no knowledge of the actual novel, or made 

no reference to the use of the time-shift, assuming everything was happening in the same period of 

time. 

 

1b) “Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale is a powerful warning against the dangers of complacency.”  Discuss. 

i. Even though complacency is one of the main themes in Atwood’s novel, a good number of 

candidates who chose this question seemed to have a problem with the term. Some clearly did not 

know the meaning of the word, while a good number interpreted it as a synonym of compliance. 

Though compliance (understood as obedience to Gilead’s rules) can be a consequence of 

complacency, the latter term has wider implications. Most of the essays, with the exception of a few 

excellent ones, failed to discuss that Gilead’s rise to power was the result of passivity and 

indifference by the citizens who chose to ignore the warnings signs until it was too late (“Ignoring 

isn’t the same as ignorance, you have to work at it.” […] “We lived in the gaps between the stories.”). 

The dystopian aspect of the novel by way of which Atwood issues a warning against such an attitude 

which can lead to the nightmarish situation in Gilead was also tackled explicitly only by a handful of 

essays. 

ii. The average essays focused on the situation in Gilead and on compliance to the rules due to Gilead’s 

fear tactics. A number added the valid point that Atwood is warning the reader that, if we are not 

careful, we can end up in a similar predicament given the current situation in today’s world, in this 

way making their essay more relevant. 

iii. Some essays discussed the attitude of compliance (rarely complacency) of characters (Offred, Moira 

and Janine mainly) within Gilead. 

iv. A good number of essays were out of point, merely giving a summary of the situation in Gilead or 

focusing on control with no reference whatsoever to the title of the question.   

v. A good number of essays were out of focus and, on the whole, the performance in the essay choice 

was disappointing even though the question addressed one of the main aspects of the novel.   

 

 

 

Emma, by Jane Austen 
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Question 2a: Gobbet: Harriet Smith was the natural daughter of somebody. […] It would be an interesting, 

and certainly a very kind undertaking; highly becoming her own situation in life, her leisure, and powers. 

i. Two-thirds of the candidates answering on Austen chose the gobbet and generally produced 

responses that were overall better than those provided for question 2b but that still tended to be 

average to weak.  

ii. While two essays responding to this question were excellent, with one candidate even identifying 

the exact chapter from which the gobbet was taken, the majority of the attempts did not reach the 

standard required for a good mark.  

iii. The main problem in responses to this question was an inability to ground the response to the gobbet 

in the passage provided and the inappropriate use of the passage simply as an excuse for reproducing 

general material about the novel.  

iv. The better essays commented intelligently and knowledgeably about Emma’s character and her 

relation to Harriet, as these aspects arise in the passage given. Some also commented on Austen’s 

use of free indirect discourse and could thus identify the importance of point of view and irony in the 

passage and the novel as a whole.  

 

2b: ‘Jane Austen’s Emma illustrates the importance of a good balance between social relations and the 

obligations that come with friendship’. Discuss.  

i. Responses to this question were generally weak.  

ii. One main reason was poor use of English. Another is that very few of the 13 candidates who chose 

this question actually answered the question set. Instead, they tended to focus on social class, with 

very little convincing connections to the effect that social relations have on friendship in the novel.  

iii. Narration of events in the story tended to be excessive, and, as in question 2b, the lack of relevance 

of many responses to the rubric was remarkable.  

 

Great Expectations, by Charles Dickens 

 

Question 3a. Gobbet: Sarah Pocket conducted me down, as if I were a ghost who must be seen out. […] I felt 

compelled to admit that it might be so, and had an impulse upon me to go down again and entreat Joe to 

walk with me in the morning. I did not. 

i. The gobbet was attempted by 19% of candidates and generally the task was achieved satisfactorily. 

ii. Almost all candidates identified the context, which was towards the end of the first stage of Pip’s 

expectations, as he is about to leave the forge for London.  

iii. Knowledge of the text was overall very sound.  

iv. Those who did very well shifted seamlessly between gobbet and text, exploring how aspects within 

the gobbet reflected the novel’s main themes.  

v. Pip’s ambivalent feelings were the focus of the gobbet, reflected in his attitude to Joe and 

represented in the clothes imagery. A few candidates also picked up on the adult narrator’s voice and 

could therefore write pertinently on this.  

vi. Those candidates who didn’t ground their response in the gobbet but merely used this as a 

springboard to write an essay on the novel, did not adhere to the task. 
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Question 3b: Discuss the theme of justice in Dickens’s Great Expectations.  

i. This question was chosen by 81% of those who answered on Dickens.  

ii. The overall performance in responses to this question was disappointing. The theme of justice is 

central to the novel and, in fact, most candidates clearly had the material at hand.  However, the 

general approach was an account of how this or that character fits into the theme, so that the result 

was usually a series of fairly predictable, self-contained paragraphs explaining why each character 

deserves the justice dealt to them by Dickens. 

iii. Apart from the overall lack of cohesion in the writing, the problem with this approach is the tendency 

to narrate and to lack depth in argumentation as the essay flits from one character to the other.  

iv. The better essays proceeded thematically by positioning the discussion within the wider frame of 

Dickens’s social and moral purpose, his attack on the judicial system itself and how he takes matters 

into his own hands by rewarding or punishing characters. Candidates who wrote these essays wove 

the characters’ destinies into their answer without feeling the need to say all they knew about the 

character. At times, a pertinent reference to a character or event, supported by the right quotation, 

is enough to make the point.  

 

The Heart of the Matter, by Graham Greene 

 

Question 4a: Gobbet: ‘A man’s boy’s always all right. He’s a real nigger – but these, look at’ em, […] Probably 

in the pay of the Syrians too if the truth were known.’ 

i. This question was attempted by only 43 candidates.  

ii. The extract was taken from the opening of the novel (Book One Part One Chapter 1), and it allowed 

candidates to tackle a variety of issues.  

iii. We note general evidence of good knowledge of the text in response to this question. The theme of 

racial prejudice within the context of colonization was addressed in most of the essays.  

iv. Moreover, the context was easily identified, and a good number of candidates even pointed out that 

in contrast to Harris and to Wilson, Scobie is free from colonial prejudice.  

v. Most candidates were even able to explain the significance of the given extract and how it 

foreshadows subsequent events.  

vi. Some essays simply failed at the syntactic and grammatical level as the writing style often contained 

poor expressions and incorrect grammar. Thus, despite having a strong acquaintance with the text, 

these candidates simply did not have the linguistic abilities to translate ideas into writing.  

Question 4b:  ‘The “heart of the matter” in Greene’s novel is the burden of responsibility.’ How far do you 

agree with this statement?    

i. This question was attempted by 193 candidates, that is, by 82% of those answering on Greene. 

ii. In the response to the essay title, again the standard of writing was overall weak. It is disconcerting 

to note that despite the hard work that has evidently gone into preparation for the examination, as 

seen from good knowledge of the text and even reference to critics and writers such as James Wood 

and Evelyn Waugh, many of the essays were characterised by unsophisticated argumentation or 

candidates simply adopted a narrative approach.  
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iii. It is puzzling that a good number of candidates wrote the word ‘responsibility’ wrong despite it being 

written in the title and so. Other common spelling mistakes included the word ‘obliged’ being written 

as ‘obligated’, ‘uglyness’, ‘pitties’, and ‘intencity’.  

iv. A significant number of candidates omitted the definite article ‘The’ from the book title. Hence, many 

wrote the following: ‘In Greene’s novel “Heart of the matter” […]’.  

v. Furthermore, a good percentage of candidates referred to the novel itself as being ‘the burden of 

responsibility’ by writing the following: ‘Greene’s novel is the burden of responsability’ [sic].  

vi. With regard to content, most candidates discussed Scobie’s relationship with Louise and Helen, 

pointing out how his sense of responsibility is triggered by their childlike dependence, loneliness and 

helplessness. However, very few candidates managed to delve deeper into the question by discussing 

the ‘white man’s burden’ of responsibility towards other races in the context of colonial subjugation, 

which is a central theme in the novel.  

 

Atonement, by Ian McEwan  

 

Question 5a: Gobbet: ‘In the half hour before lights out, after cocoa, the girls would be in and out of each 

other’s rooms, […] She claimed to have seen the churchgoer spitting on the hallway floor.’ 

i. This question was attempted by 82 candidates answering on McEwan. 

ii. The extract was taken from Part Three, where Briony has volunteered to work as a nurse in wartime 

London and Emily Tallis is forced to take in evacuees.  

iii. While most of the candidates identified the immediate context, some candidates treated the given 

passage in a superficial manner, with many not paying close attention to it. For instance, many failed 

to analyse the contrast between the homesick nurses and Briony’s tragic lack of empathy. 

iv. However, a good number of candidates managed to bring out the contrast between the theatrical 

Briony as featured in Part One of the novel, and the way the eighteen-year-old Briony reacts in the 

given passage.  

v. Only a couple of essays deviated completely from the given extract and devoted almost the entire 

essay to the theme of war in Atonement. These very same candidates referenced the given extract in 

the introduction and conclusion and then simply moved away from the gobbet in the rest of the essay. 

 

Question 5b: Discuss the theme of control in McEwan’s Atonement. 

i. This was the more popular choice with 323 candidates opting for it. 

ii. Although candidates were expected to discuss Briony’s unsettling ability to manipulate events, 

particularly those leading to Robbie’s wrongful arrest and imprisonment, they were also expected to 

move beyond Briony to discuss such a theme. The title also leads to a discussion of Briony’s continuing 

efforts to take control of reality through her narrative. However, only a small percentage of 

candidates analysed and discussed this aspect.  

iii. One common tendency was, in fact, to concentrate exclusively on Briony while ignoring the other 

characters’ element of imposing control on others. Another was to merely give a list of incidents and 

examples of control within the novel with minimum discussion or critical comment about them.  

iv. Having said that, there were a few candidates who wrote good essays depicting excellent knowledge 

of the text. Such candidates managed to congruously and consistently blend the theme of control and 
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characterisation throughout their essay. These very same candidates also chose sound arguments to 

support their interpretation, and even structured their writing in a cogent way.  

v. However, a good number of essays failed to give enough detail and depth to present generally 

relevant responses. Others made very limited use of textual reference and hardly presented 

convincing argumentation. 

vi. Inaccurate quotations, quotes standing on their own (often without a direct link to what is being 

discussed), disconnected paragraphs, inappropriate style, and lack of formal language were further 

drawbacks in some essays. Another disconcerting habit was the failure to use capital letters when 

referring to the title of the novel or, worse still, misspelling the title or the author’s name. In fact, 

some candidates wrote the title as ‘Atonment’ and the author’s name as ‘Ewan’ or even ‘Ec Ewan’. A 

further common mistake was writing the word ‘control’ (which featured in the title) as ‘controll’.  

vii. Sentence structure, cohesion, correct expression, and clear communication of ideas also proved 

problematic with a substantial number of candidates. An example which incorporates most of the 

pitfalls mentioned above is the following:  

We learn this where we read the note where Briony says that the story was at some 

way or an other been in her total controll since it’s Briony herself that is writing the 

story, she even calls herself as “God” since in the Book her overactive imagination and 

innocents are what led her to write it. 

viii. Although in most cases valid information was provided, detail was lacking, and an in-depth analysis 

of the text was necessary. Moreover, most of the essays were written in poor English and at times, 

the candidates’ expression was excessively poor for this level.  

 

A Handful of Dust, by Evelyn Waugh 

 

Question 6a 

Not attempted 

Question 6b 

Not attempted 

Section B – Prose Criticism: Extract taken from Shylock is my Name, by Howard Jacobson 

 

i. The responses this year ranged primarily from average to very poor. While the overall performance 

was marginally better than last year’s as there were fewer extremely low marks, it was disappointing 

to note that there were also fewer responses in the top bands.  

ii. The best essays consisted of interpretations supported by relevant evidence from the text, showing 

familiarity with the tools of critical analysis and an ability to discuss the use of rhetorical devices. 

These essays demonstrated a high level of fluency and accuracy in writing, which was organised in a 

cogent and coherent manner.  

iii. However, a substantial number of candidates were unable to write about the prose text without 

resorting to paraphrase or speculation. Although most candidates showed some basic awareness of 

critical analysis, this often did not go further than spotting devices, with comments such as this is a 
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simile, this is a complex sentence and so on. These candidates could not write about the effect of 

these literary devices or engage critically with the text. 

iv. Candidates seem to experience great difficulty in analysing prose; many still think of the task in terms 

of poetic analysis. It was very common to find references to this poem, the poet, stanzas, verses and 

other terms such as rhythm that are more firmly the domain of poetry. At times, the text was referred 

to as novel, abstract or play. Several were hard pressed to identify metaphors, similes and 

personification, as there were few such figures of speech in the text and the image of the stage 

unsuited to tragedy, juxtaposed by the reference to farce, eluded almost everyone. Others looked 

for internal rhyme, as well as stretched themselves to find examples of alliteration (He is here was a 

recurrent example).  

v. On a more positive note, there were several candidates who spoke about figures of rhetoric and 

analysed the paragraph structure, showing that they had some understanding of how to approach a 

prose passage. Some of the better essays demonstrated how the piece develops from the very broad 

overview of the sky to the cemetery, to focus on two men and then narrows down to the external 

description of Strulovitch and finally ends with introspection. These candidates linked the ideas of 

death and life in the opening line to the concluding paragraph, demonstrating the development and 

cohesiveness of the passage. Such an analysis of the build-up of the extract enabled these candidates 

to be sensitive to the dynamics of the piece.  

vi. Most candidates understood the gist of the chosen extract, which dealt with a character description 

and the family relationships of a middle-aged man named Simon Strulovitch, who in the extract is 

visiting his mother’s grave, although there were several instances where clear details of the text were 

misunderstood, as in for example the two men in the cemetery, who some assumed to be workmen, 

watchmen or gardeners. A few also got the impression that the mother’s funeral was going on. There 

was also some confusion over the final part of the text, in that it was unclear to some candidates who 

exactly had made which statements. However, for the most part, the main subject matter was within 

grasp. 

vii. The main stumbling block with this year’s performance was the temptation to speculate, moralise, 

advise and give uncalled for opinions about the behaviour and attitude of Strulovitch to his mother’s 

death, and his relationship with his father and daughter. In some scripts, whole paragraphs were 

devoted to attacking him for the perceived lack of devotion to his mother, blaming him for his 

daughter’s loss of control and attempting to psychoanalyse the relationship between him and his 

father. What appears to side-track candidates is the conviction that the text has a message that the 

author wants to pass on, seemingly oblivious to the style of this extract which was clearly not didactic 

but narrative and descriptive. The author’s supposed ‘intention’ to show readers the importance of 

living life to the full, of making peace with one’s loved ones and so on, were often discussed with 

little evidence from the text supporting such claims. Equally irrelevant to the task is speculation about 

what will happen next, since this is evidently not a self-contained piece but extracted from a much 

longer piece of work. The ambivalence in Strulovitch’s character also led many off track, as they tried 

to analyse him as either bi-polar or having a personality disorder. This limited their interpretation.  

viii. Linked to the inability of some to view the extract as merely a snapshot from a much fuller text is the 

compulsion to describe characters as ‘round’ or ‘flat’. This is quite unhelpful and contributes very 
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little when one states, for instance, that Strulovitch’s daughter is a flat character. Far more convincing 

would be to comment on the effect of describing her in the idiom going off the rails. 

ix. Candidates looking for a hidden message tended to misread the tone of the text. In fact, there were 

extremes in interpretation as a result, from Simon being totally immoral to someone eliciting the 

reader’s empathy from those who blamed his father. Many noted the colloquialisms in the text, 

although generally failed to discuss the effect and very few remarked on the coexistence of both 

colloquial and formal elements. Those who picked up the mood of the text commented on the 

tongue-in-cheek tone juxtaposed by the setting (some correctly referred to it as black humour) in the 

first two paragraphs, the much darker mood of the final section, with strong elements of irony 

operating throughout. Many referred to the tone as sarcastic or satirical; these terms need to be 

clear in the candidate’s mind, as in literary criticism, they are used in a much more precise way than 

in everyday speech.  

x. The third person omniscient narrator was an important feature in the text. Several referred to the 

narrator erroneously as first or second person, or even worse, first person omniscient, demonstrating 

a clear misunderstanding of this literary technique. Some confused the terms ‘persona’ and ‘narrator’ 

and used them interchangeably. There was speculation over the identity of the narrator, which was 

completely irrelevant to a deep understanding of the text. More importantly was the function of the 

narrator, who made several intrusions especially in the second paragraph, creating the tongue-in-

cheek tone to undermine Strulovitch’s pretentiousness. In the final section, the narrator takes up 

Strulovitch’s voice to make some rather strong philosophical comments about life and death. Many 

correctly identified this as stream of consciousness, which immerses the reader further into the 

narrative as we become more invested in the character.  

xi. The cemetery setting and the description of the weather enabled candidates to make some pertinent 

comments linking setting and atmosphere to theme. The main theme highlighted was that of 

mourning, with the more insightful exploring how the idea of mourning progresses from the formality 

of literal mourning, with a specific time frame of twelve months, to the metaphorical mourning of 

betrayal and disowning one’s own flesh and blood. Many picked up on the oppressive atmosphere 

being suggested by the opening line describing the sky but were unable to say much beyond that. 

There is a tendency to identify as many themes as possible in the text. It was common to find 

statements such as In this text there is the theme of death, mourning, relationships, loss, regret and 

many others. Another recurring feature was to highlight themes at different stages in the text, for 

instance Simon prioritised things other than family so the theme at this point is his carelessness. In 

such an approach, the text is regarded as a patchwork with different themes appearing here and 

there, rather than as one coherent whole, and the candidate is therefore unable to make pertinent 

analytical comments that bring the text together. The concluding section of the passage, where the 

mood and tone become much darker and more introspective, was ignored by most candidates and 

those who did refer to it found it difficult to engage with the very powerful and admittedly shocking 

notion of looking for somewhere to bury the children who betray us.  

xii. On a positive note, the training in linguistics at advanced level is spilling over into this section of the 

examination, with candidates using terms such as lexis, register, cohesion, sentence structure and so 

on, . One such impressive instance was the disruption in lexical cohesion in the very long sentence 

starting He is Simon Strulovitch where all his attributes and achievements are listed, with the final 
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achievement tagged on at the end and a daughter going off the rails. The few candidates who picked 

this up were able to use what they had learnt in linguistics to comment pertinently on this, as it is 

precisely this point which captures the tone. However, as already stated above, many candidates still 

limit themselves to merely identifying devices without discussing their effect. 

xiii. Accuracy in writing leaves much to be desired. Below is a non-exhaustive list of some of the main 

failings where grammatical and linguistic accuracy is concerned: 

 

a) The spelling of cemetery as ‘cemetry’ or ‘cemetary’, when this was clear in the text, was 

inexcusable. Roughly, about two-thirds of the scripts spelt this incorrectly. Another repeatedly 

incorrect spelling was ‘death’ for ‘dead’ or vice-versa. ‘Shakespear’ – again, this appeared in the 

text. ‘Similie’, ‘Similee’, Simily’, ‘Similey’. 

b) The inability to distinguish between their/there, where/were/wear, weather/whether, 

whose/who’s, imply/implicate. 

c) Use of possessives. 

d) Agreement between subject and verb. 

e) Collocation of tenses and the use of the correct verb tense to write the essay (present tense). 

f) Overlong sentences, often comprising a whole paragraph. 

g) The inability to distinguish between imagery, images and imageries and therefore use these 

terms indiscriminately. 

h) Confusion over the term ‘motif’, when clearly ‘motive’ was intended. 

 

Paper 3 

 

Section A: Language Essay 

i. This year’s May paper offered eight options to candidates with a choice of narrative, expository, 

descriptive, and argumentative essay titles: 

1) A moment I will remember for the rest of my life. 

2) A walk along the coast. 

3) Fear of the unknown.  

4) Should employees be allowed to have visible tattoos in the work place? Why?  

5) ‘Politics should be part of a student’s compulsory education.’ How far do you agree with 

this?               

6) Discuss some of the ways in which technology affects the way human beings 

communicate.                                                                                                                                                                                        

7) Are video games a waste of time? 

8) The village feast. 
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Table 8: Data about the candidates’ choice of question 

 

ii. The most popular of the titles chosen was Question 1, a narrative task. Essays in response to this 

question were, in the main, chatty and discursive with very few attempts that were above 

average. There were a number of well-constructed efforts but it was extremely common to find 

a general lack of maturity in the approach to the task. This was highlighted by the frequent use 

of very basic descriptive and narrative devices. Vocabulary restricted many candidates and a 

number of candidates showed a confused approach to tenses, though this was not by any means 

restricted to this one question. In addition, grammatical errors emanating from a direct 

transliteration of Maltese were prevalent. For example, phrases such as “…the lights were so 

bright I could not stay with my eyes open…” and “…he had to make a surgery” demonstrated a 

common clumsiness in expression. Again, these errors could be found in many of the lower and 

middling responses to most of the questions. Similar to last year, many scripts that were awarded 

lower scores did not reach the required standard. Many were poorly written, badly constructed 

and lacking cohesion and coherence. Errors in sentence structure and punctuation were also a 

worrying issue, with particular reference to the lower graded papers. These essays revealed 

candidates that demonstrated the general inability to properly use commas and semi colons. On 

the other hand, those that made a better job of this question demonstrated imagination, strong 

narrative and descriptive skills, coupled with rich and varied vocabulary use. This was however, 

the exception in this particular question.    

iii. The second most popular title was number 6, ‘Discuss some of the ways in which technology 

affects the way human beings communicate’. This was a discursive task that allowed the 

candidates to consider the impact that communication technology has had on the lives of human 

beings. Unfortunately, too many answers were excessively subjective in approach, lacking 

balance and perspective. In fact, in a similar way to last year’s second most popular choice, 

another discursive task, the majority of the attempts were formulaic and remarkably similar in 

style and content. The evidence is clear that a lack of general and cultural knowledge restricted 

the response of the majority with many repetitive arguments offered. This lack of argumentative 

strength was almost always coupled with weakness in expression due to limited vocabulary and 

accuracy.  In contrast, there were a few exceptional examples of strong, coherent and cogent 

arguments that were structured effectively, showing a good command of language. Most of these 

Essay Question  Number of candidates % (rounded up to 1 decimal point) 

1  188 25.2 

2  48 6.5 

3  40 5.4 

4  46 6.2 

5  91 12.2 

6  152 20.4 

7  41 5.5 

8  34 4.6 
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offered a very different approach to their poorer counterparts and were underpinned by an 

obvious knowledge of both culture and society. 

iv. Title 5, which asked candidates to consider whether politics should be a part of compulsory 

education was the third most popular choice. This essay inspired a large number of the 91 who 

chose it to reveal a certain level of political awareness in the local context. However, this did not 

necessarily always convert to a well-argued piece of written work. That said, many of the better 

attempts at this question, produced balanced, well-constructed essays that were full of 

conviction and reason, underpinning strong language skills. Again, this was the exception rather 

than the rule, but it is fair to suggest that the lower graded attempts were not particularly poor 

in the vast majority of cases. Indeed, I would suggest that this question attracted more candidates 

with critical writing ability than any other. It is fair then to assert that the lowest ranking essays 

in this category were low grades because of poor language skills.  

v. The best of the attempts for Question 2, ‘A walk along the coast’, were of high quality. There were 

a few papers that demonstrated a vivid imagination, coupled with complex structures and rich 

vocabulary; these were also characterised by freedom of descriptive expression and narrative 

skill. Other candidates, however, missed the opportunity to express their ideas in a coherent and 

cohesive manner by writing. Many of the essays which were of an average or below-average 

standard often included some rather purple prose with some common unidiomatic expressions 

such as: ‘by time’ and ‘do a decision’.  

vi. Question 4 was the next most popular choice and it produced only a couple of quality attempts. 

The best answers were well constructed, well considered arguments, written with skill and 

precision and using language skills competently to provide a strong argument both for and against 

tattoos being allowed exposure in the workplace. The remainder ranged from average in every 

aspect to poor in every aspect. Only a limited number demonstrated what could be considered 

better than vague, unremarkable responses to a question that invited strength of reason and of 

emotion. An obvious lack in sentence structure, paragraphing and handling of punctuation was 

evident. 

vii. Question 7 was titled, ‘Are videogames a waste of time?’ This was tackled as a discursive piece 

and in the same way as the poorer efforts for question 6, this question attracted a majority of 

candidates who could not provide a balanced argument using English of the required standard. 

Even the better essays that offered a reasonably balanced argument rarely critically analysed the 

arguments offered with the richness of vocabulary or complexity of grammatical structure that 

the better writers in other categories achieved. There were very few good papers for this title. 

The majority of the poor papers were vague and lacking cultural knowledge, coupled with low 

level language skills that were badly compromised by limited vocabulary, bad grammar and poor 

punctuation. 

viii. Question 3, ‘Fear of the unknown’ produced some very interesting attempts. Whilst most were 

narrative essays, some attempted a discursive and analytical essay. The majority of the discursive 

essays in this category were hampered by weak argumentation and or redundancy and lacked 

cohesion and language command. However, some of the narratives were fascinating, well written 

and constructed and demonstrating some narrative and descriptive skill, along with a command 

over language that seemed to compare well with the better ‘walk along the coast’ essays. 



Examiners’ Report (2019): AM English 

Page 24 of 31 
 

Imaginative and expressive, the higher scoring attempts demonstrated a command over language 

rarely achieved in discursive questions. The lower graded narratives spanned the grading 

structure with examples that entered most of the middle and lower categories. Again, 

punctuation, grammar and syntax were the major issues.  

ix. Finally, question 8 about ‘The village feast’ was chosen by the least number of candidates. There 

were very few exemplary efforts and the majority of candidates with high levels of narrative and 

descriptive skills seemed to avoid it. A fairly mundane title harvested a large majority of mundane 

and bland responses. Language skills were generally middling to poor. There were one or two 

decent attempts but no entrant managed to grasp and portray the intensity and excitement 

synonymous with the village feast. Rather, they often produced rambling monologues that 

avoided conflict and sequence or produced little by way of descriptive and or narrative 

competence.  

x. In conclusion, this year presented many poor and or middling papers than in the previous year, 

with significantly fewer ‘C’ graded papers than before. Generally, more focus needs to be placed 

on paragraphing, sentence structure and punctuation if the quality standard of those lower on 

the rating scale is to be enhanced and improved. Likewise, more attention should be paid to tense 

choice, structure and organization, and emphasis on expanding the candidates’ vocabulary 

through wider reading is highly recommended.  

Section B – Summary 

i. The May 2019 summary task yielded responses which varied greatly in terms of the range and 

scope of abilities displayed.  

ii. In a good number of scripts, for example, the issues seemed to mostly lie in the areas of 

cohesion, orderly structure and the linking between ideas. Whereas the majority of candidates 

were able to incorporate most of the points crucial to the summative task, they were found to 

be greatly lacking in terms of melding these ideas into a cohesive whole. For instance, a good 

number of respondents felt that it was appropriate to mirror the text’s chronological nature, 

rather than selecting the substance from the passage, rewording and reordering it in a cogent 

manner. Frequently, the sentences were short and appeared as stand-alone statements, 

completely unconnected to the rest of the information. A small percentage of candidates 

seemed unaware of the fact that a summary needs to be contained in a single paragraph, and 

instead separated the information into smaller chunks. 

iii. It was noted that some candidates relied rather heavily on the expressions used in the passage 

itself. As was the case in previous years, the weaker candidates simply copied entire masses of 

text from the passage. There was also, unfortunately, much evidence of the utterly unforgivable 

tendency to quote from the passage.  

iv. Errors in punctuation and sentence length were rather widespread. Most of these tended to be 

exemplified by the overuse or incorrect use of commas, and exceedingly long, unwieldy 

sentences. More disturbing, though, were difficulties relating to semantics. The writing of 

certain candidates exhibited convoluted sentences with inappropriate or inaccurate use of 

vocabulary to the extent that their meaning was highly confusing, resulting in such a lack of 

clarity that no specific information relating to the salient points could be identified. 
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v. For the most part, the passage was correctly rendered in replies as far as the content was 

concerned; however, a number of candidates misrepresented certain facts or misunderstood 

them completely. Such instances of this included the attributing of certain facts or statements 

to Eric Jentsch, the curator referred to in the passage, rather than Stan Lee. Other attempts 

were hampered by circumlocution, with candidates focusing on the unimportant issues in the 

passage, instead of homing in on the essential points. 

vi. Well-written answers demonstrated the ability to present the information in a unified, 

consistent manner. Solid answers constituted those which identified four or five out of the 

possible six or seven most crucial points and ordered their information in a tidy manner, with at 

least a visible attempt to reword the points. Excellent answers not only demonstrated skills in 

terms of organising the writing in a tight, coherent manner, but also scored high in terms of the 

use of diction, other than correct grammar and desirable syntax.  

Section C – Linguistics 

 

Statistical Data for Section C 

Question number  

 

 

 

Number of candidates 

1 297 

2 276 

3 65 

Table 9: Statistical Data for Section C 

General Comments:  

In this examination session (May 2019), there was a considerable drop in the performance of candidates in 

the Linguistics section of Paper 3 in terms of scores achieved when compared to the May session of 2018. 

The reason for this can be attributed to the fact that the results that candidates obtained in the May 2018 

session may be considered as anomalous as was explained in last year’s report. In fact, during the May 

session of 2018 more than two-thirds of candidates (close to 68%) answered Question 3 of the paper, which 

consisted of two tasks/ exercises, and they performed extremely well. Evidently, the two tasks/ exercises set 

last year did not prove to be sufficiently challenging to candidates at this level, and thus the results obtained 

by an overwhelming number of candidates last year did not conform to the previous patterns of performance 

observed in past years. In this year’s Linguistics section, the tasks/exercises set were increased in number 

(from 2 to 4) and they required candidates to not merely identify specific linguistic elements but also to 

produce the required linguistic elements according to the instructions and examples in the rubric. It is safe 

to conclude that the performance of candidates in Linguistics this year was reasonably good, and generally 

on a par with the performance of candidates in previous years, bar last year – May 2018.  There was also 

some noticeable spread in answering the questions set when compared to last year. In fact, more than 46% 

of those who sat for the exam chose Question 1: the 4 Tasks/Exercises question, slightly more than 43 % 

opted for Question 2:  the essay on Sexist Language, while around 10% decided to answer Question 3, 

concerning the analysis and commentary of an advertisement in terms of its stylistic/linguistic features.  
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Question 1:  

Four Tasks/Exercises: a. Adding an Adverbial Phrase or Clause to a sentence; b. Identifying specific Cohesive 

Devices in sets of sentences; c. Identifying Simple and Complex sentences (+ subordinate clause/s); d. Writing 

3/4 sentence paragraphs that include a compound sentence, a complex sentence and two cohesive devices.  

 

This type of question involves a number of tasks/exercises aimed at assessing candidates’ knowledge and 

understanding of various linguistic terms, elements and concepts that constitute the linguistic frameworks 

or basics of language, and serve as a toolkit for linguistic analysis. Candidates may be required to 

identify/define/describe/explain these specific terms, elements and concepts, and may also be required to 

produce examples of these linguistic elements to demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of such 

elements.  

In this year’s May session, four such tasks were presented. In exercises A and D, candidates were required 

to supply specific grammatical elements within a coherent context (i.e. in A candidates needed to include 

coherent adverbial phrases and/or clauses within given sentences, whereas in D, candidates had to produce 

a very short text that included a compound and a complex sentence, as well as two different cohesive 

devices). In exercises B and C, candidates had to identify particular and specific grammatical elements within 

the given sentences. In all exercises/tasks, candidates were provided with clear instructions and model 

examples to assist them.  

Around 46% of candidates opted to answer this question. Of these, the performance of close to 67% ranged 

from good (33.5%) to very good (20%) to excellent (13.5%). These candidates demonstrated a very good 

understanding of the various linguistic terms and elements required and, for the most part, managed to 

work out the tasks/exercise correctly and accurately, though they encountered some problems in some of 

the exercises or else in parts of each task/exercise.   

On the other hand, around one third of those who opted for this question (33%) performed either poorly or 

unsatisfactorily. The reasons for this were mostly due to two factors:  

a. Poor understanding of instructions and example/s given in task/exercise;   

b. Lack of knowledge of specific language element/s requested in set task/exercise.   

Both these reasons accounted for the poor performances of these candidates in a number of the tasks/ 

exercises, and in some cases in all of them.  

More specifically, in Task/Exercise A, the main problems encountered by those who performed poorly were:  

 erroneously underlining one word or some words in the given sentence, which was/were obviously 

incorrect, rather than adding an adverbial clause or phrase; 

 adding a single word adverb, rather than a phrase (a group of words) or a clause (a group of words 

with a verb);  

 incorrect labelling/identification of the adverbial phrase/clause that candidates added, thus losing 

marks for showing lack of understanding of term/s; in certain cases there was no 

labelling/identification of the adverbial added to the sentence, which again led to loss of marks;  
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 and adding relative clauses that postmodify nouns or noun phrases, rather than an adverbial phrase 

or clause, thus showing lack of understanding of the term/s;  

 adding and adverbial phrase/clause that did not make any sense, or was grammatically incorrect, in 

the context of the given sentence.  

In Task/Exercise B, the main problem encountered by those who performed poorly was that they did not 

know the term used for the specific cohesive device used in the pairs of sentences and thus failed to identify 

and name it/them correctly.  

In Task/Exercise C, poor performances were the result of weak understanding/knowledge of sentence 

structure and sentence types. These candidates failed to distinguish between simple, compound (which 

incidentally were not included in task/exercise) and complex sentences, and did not know how to identify a 

subordinate clause within a complex sentence.  

In Task/Exercise D, where candidates had to produce a coherent text of 3/4 sentences that included a 

compound sentence, a complex sentence and two different cohesive devices, the main problems included:  

 errors in correct labelling of sentences and cohesive devices, which led to significant loss of marks;  

 lack of coherence and accuracy in writing the short text, which led to some loss of marks;  

 not including one or more of the language elements as specified in the rubric.  

Question 2.  

Discrimination against women is still a very real problem in many societies. In not more than 400 words, and 

with specific reference to vocabulary and grammar, explain how language trends often reflect sexism, and 

discuss some of the efforts made to try and avoid this. You are expected to illustrate your explanation with 

relevant examples.  

 

In this question, candidates were expected to define and explain what is meant by sexist language, especially 

the ways in which the female sex is represented through language (certain words and expressions – 

vocabulary – and grammar). In terms of vocabulary, candidates needed to explain and define, in some detail 

and through the use of appropriate examples, issues such as lexical asymmetry, marked and unmarked 

terms, insulting usages, patronising usages, and the generic use of man/mankind. With regards to grammar, 

candidates were required to explain, define, and illustrate with examples, the issues of the generic use of 

HE, and order of precedence in male and female terms. In their essay, candidates were also expected to refer 

to ways how sexist words and expressions can be avoided through replacing gender-specific terms with 

gender-neutral terms.  

Approximately 43% of candidates opted to answer this question. The quality of around 63% of the essays 

ranged from the good (25%) to the very good (23%) to the excellent (15%). Those candidates that performed 

well in this question were able to demonstrate their knowledge of the various concepts/issues involved, and 

used the correct terminology in their explanations and definitions. These candidates also provided relevant 

and appropriate examples to illustrate their discussion. It was evident that these candidates had achieved a 

very good understanding of the topic and were able to write clear, coherent and well-structured essays.  
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On the other hand, around 37% of the candidates who answered this question performed poorly, and their 

essays were characterised by a number of weaknesses: 

a. Poor, limited, unsatisfactory knowledge of the topic in terms of concepts and issues; this resulted in 

vagueness, irrelevance and, in a few cases, extremely short essays well under the specified length of 

approximately 400 words.   

b. Irrelevant information related to male-female differences in language use (gender in Sociolects); 

vague references to political correctness and taboo language, as well as anecdotal information 

related to discrimination against females without any reference to language use.  

c. Lack of appropriate terminology and/or understanding of these terms; poor, inaccurate or incorrect 

explanations or definitions of these terms, and confusing and erratic explanations. 

d. Some candidates either did not provide any examples, or else provided a few confusing and erratic 

ones which did not help to illustrate the concept/issue they were trying to explain.  

e. Use of language and writing skills in general were extremely weak, notably in terms of spelling, 

expression, and sentence structure, and this significantly affected coherence of essays.  

Question 3.  

Writing an essay of not more than 400 words in which candidates analyse and comment on the 

stylistic/linguistic features of an advertisement.  

 

This kind of essay requires candidates to apply their knowledge and understanding of the stylistic/linguistic 

features that characterise certain types of non-literary texts (in this case an advertisement on an internet 

site). These features are specified in the rubric of the question. Thus candidates need to read the 

advertisement carefully, notice and identify its various stylistic/linguistic features, provide examples of these 

features from the advertisement, and explain and comment on the useeffect of these features.  

Only 10% of candidates opted to answer this question. However, a substantial number of those who selected 

this question demonstrated skill and ability in dealing with this kind of linguistic analysis. In fact, the 

performance of 78% of candidates who answered this question ranged from good (35%) to very good (32%) 

to excellent (10%).  

The essays of these candidates demonstrated their knowledge and skills in identifying and presenting, 

through relevant examples taken from the advertisement, the salient stylistic/linguistic features of the 

advertisement, especially those related to graphology, vocabulary, grammar, form and structure, interactive 

features and content. They used the appropriate terminology to comment on the effectiveness of these 

features. Thus these essays were characterised by an introductory paragraph that mentioned the service 

provider, the message and the target audience, followed by a detailed and well –structured analysis of the 

various features mentioned earlier.   

On the other hand, there were some candidates, about a fifth of those who answered this question (21.5%) 

who performed poorly. The main weaknesses in these essays included:  

 vague, generalised comments about the language of advertising without any direct reference to the 

examples of language or style used in the text provided;  
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 poor understanding and knowledge of how the various stylistic/linguistic elements (even the most 

evident ones relating to graphology) serve to make the advertisers’ message more effective;  

 lack of appropriate linguistic terminology, especially in commenting about vocabulary, grammar and 

text structure;  

 providing an impressionistic, erratic account of what they considered to be weaknesses/failures in 

the advertisement;  

 poor writing skills, expression and use of language, as well as responses that were far too brief, less 

than 200 words, thus lacking any kind of detail or depth of analysis. 

Conclusion: 

In general, candidates’ performance in the Linguistics section in this session was satisfactory, though as 

explained earlier in the General Comments there was a marked drop in scores out of 33. However, the overall 

performance is slightly better than that achieved by candidates who sat for the May session in 2017. It is 

important to remind candidates that they should prepare themselves for the Linguistics section by studying 

carefully all the specified topics as set in the syllabus. Candidates need to be reminded that the questions 

set may include 1) essays on various topics prescribed in the syllabus, 2) detailed analyses/commentaries of 

the stylistic/linguistic devices of either a newspaper article or advertisement, 3) detailed explanatory 

paragraphs about specific terms and concepts related to certain topics, and/or identifying specific examples 

of these terms and concepts from a set paragraph, 4) various types of tasks/exercises aimed at assessing 

candidates’ knowledge of and understanding of specific linguistic terms and concepts. Therefore, it is 

counterproductive and risky for candidates to select and concentrate on certain topics/areas of the syllabus, 

while ignoring others. Candidates should also be made aware of how to apply their linguistic knowledge and 

skills in the analysis of specific texts, and how to use specific linguistic terminology in their essay writing and 

in working out tasks/exercises. Finally, it is important to emphasise the need for accurate and coherent 

expression in essay writing, and that significantly short essays will not allow candidates to cover, in sufficient 

detail, the various aspects of the topic presented in an essay question.   

 

C. Conclusion 

General Comments  

I. Performance in this year’s exam was characterised by further indications of a general trend showing 

a decrease in both the percentage and the number of candidates who master the required skills at a 

level that may be described as good, very good or excellent. Pass rates remain on the same level as 

previous years, but overall averages are down, with less students reaching the higher bands.   

II. The percentage of candidates being absent for the written component of the exam is very high 

(14.1%). 

III. As in previous years, one of the main concerns was the candidates’ use of language in the written 

components. We would like to reiterate that knowledge of the assigned texts, though crucial, will not 

compensate for weak or very weak use of English in this exam. Candidates who aspire to do well or 
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even pass the exam need to understand that accuracy, clarity, and fluency of expression are a must 

and not simply a bonus. However, this year, we also marked a significant number of essays which 

either demonstrated an insufficient knowledge of the text, or, more commonly, did not respond to 

the rubric set but simply presented rehearsed material. 

IV. Apart from use of English, another generally weak aspect of the candidates’ performance concerns 

literary criticism, especially prose but also poetry. Indeed, like in previous years, the lowest average 

marks in the exam were registered in prose criticism (lowest) and in poetry criticism (second lowest). 

Most candidates lack the critical acumen and the literary sensitivity to write convincing critiques of 

both poetry and prose.  

V. It is felt that many candidates are sitting for the exam with insufficient exposure to and familiarity 

with literature and the literary. The skills required in practical criticism cannot simply be ‘learned’ or 

‘memorised’ but can only be acquired through frequent and intensive encounters by candidates with 

literary texts both in and outside of the lecture room. Candidates need to practise writing about 

literature more frequently and need to read as widely and extensively as possible. This is particularly 

important for them to be better able to evaluate and critique prose, especially, voice, tone and style.  

VI. Although quoting extensively from the texts is not always required, the ability to refer closely and 

incisively to the texts (both unseen and assigned) is a crucial skill that is highly regarded by the 

markers of the exam. This is particularly true in essays that respond to questions which require a 

detailed engagement with the language of literature. 

VII. We would like to commend the excellent general performance in the Oral component.  

 

Recommendations 

 

Adequate preparation for this exam should include: 

a. Extensive and varied reading in English over the years. Reading two set novels, a set play, and 

a set selection of poems is not enough to attain the skills and knowledge required for this 

exam.  

b. Strong familiarity with literature and the language of literary analysis. Knowledge of literature 

can be honed over the eighteen months usually taken to prepare for the exam, but the 

attainment of such skills should ideally start as early as possible. Students not studying English 

literature at SEC level are being put at a disadvantage in terms of realistically being able to 

then perform well in the English A-Level exam. 
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c. Constant writing practice in the different genres included in the exam (general essay, literary 

essay, practical criticism, summary, linguistics tasks and essay). Candidates need to work 

particularly hard at improving their critical and argumentative skills as well as raising their 

level in terms of accuracy, clarity, and, ideally, style in their writing.  

d. Strengthening the ability to plan and execute a relevant response to a specific rubric. Too 

many essays this year were simply irrelevant to the question set. 

 

Chairperson 

Examination Panel 2019  
 


