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1.0 GENERAL INFORMATION AND STATISTICS 
 
In May 2017, a total of 4366 candidates registered for the SEC English examination. Out of 
these, 2745 candidates sat for Paper A and 1621 candidates sat for Paper B. 
 
Table 1: Percentage of candidates registering for Paper A and Paper B 

YEAR NUMBER OF CANDIDATES % PAPER A % PAPER B 

2017 4366 62.9 37.1 

2016 4611 63.2 36.8 

2015 4733 58.6 41.4 

2014 5146 58.1 41.9 

2013 5121 56.7 43.3 

2012 5326 54.0 46.0 

 
 
1.1 ABSENCES 
 
This year, there were 89 candidates (2%) out of a total of 4366 registered candidates who were 
absent for all the components of the examination. In Paper A, 23 (0.8%) out of 2745 candidates 
were absent, whereas 66 (4.1%) out of 1621 candidates were absent for Paper B. 
 
Table 2: Number and percentage of absentees for Paper A and Paper B 

YEAR PAPER A PAPER B TOTAL 

2017 23 0.8% 66 4.1% 89 2.0% 

2016 29 0.6% 80 1.7% 109 2.4% 

2015 22 0.5% 81 1.7% 103 2.2% 

2014 29 0.6% 63 1.2% 92 1.8% 

2013 14 0.3% 49 1.0% 63 1.2% 

2012 11 0.2% 126 2.4% 137 2.6% 
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1.2 GRADE DISTRIBUTION 
 
The overall performance of the candidates in the SEC English May 2017 session is indicated in 
the table below: 
 
Table 3: Grade Distribution for SEC English May 2017 

GRADE 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 U ABS TOTAL 

PAPER A 200 535 714 550 461   262 23 2745 

PAPER B    179 415 289 256 416 66 1621 

TOTAL 200 535 714 729 876 289 256 678 89 4366 

% OF TOTAL 4.6 12.3 16.4 16.7 20.1 6.6 5.9 15.5 2.0 100 

Paper 1 Part 1: Listening and Speaking  
 
a. Listening Comprehension (30 marks) 
 
This component of the paper was set to assess the candidates’ ability to attend to, process and 
respond to auditory information. The candidates then worked out a set number of tasks, 
purposely designed to test understanding of gist as well as detail. Writing in all tasks was kept 
to a minimum, in order to ensure that the target objective of this part of the examination 
(listening comprehension) was more precisely met. 
 
This year, the candidates listened to two different texts comparable in length and difficulty. They 
then attempted three brief tasks on each text. 
 
Text A 
 
The comprehension of the first text, an informative text on festivals in the UK, was tested by 
means of three tasks. These were: a matching information exercise, which required candidates 
to process specific items of information; a True/False information task, where candidates were 
also required to provide reasons taken from the information presented verbally; and a task in 
which candidates had to underline one out of three statements that best summarized the text. 
 
Performance  
 
The majority did well in the first text. The matching information exercise was within the 
candidates’ grasp. Most candidates did well in the True/False part of the task but did not fare as 
well when it came to providing a satisfactory reason. Candidates did particularly well in the third 
task, which consisted of underlining the correct statement, thereby grasping the main points of 
the event. 
 
Text B 
 
Comprehension of the second text was instead tested by means of three tasks. Candidates had 
to: complete a grid with items of information; tick three correct sentences based on the main 
ideas; and order a sequence of events. 
 
Performance 
 
The candidates’ performance in this text, on the whole, was satisfactory. A few common 
mistakes were noted in the first task in all sessions, as many candidates, when providing details 
of information, did not provide the required figures in detail. The majority also did well in the 
second task and were able to tick the three correct statements in all sessions. A good number 
of candidates also did very well in the third task, thereby showing an understanding of the 
chronology of events in the narrative reading.  
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General Comments 
 
The performance of the cohort in this component of the paper was generally satisfactory. 
Overall, candidates performed slightly better in the second text of each session.  
 
b. Speaking – Visual Prompt (10 marks) 
 
This first part of the speaking component required candidates to talk about a visual prompt by 
way of engaging in a brief discussion on the topic suggested by the picture/s. The responses 
given were marked for aspects of fluency and accuracy. 
 
This year, each candidate was presented with two pictures relating to activities and free time. 
Candidates were first asked to talk about these two pictures before moving on to talk about their 
own free-time activities and their opinions. 
 
Performance 
 
On the whole, candidates managed this task well mainly because they were familiar with the 
topic at hand. Candidates engaged in conversation mainly when it came to discussing the two 
pictures as they presented many points of comparison/contrast and were at ease to express 
their own opinion on aspects of leisure time. Candidates were generally able to talk about the 
more popular leisure activities that target their cohort. It was noted that the less confident 
candidates communicated only briefly and in limited vocabulary.  
 
c. Speaking – Role Play (10 marks) 
 
The second part of the speaking component required candidates to take on a role in a relatively 
realistic situation and to follow a number of prompts in order to be able to engage in a 
conversation with the examiner. 
 
This year, candidates had to talk to their friend about career plans. Each role-play situation 
included five prompts, which guided the candidates to talk about future plans and to weigh the 
pros and cons of certain career choices. 
 
Performance 
 
The majority of candidates did quite well in this task, as they were indeed able to discuss the 
advantages and disadvantages of the careers/jobs that appeared in their prompts. Again, the 
familiarity of such situations helped. Any hesitation or stilted responses in the role-play situation 
were purely a result of examination nerves and/or lack of practice in such a task. 
 
General Comments 
 
Overall, this year’s cohort responded quite well to the speaking prompts in the various tasks set. 
There were some instances of very good practice where the candidates were indeed engaged 
in the task at hand. They expressed themselves quite well and articulated their opinions very 
clearly. A few other responses, at times, were hampered by limited vocabulary and first-
language interference. 
 
2.2 Paper 1 Part 2: Language Use (50 marks) 
 
The second component of Paper 1 is intended to assess both grammatical and socio-linguistic 
competence. This write-on paper tests both accuracy and appropriateness of language as used 
in a variety of contexts in everyday life. 
 
This year, the Language Use paper presented a number of different tasks such as multiple-
choice tasks, word formation exercises, cloze tasks, fill-in the blank exercises and sentence 
rewriting which enabled a range of grammatical items to be tested. These included verbs and 
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phrasal verbs, linking words, punctuation, nouns, adjectives and adverbs and idiomatic 
expressions. 
 
Performance 
 
There were instances of very good grammatical and socio-linguistic competence.  In these 
cases, candidates gave correct responses and accurate spelling, thereby achieving the tasks at 
hand and scoring high marks. However, poor performance was noted in the following instances. 
 
Exercise 1 tested the most appropriate verb/noun in context. The most challenging items in this 
first task were (a), (b) and (e). 
 
Exercise 2 tested word formation of different parts of speech. Marks were lost mainly because 
candidates misspelt the newly formed word. The most challenging item was (c), where 
candidates opted for the wrong noun. . This item proved difficult to most candidates.  
 
Exercise 3 tested phrasal verbs. Very few candidates managed to score high marks in this task. 
Prepositions in phrasal verbs proved a huge stumbling block for the majority. 
 
Exercise 4 was a cloze exercise. Most candidates fared fairly well in the cloze passage even 
though certain items were answered correctly by most candidates whilst other items proved to 
be more challenging for others. 
 
Exercise 5 tested linkers. The majority of candidates did not fare well in this task, as they did not 
establish the correct link between the ideas in the context presented.  
 
Exercise 6 tested punctuation. Most candidates fared well in the punctuation exercise with many 
obtaining high and even full marks. Nonetheless, there were still instances where candidates 
placed the comma outside the inverted commas, which is wrong.  
 
Exercise 7 tested idiomatic expressions. Several candidates showed that they are well-versed 
in idiomatic expressions, whereas others struggled in this task and instead resorted to inventing 
‘idiomatic’ expressions.  
 
Exercise 8 tested tenses. Candidates still confuse the past tense with the present perfect tense. 
The future perfect tense also proved difficult.  The word ‘received’ was misspelled by many 
candidates.  
 
Exercise 9 tested sentence rewriting. This was the most challenging task of all as a good 
number of candidates in both Paper A and Paper B rewrote the sentences incorrectly. Mistakes 
were encountered mostly when it came to: syntax; first language interference; or spelling. 
 
General Comments 
 
The Language Use component of the examination gives a clear indication of the cohort’s 
knowledge of and familiarity with the English language. This year, candidates did well in the 
punctuation exercise but then struggled in most other tasks. Phrasal verbs, linkers, tenses and 
sentence rewriting proved to be the most problematic. 
 
The Language Use paper is an accuracy paper. Candidates are to carefully read the rubric in 
each exercise, to write the answers as clearly as possible and to be careful about spelling, 
especially when the correct spelling can be copied from the paper itself. Candidates would also 
benefit from first reading the whole exercise in order to get the gist and the context before 
attempting to work out the items in the particular exercise.  
  
3.1 Paper 2 Question 1: Writing (40 marks) 
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This component of the paper tests the candidates’ ability to write in response to one out of a 
number of titles given. The rubric stipulates a word count (320-350 words in Paper A and 180-
200 words in Paper B) and advises candidates to pay attention to vocabulary, grammar, 
paragraphing, layout, spelling and punctuation. 
 
This year, both Paper A and Paper B presented a choice of three different titles so that 
candidates could either write a short story or an email or an article. These provided a context for 
candidates to narrate, describe, argue and express opinions in situations, which were practical 
and realistic.  
 
The writing in both papers was marked according to the same set of criteria. The writing was 
marked for task achievement and relevance, fluency and accuracy (organization and linking, 
vocabulary, grammar, syntax and spelling) and length. 
 
Performance 

Question 1: Writing 

In both Paper A and Paper B, all three tasks in each paper were attempted but to varying 
degrees. In Paper A, the most popular choice was the narrative writing task, while in Paper B, 
the preferred writing task was the email.  

TABLE 4 – Percentage Distribution of Writing Tasks in Paper 2 Question 1 

Task Type Paper 2A % Paper 2B % 

Short story 60.1 43.5 

Email 31.6 53.0 

Article 8.3 4.5 

In general, there were instances in both Paper A and Paper B where the candidates achieved 
the task set. The writing was interesting and well organized, with very few mistakes and within 
the stipulated word count. A handful of scripts showed a very good and, at times, an excellent 
command of the English language and a range of vocabulary that was well above average.  

In a number of scripts, the narratives showed clearly sequenced stories, proper paragraphing 
and good cohesion between paragraphs. Emails, too, were generally well written and 
candidates were also able to adopt the proper style for the emails in question. The articles also 
resulted in well-organized writing with good use of topic sentences especially in the case of 
candidates tackling Paper A. The ideas were well presented and they were substantiated by 
means of examples and reference to personal experiences. 

The task was not achieved when the writing did not fulfill the following general marking criteria 
for writing: 
 
Task Achievement and Relevance 
This aspect of the writing suffered when the titles were not carefully considered and well 
developed, thereby rendering the task as partly achieved both in terms of content and style. In 
the first case, marks were lost mainly for writing that was far-fetched and in cases where the title 
was not carefully considered.  At times, the writing was partly out of point because the title was 
not fully explored or was misunderstood. In the case of the email and article, the writing was 
also not as formal or not appropriated to context. 
 
Fluency and Accuracy 
The former cost the candidates marks mainly when the writing lacked coherence. The use of 
linking words either between and/or within paragraphs was poor. Vocabulary was also limited, 
inaccurate or inappropriate resulting in the candidates facing difficulties in expressing their 
ideas.  
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The latter was lacking in most writing tasks. The misuse of tenses was common when 
candidates failed to distinguish one tense from another or used different tenses in the same 
sentence/paragraph indiscriminately. Poor punctuation, the indiscriminate use of capital letters 
and the omission of the article (the/a) also presented a problem. Marks were also lost for 
spelling mistakes.  
 
A very good number of candidates ignored the instructions regarding length and wrote well 
above the word limit and, in some cases, below the word count. 
 
General Comments 
 
Basic requirements of good writing are essential when it comes to task achievement and 
expression. In the narrative essay, the title was expected to be understood, the characterisation 
to be convincing and the sequence of events to be realistic. The candidates’ point of view in the 
article had to be clearly expressed and within the parameters set by the rubric while careful 
consideration of the aim of the email was expected. Writing well above or below the word count 
is generally an indication of ideas not being fully developed and of poor control over text 
organization.  
 
Overall, a general weakness is that candidates do not seem to carefully consider the wording of 
the title, and do not seem to understand what form and function each of these titles requires. 
They also do not seem to plan and edit their writing. Candidates are also expected to organize 
their work well and present their ideas in an orderly way. Although there were attempts by some 
candidates to use the blank space on the examination paper for planning, this was very much 
underused.    
 
3.2 Paper 2 Question 2: Reading and Writing (60 marks) 

In this component of the paper, reading and writing skills are tested by means of reading 
comprehension, which includes a summary task and a brief writing task. This format is the same 
for both papers. 

This year, in both papers, two texts of comparable length and standard of difficulty, varying in 
topic and text type were set as reading passages and were followed by a number of questions 
in order to test reading for gist, reading for detail, inference, working out the meaning of 
vocabulary from context, summarising part of the information and working out the author’s 
intention. The set of questions was varied and included questions to explain the meaning of a 
word or phrase, multiple-choice questions, short-answer questions, inference questions, 
questions locating information as well as True and False questions and giving a reason. A 
follow-up read-and-respond task was also set. This had to be written within a specified number 
of words (60-80 words in Paper A and 50-60 words in Paper B). 

Performance 

Question 2: Reading and Writing in Paper A  

Text 1  

The first question tested a general understanding of the whole passage. The majority of 
candidates answered this correctly. 

There were two questions that tested comprehension at word level, where in the majority of 
responses, candidates managed to identify the word/s in the response but a few lost the mark 
when copying incorrectly from the text. The other question asked for synonyms. The majority of 
candidates were able to match certain synonyms but found some more challenging.   
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A set of questions were intended to check understanding of parts of the text at sentence level. 
Some candidates gave an incomplete answer and scored only one out of the two marks allotted 
to these questions.  

Another group of questions checked the candidates’ understanding of ideas at paragraph level. 
A good number of candidates did well in these questions, especially when responses were in 
the candidates’ own words. However, marks were lost when unnecessary detail or irrelevant 
information was given, or else the responses were incomplete.  

The summary task showed a number of well-written responses that identified the correct points 
of contrast between adverts of the past and the present and were written within the stipulated 
word count. Instances of poor summary writing were evident as summaries lacked linking 
words, correct syntax, and accurate punctuation. A number of summaries were out of point or 
included irrelevant detail. The number of words exceeding the word count was sometimes an 
issue. 

Text 2 

One of the questions was divided in two parts, which required candidates to identify the most 
appropriate source from a choice of three and then to provide a reason for their choice. While 
most of the candidates answered the first part correctly, the majority of the answers for the 
second part were incorrect. 
 
There were two vocabulary questions, where the majority did well in one question but not in the 
other. The referencing question tested eight vocabulary items. The majority of the candidates 
answered this question correctly, thereby showing an understanding of both forward and 
backward referencing. 
 
Three questions checked comprehension at sentence level. One question presented four 
True/False statements to be confirmed by a reason. In general, candidates fared very well this 
year in the True and False task. The majority also did well in the other two questions though a 
handful of candidates still disregarded the stipulated number of words required for the answer.  
 
Although the majority of candidates did well when it came to answering questions that were 
meant to check comprehension of ideas in the text, they struggled when it came to providing a 
focused and detailed response required by one particular question. 
 
Writing 
 
The short writing task required candidates to write a brief dialogue between two friends. . The 
writing task proved to be a manageable task, which was within the ability of the majority of the 
candidates. The correct dialogue structure was almost always provided and the purpose of 
writing (invitation) was shown in the majority of the candidates’ writing. Marks were, however, 
lost for poor content and expression and for the use of incorrect format. .   

Question 2: Reading and Writing in Paper B  

Text 1 

Question 1 tested the candidate’s comprehension of the whole passage. This was a two-part 
question asking candidates to identify the most appropriate source from a choice of four and 
then to provide a reason for their choice. 

Questions 2 and 3 were intended to check the understanding of single-word items. Some 
candidates quoted whole phrases or even sentences, completely ignoring the clear instructions 
stating that only ONE word was to be written. Candidates struggled with one question that 
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asked for the synonym of six items. On the whole, candidates were correct in their responses, 
showing an understanding of both forward and backward referencing in the passage. 

One question was based on the understanding of three statements, which were tested by a 
True/False task supported by a reason. Statements (a) and (c) in this question proved to be 
straightforward, where most candidates managed to support their choice through valid reasons. 
However, candidates found statement (b) harder to confirm.  

Four questions tested comprehension of ideas and all targeted information about the popular 
meal in Hong Kong. Three of these four questions were left incomplete or included repeated 
information. The other question proved more manageable. 

The summary revolved around activities that visitors to Hong Kong may enjoy late at night. 
Though there were a number of good summaries, the majority of responses showed poor 
summary writing skills. Marks were lost for grammatical inaccuracy including incorrect spelling, 
tenses and sentence structure. Content was very often limited with the same activities 
mentioned by many candidates. Some summaries went beyond the stipulated word count. 

Text 2 

One of the questions was a two-part question to test the gist of the passage asking candidates 
to choose the most appropriate title from a choice of three and then to support their choice with 
a proper reason. Nearly all candidates identified the title that captured the true gist of the 
passage but only a smaller number of candidates gave a valid reason. 

Another question checked the understanding of single vocabulary items. Here some candidates 
lost marks for incorrect spelling and quoting phrases instead of just the verb.  Four of the 
questions tested vocabulary in phrases. Whilst candidates found two of the questions fairly 
easy, the other two proved quite challenging. 

The other questions targeted the comprehension of ideas. One question centered on the 
children’s camp and only a handful were able to identify all facts correctly ; two questions were 
answered correctly by practically all the candidates;  at times incomplete or incorrect.  

Writing  

The short writing task required candidates to write a brief dialogue between two friends. There 
were instances of good writing, where candidates followed the appropriate content and format 
pertinent to a dialogue. However, there were also cases of writing where marks were lost when 
candidate was not persuasive enough. The task was also marked down for grammatical 
inaccuracy and spelling errors. A significant number of candidates wrote more than the 
stipulated amount of words, despite the fact that the rubric clearly stated that their response 
must not exceed 60 words. 

General Comments 

The two reading texts in both papers were readable and interesting. This year, a number of 
candidates managed to score highly in the inference questions and the brief writing task but 
then scored less when attention to detail was required.  
 
Candidates tend to lose marks in the reading comprehension component when they do not read 
the passage carefully and they do not read the questions closely so they overlook key words, 
which indicate what is actually required of them. It must also be noted that carelessness, lack of 
examination techniques and unfamiliarity with similar tasks generate a loss of marks. 
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4.0 Conclusion 

In general, the cohort sitting for this year’s SEC English language examination was more 
competent in both the listening and speaking components and showed slight improvement in 
the reading comprehension and short writing task of the paper. Performance in the language 
use and writing component of the paper, however, was not as satisfactory and it was also 
characterized by poor knowledge of grammar, syntax and a lack of expression.  
 
The way forward is to make students realise that language skills can only improve by speaking 
the language, listening to it, writing and reading. Reading, in particular, would help to increase 
vocabulary, to improve spelling, to consolidate an understanding of grammar, and also to help 
achieve an improved overall language performance. 
 
Chairperson 
2017 Examination Panel 

 
 

 


