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AM ENGLISH 
MAY 2006 SESSION 

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
 

 
1. Grade Distribution 
 
The distribution of grades for the May 2006 session at Advanced Level in English is shown in 
Table 1 below:  
 
Table 1: Distribution of Grades – May 2006 
 

Grade A B C D E F Absent Total 
No. of candidates 5 30 180 172 139 238 55 819 
% 0.6 3.7 22.0 21.0 17.0 29.0 7.0 100 

Base = All 
 
2. Paper I: Drama, Poetry, Literary Criticism (Poetry) 
 
Drama (Shakespeare’s King Lear or Much Ado About Nothing), Poetry and Literary Criticism 
(Poetry). 
 
The questions set for Paper One were very straightforward, clear and totally unambiguous. 
However, Paper One poses serious difficulties, since students tend to find poetry and drama 
less accessible than prose.  It is indeed very worrying that at this level the majority of students 
do not possess the basic grammatical, syntactic abilities that would enable them to express 
themselves coherently and imaginatively. They lack that grip on the language that would help 
them write with clarity and simplicity.   
 
The overwhelming majority of the students chose to answer Shakespeare’s King Lear while 
the remaining answered questions on Much Ado About Nothing. Very few candidates wrote 
intelligently, without serious grammatical/syntactic mistakes, and who attempted to interpret 
critically. The rest tended to regurgitate the story, at best narrating, occasionally describing, 
and in very rare cases, analyzing.   
 
Shakespeare’s texts seem to lend themselves to a narratorial impulse.  Students recount 
what they believe the story is all about, sometimes running wild in their imaginings with the 
result that the essay is replete with serious inaccuracies and outright false statements.  What 
is really quite perturbing is that, in many cases, semantically, the essay borders on the 
incoherent. It is a language that the examiners find it difficult to understand as is evident in the 
following examples taken from the candidates’ scripts: 
 
(i) Lear doesn’t know what he is doing under the cap of the sun. 
(ii) What Edmund does is because he know not what he does, and then he does it on 
purpose.  
(iii) Cordelia describes what she finds intigating from nature. 
(iv)The fool is wise and so he is a fool for a fool is foolish. 
(v) King Lear is like Mcbeath, a man full of pompous and old age. 
(vi) Claudio’s honour [Much Ado About Nothing] was heart. 
 
Apart from this, spelling mistakes are to be found in virtually all the scripts.  Indeed, it is 
noteworthy that the vast majority of students persist in spelling Shakespeare (Shakespear), 
Gloucester (Gloster, Glouchester), and Edmund (Edmond) wrongly. It gives the impression 
that these students have never read the text. 
 
With Poetry, again the overwhelming majority opted to answer questions on Owen rather than 
Keats.   
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Once again, the tendency is for candidates to write what the poem is all about in terms of a 
story. The very large majority of the students cannot distinguish between theme and story. 
Only a handful of candidates gave an in-depth, critical account of the poems chosen for 
analysis. It is so evident that such candidates do not only possess a remarkably good 
command of the language, but they also possess the right critical knowledge that enables 
them to pitch their arguments correctly, directly and profoundly. The rest of the candidates 
provide a narrative outline that adds up to a dry summary of the ‘events’ occurring in the 
poem chosen.  Again, there are serious inaccuracies and semantic vagueness in the 
candidates’ understanding of the text.  For instance: 
 
(i) Owen is a mental case himself. 
(ii) Soldiers go to war, have their legs and arms destroyed, die,   go to heaven and live 

happily ever after. 
(iii) This poem leaves you trembling with disgust so that you vomit yourself. 
(iv) Owen enjoyed his torture. 
(v) He couldn’t support seeing all those horrible seens. 
(vi) A patriarchal sonnet (54 students wrote this phrase) 
(vii) Dulce et decorated east (68 students mis-spelt the title Dulce et Decorum Est) 
 
Persistent spelling, grammatical and syntactic mistakes are to be found in almost every script. 
The following are some examples of frequently mis-spelt words: 
 
solgers (soldiers), scheam (scheme), slawter (slaughter), tugeader (together), constallation 
(consolation), fealings (feelings), pletun (platoon), refairs (refers), thorsaw (torso). 
 
The use, or rather, mis-use and abuse of punctuation are serious problems. The large 
majority of students have no idea what a comma stands for.  Punctuation is used 
haphazardly, illogically and inaccurately. Sentence structure tends to be very weak, 
paragraphing loose, and the essay generally lacks cohesion and framework.  Ideas are 
disconnected and many loose ends are never tied up.  Generally, candidates have no idea 
how to approach a text critically.  Arguments, where they exist, are weak, lame and feeble, 
unsupported by textual reference and when quotations are inserted they tend to be 
disconnected from what is being said.   
 
With regard to the unseen text (poetry) for criticism, most answers attempted to narrate 
loosely what is happening in the poem.  Many confused a Petrarchan with a Shakespearean 
sonnet, others even failed to mention that it is a sonnet at all. Some scripts, on the other 
hand, commented very sparingly about theme and content, focusing instead on versification, 
imagery and other stylistic features. However, even in this area, many candidates did not 
achieve the standard to be expected at this level, limiting themselves to superficial or 
tokenistic observations. 
 
Very few students managed to write a 400-word critical essay, which seemed to be a 
challenging task. Some in fact, wrote shorter essays or otherwise managed to reach the 400-
word mark without saying anything substantial. In fact, the amount of waffle in certain essays 
was quite remarkable. It was also disappointing to see that some candidates went off at a 
tangent and focused on topics not directly related to the poem. 
 
 
Paper II: Novels – Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles; Graham Greene’s Twenty One 
Stories; John Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men; Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. 
  
The candidates’ performance in Paper Two was quite assorted in that a considerable number 
of candidates fared well below the expected level of competence; another lot fared averagely, 
while only a handful managed to stand out from the rest.   
 
It is quite distressing that even at Advanced Level, a number of candidates showed they were 
incapable of constructing a proper sentence in English as patently evident in the following 
examples: 
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(i) The ship seems to be nostalgic about Captain Allistoun and it is most probably that he was 
actually the owner of the ship who is speaking – Narcissus. 
(ii) Tess kills Alec in hope to break the her destiny. 
(iii) Although no one is present when Lennie faces Curley’s wife, who at that time recalls the 
time when she was asked to appear in the movies. 
(iv)Therefore, Americans began to put their hope in individual dreams, still based on land, just 
like the characters in the novel Of Mice and Men. 
(v) Lennie is left alone and talks about the dream, but Candy is ready to the rescue. 
 
Other candidates were unable to spell correctly some of the most basic and commonly used 
words as in the following examples taken from the scripts: 
 
Soceity (society), captian (captain), incussessful (unsuccessful), moskito (mosquito), diddn’t 
(didn’t), storys (stories), sailers (sailors), mairred (married), praegnant (pregnant), 
vengenance (vengeance), whants (wants), racizm (racism), kindsmanship (kinsmanship), 
heinsight (hindsight), onest (honest).   
 
Apart from these blunders, one can also mention the atrocious grammatical errors found in 
various scripts.  For instance, one could find such phrases as in  
 
(i) he had never smoken 
(ii) he had stoled 
(iii) he constantly think 
(iv) he did not do no harm to nobody 
 
On a more positive note, in Paper Two, many candidates revealed quite a good knowledge of 
the set texts.  Still, not all of them were capable of utilizing that knowledge to answer the 
question.  A number of them simply jotted down the most salient episodes in the novel in the 
hope of somehow being relevant to the question.  In other cases, it was patently evident that 
candidates had prepared a stock answer which they were ready to present irrespective of 
whether it was relevant to the question or not.  This seemed to be the case mostly with 
candidates who chose to answer the questions regarding The Handmaid’s Tale.  Apparently, 
students were not sufficiently trained to tackle the themes put forth in the questions in a 
critical manner. 
 
As regards Of Mice and Men, Tess of the D’Urbervilles, and Twenty-One Stories, candidates 
still made the usual mistakes, such as spelling “Lennie” as Lenny, “Curley” as Curly, “Greene” 
as Green, and “Angel Clare” as Angle Claire.  Others even mixed up “Blackie” and “Blacker”, 
while others referred to “Philip Lane” – the protagonist in Greene’s The Basement Room – as 
Philip Larkin!  Still, the majority of candidates who chose to discuss Of Mice and Men, Tess of 
the D’Urbervilles, or Twenty-One Stories, fared relatively better than those who chose The 
Handmaid’s Tale. 
 
In Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men, when tackling the question regarding the poignancy of 
human aspiration, many quoted Robert Burns’ poem To a Mouse both to support their 
argument as well as to show the origin of Steinbeck’s idea.  As regards the question on how 
male friendship is portrayed in this short novel, though some concentrated exclusively on the 
main protagonists, George and Lennie, the majority of candidates also referred to secondary 
characters and their loneliness to create contrast. 
 
In Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles, many opted for the question regarding how male 
characters led to Tess’s downfall.  The major flaw in this case was that a considerable 
number of candidates zoomed in on Alec and Angel as the main causes of Tess’s undoing, 
thus overlooking both Parson Tringham and Tess’s father as the precursors to Tess’s 
destruction.   
 
On the other hand, a number of those who undertook the issue of male characters not being 
essentially evil tended to focus too much on these characters’ evil side and then saving the 
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argument with a couple of sentences stating that both Alec and Angel were ultimately victims 
of the myopic and inevitably patriarchal Victorian society in which they lived. 
 
A good number of candidates who decided to discuss the nightmarish elements in Greene’s 
Twenty-One Stories managed to go beyond the narrative and showed how the setting itself, 
the author’s choice of words, and the characteristic twist at the end of most of the stories were 
even more effective in generating the desired sense of eeriness. 
 
Similarly, most of those who tackled the theme of corruption in Greene did not limit 
themselves to showing how children were corrupted by adults or how adults corrupted each 
other, but even demonstrated how, at times, the setting itself and the circumstances which 
one finds him/herself in could easily lead to one’s own corruption. Many quoted The 
Destructors as a clear exemplar of this.  Unfortunately, there were some candidates who, 
once again, took the easier way out and simply narrated the short stories without illustrating 
the evident corruption. 
 
A distinguishing factor which was possibly decisive in filtering the more competent candidates 
from the rest was Critical Ability.  Indeed, a few candidates did resort to quoting critics such 
as Harry T. Moore, V. S. Pritchett, Edward Ricketts, and Simon Bartolo to support their 
argument. 
 
Others even mentioned and compared other works by the same author. Some candidates, for 
instance, compared Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men to Grapes of Wrath or The Pearl, Greene’s 
Twenty-One Stories to The Power and the Glory, and Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles to 
Jude the Obscure: 
 
The effect that the two men in her [Tess’s] life have on her is not unlike the effect that 
Arabella Donn and Sue Bridehead have on Jude Fawley in Hardy’s last novel Jude the 
Obscure.  The aggressively physical Alec D’Urberville can be said to be the male equivalent 
of Arabella, while Angel Clare is just as spiritually uncertain as Sue Bridehead. 
 
Furthermore, some candidates also compared assigned texts to works by other writers on the 
basis of similarity in themes.  Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tales, for instance, was often 
compared to George Orwell’s 1984 or Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World in that they all 
undermine the Utopian Totalitarian State. Also, some candidates put Greene’s story The 
Destructors and William Golding’s Lord of the Flies side by side to show how corruption of 
children could be generated by the circumstances and environment they find themselves in. 
 
Hardy’s Alec in Tess of the D’Urbervilles was often compared to John Milton’s devil in 
Paradise Lost. There were occasional references to works by Shakespeare such as Macbeth, 
King Lear and Hamlet. 
 
With regard to Prose Criticism, that required candidates to concentrate particularly on powers 
of description and style, most candidates performed relatively well.  As expected, there were 
the odd few who totally misinterpreted the passage, such as those who thought that the ship 
in the extract was actually a submarine and that the “youthful faces, bearded faces, dark 
faces” was a reference to the “creatures of the deep” spotted from the submarine.  Also of 
great disappointment was the fact that a number of candidates misquoted the passage or 
even made spelling mistakes while copying directly from the text. 
 
However, the majority of candidates did bring out colour imagery, onomatopoeia, similes, 
metaphors, and personification.  They also showed how the author’s choice of diction made 
the description more vivid and many of the candidates proved that they had actually 
understood the prose passage.  A few even gave a personal interpretation towards the end of 
their critical essay, which they supported with various quotations. 
 
Candidates, in general, are making an effort to detach themselves from the actual text and 
going beyond it. They are seeking ulterior sources and criticism in order to spice up their 
essays.  They are also quoting directly from the text to suitably support their arguments.  
However, the linguistic ability and fluency of the majority of candidates is still a long way off 
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from the standard expected at this level.  The syntax, grammar, spelling, range of lexis, and 
style manifested in a substantial number of essays leave much to be desired and students 
who consider taking an Advanced Level in English need to seriously consider their linguistic 
capabilities before doing so.  
 
4. Paper III: Essay, Comprehension and Prose Criticism 
 
Paper III – Essay; Comprehension:  What it means to be black, Linguistics: Malta: A 
Linguistic Landscape by L. Sciriha & M. Vassallo; English as a Global Language by D. Crystal  
 
The following essays were attempted by many candidates: (i) Relaxing is not doing nothing. 
Discuss; (ii) Loyalty; (iii) Relationships; (iv) Embarrassment; (v) Cultural Differences; (vi) 
Status symbols. 
 
Though the examiners noted a marked improvement in the use of punctuation marks, yet a 
considerable number of candidates are still at a loss as to the correct usage.  
 
The poorer essays featured all the possible deviant stylistic and syntactic structures 
imaginable, to the extent that the examiners believed that these essays were even below an 
Ordinary Level standard. These weaker essays had no style, no poise, just a mass of words 
placed together and not making any sense whatsoever as in the following examples:  
 
(i) Embarrassment is a quality within a character which is exposed from when a child. 
(ii) Embarrassment can come from a low self-esteem or from an occasion.  
(iii) Someone can be over-embarrassed, not embarrassed or possess the right ‘dose’ of 
embarrassment. 
 
In fact, the candidates who failed to obtain a pass mark in their essay were those who also 
tended to state the very obvious and who lacked creativity or ideation.  
 
(iv) As much as there are great advantages when we’re in a relationship, there are also bad 
moments.  
(v) When we are in love, all we do is loose time. We are all the time loitering about day-
dreaming. 
 
On the whole candidates performed relatively well in the Comprehension, but quite a number 
of them did not know the meaning of words such as, ‘racism’ and ‘pursuit’. 
 
Candidates who performed poorly in this section had simply no clue as to what the passage 
was about and this was made clear in the summary section in which they merely copied down 
some sentences from the text. 
 
The questions set on the two linguistics textbooks were clear and straight-forward.  
 
With regard to the first question on Crystal’s book, the majority of the candidates tended to 
agree with the idea that a global language would eliminate motivation, and went on to cite all 
the areas and domains in which English is used such as in the film and music industry, in 
printed material and the like. However the essays go on in this vein, without ever referring 
back to the question which expected candidates to engage in a discussion ultimately stating 
why motivation would be eliminated, if this were so.  
 
Those candidates who performed better in this question were the ones who answered the 
question and did not merely state the obvious, but engaged in an interesting discussion which 
showed real knowledge of text, by using appropriate linguistic terminology and debating the 
question, using examples from the text with which to support their arguments.   
 
As for the second question, one would have thought that even without a thorough knowledge 
of the set text, candidates would have managed to simply make use of their general 
knowledge to answer the question and yet the students who failed to obtain a pass in this 
section, were those who had no idea of the meaning of the word, ‘organisation’. Those who 



AM Examiners’ Report -  May 2006 

 7 

did well gave ample examples of where and how English is used in major organisations 
throughout the world. Others simply cited the music and film industries in general, menus, and 
concerts as examples of organisations. A number of candidates also cited ‘Mc Donalds’ as an 
example of an organisation, whilst never coming close to mentioning the European Union or 
the Commonwealth. This is particularly worrying, particularly in the light of recent events, such 
as Malta’s accession in the EU or the CHOGM held in Malta in November 2005.  
 
As regards the third question set, candidates could have easily obtained a good mark simply 
by showing knowledge of the different foreign languages spoken or practised in Malta and by 
discussing the levels of proficiency in at least 3 foreign languages spoken in Malta. Despite 
the clarity of the question set, some candidates still managed to go out of point by simply 
giving irrelevant information about the history and the geography of the Maltese Islands.  
 
Conclusion 

 
When compared to last year’s results (May 2005), a higher percentage of students passed 
their Advanced level in English this year. In fact, while last year 62.3% of the candidates 
managed to obtain a pass mark, a total of 64.3% passed this session’s examination. Also 
noteworthy is the fact that during this May session, many more candidates obtained A-C 
grades (2006: 26.3% vs. 2005: 14.9%). Moreover, slightly more candidates sat for the English 
Advanced Level this year (2006: 819; 2005: 809).  
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