
 
 
 

UNIVERSITY OF MALTA 
  

THE MATRICULATION CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION 
ADVANCED LEVEL 

  
  
  

  
COMPUTING 

  
May 2006 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

EXAMINERS’ REPORT 
  
  
  
 
  
  
   
  
  
  

MATRICULATION AND SECONDARY EDUCATION 
CERTIFICATE EXAMINATIONS BOARD 

  
  
  

 



AM EXAMINERS’ REPORT MAY 2006 
 

 2

AM Computing 
May 2006 Session 

Examiners’ Report 
 

Part 1: Statistical Information  

 
Table 1 shows the distribution of grades awarded in the May 2006 session. 
 
Table 1: Distribution of grades awarded in May 2006 
Grade A B C D E F Abs Total 
Number 14 45 66 50 33 34 7 249 
% of Total 5.6 18.1 26.5 20.1 13.3 13.7 2.8 100% 

 
 
This year 249 candidates sat for the Advanced Computing examination. This is slightly 
higher than the number of candidates who sat for the exam in May 2005.  

 

Part 2: Comments regarding performance  

2.1 Comments regarding Paper 1 
 
Table 2 shows the breakdown of marks in paper one. All questions were compulsory so 
no distinction is made between candidates who scored a 0 and those who did not attempt 
the question. The lower section of the table shows the number of candidates who scored a 
specific mark in the range 0-5 for each question. It should be pointed out that some of the 
questions although compulsory were not attempted by all candidates. Particular attention 
must be drawn to questions 6, 16 and 17. The number of students who obtained a “0” in 
these questions is alarmingly high and should be a clear indicator that some parts of the 
syllabus need more attention. 
  
Table 2: Marks awarded for questions in Paper 1 

Question q1 q2 q3 q4 q5 q6 q7 q8 q9 q10 q11 q12 q13 q14 q15 q16 q17 q18 q19 q20 

attempts 232 189 213 221 208 164 232 199 213 197 214 212 231 207 231 138 135 182 180 229 
Average 

mark 
2.7 2 3.3 2.2 3.2 2.2 4 3.6 2.6 3.3 2.2 2.4 2.7 2.3 3.4 1.5 1.9 2.8 2.7 2.3 

                     
Max  5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 5 

0 17 60 36 28 41 85 17 50 36 52 35 37 18 42 18 111 114 67 69 20 
1 31 93 18 47 38 28 6 11 60 19 69 46 42 52 10 43 26 9 17 40 
2 104 32 50 87 26 50 21 26 48 37 64 59 54 62 33 58 47 38 51 110 
3 47 15 34 54 40 23 46 44 19 51 42 52 59 49 69 12 21 70 44 57 
4 14 11 33 27 33 18 59 47 47 30 26 28 57 22 80 4 18 53 54 17 
5 36 26 72 1 63 18 99 67 32 56 10 16 16 14 37 0 0 2 2 4 
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Question 1 
This question was generally well answered although several candidates still find some difficulty 
in representing negative values using two’s-complement representation. 
 
Question 2 
Candidates generally succeeded in simplifying the expression using the Karnaugh map, however, 
fewer candidates successfully expressed the minimised form using NAND operators. 
 
Question 3 
This question was generally well-answered, however a number of candidates had some difficulty 
in answering part (b) correctly. 
 
Question 4 
An appreciable number of candidates did not answer part (a) correctly. Part (b) was generally 
well-answered, however, a number of candidates did not have a clear understanding of read-only 
memories. 
 
Question 5 
A number of candidates did not have a clear understanding of the structure of an assembly 
language instruction and the difference between addressing modes. 
 
Question 6 
Very few students gave a good answer to this question. There was considerable confusion about 
the use of Classes & Objects, Sequence of set of commands, Controls, Events, Exceptions, 
Polymorphism, inheritance, etc... 
 
Question 7 
The majority of the students answered this question correctly while a few completely 
misinterpreted what was required and gave a different answer. 
 
Question 8 
Approximately half the students got this question correct while the other half had no idea what 
an Array, Stack, Record, List, Queue, Set or Enumerated type is.  Some misinterpretation was 
evident in the answers of those who got it wrong. 
 
Question 9 
The majority of the students got this answer correct which shows that they are covering the 
database topic very well and in some detail. 
 
Question 10 
Only a small number of students got this answer wrong and had no idea of what ER models are 
used for. Additionally, misinterpretation was apparent, maybe due to lack of detailed knowledge. 
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Question 11 
(a) A considerable number of candidates provided correct reasons to show why an FDD 

needs to be interfaced to the CPU. The same can be said about the actions performed by 
the FDD driver.    

(b) This part showed that a considerable number of candidates are still insecure when they 
come to differentiate between bits, bytes, kB and MB. Other candidates reasoned out that 
the image cannot be stored because it is a raster high resolution image, without showing 
any workings!!   

 
Question 12 

(a) About half the candidates did not provide a reasonably correct explanation to an 
‘Interrupt’ and an ‘Instruction cycle’.  

(b) Most candidates either provided interrupts from I/O devices or adventured into vectoring 
and polling.   

Few candidates provided correct responses to the difference between maskable and non-
maskable interrupts. Common erroneous answers were that the former cannot be ‘seen’ by the 
user while the latter can. 
 
Question 13 

(a) The first part of this item was generally answered correctly. However though a 
considerable number of candidates know that the USB is faster, they are of the opinion 
that this is due to parallel data transfer!    

(b) Generally answered correctly – however a number of candidates provided features which 
are not processor-related.   

 
Question 14 

(a) Some correct answers were provided for the difference between syntax and semantics. A 
number of candidates felt more at ease at explaining syntax/semantic errors!   

(b) Few candidates knew exactly what the run-time diagnostic software is all about. 
However most knew that it is used during the testing phase. A common erroneous 
response for a feature of this software was the generic ‘debugger’.  

 
Question 15 

(a) Almost all students provided the correct answer to this part.      
(b) Most candidates know the difference between source code and object code. However a 

good number of confused responses were provided for the executable code.    
 
Question 16 
A considerable number of candidates failed to obtain marks in this question as they were not 
able to distinguish between the different operating systems. A network operating system has 
additional functions since it is required to support a network. Candidates were requested to 
identify these specific functions that are not found in other O.S.   
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Question 17 
Many candidates failed to obtain any marks in this question  Many were not able to identify the 
strategies while others were not able to distinguish between the advantages/ disadvantages of the 
strategies used.   
 
Question 18 
A good number of candidates managed to answer this question correctly. Many were able to 
outline error detection is some detail, however knowledge of error correcting techniques seems 
to be generally lacking.  
 
Question 19 
Generally well answered. Some candidates confused the Systems Analysis and the Feasibility 
Study stages of the Development Life Cycle. 
 
Question 20 
Generally well answered, however some students referred to the Data Protection act and other 
laws enacted in the Maltese Legal system. 
 
 
 
 
 
2.2 Comments regarding Paper 2 
 
Table 3 shows the results obtained in Paper 2. Eight questions were set, of which 
candidates had to answer five. The lower section of the table shows the number of 
candidates who scored a specific mark in the range 0-20 for each question. Here again 
attention should be drawn to the number of attempts at question 1,3,4,and 5. Students at 
this level should have undergone enough training and exposure in problem solving 
techniques to tackle such problems. In general students seem to avoid tackling this type 
of problem, where they are required to apply computing theory to a practical situation. 
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Table 3: Marks awarded for questions in Paper 2 
Question q1 q2 q3 q4 q5 q6 q7 q8 

Attempts 87 151 89 119 119 213 175 210 
average 11.2 7.05 9.63 13.1 7.83 10.4 11.7 9.05 

         

Max Mark obtained 20 18 20 20 17 18 20 20 
         

Not attempted 162 98 160 130 130 36 74 39 
Marks         

0 5 2 2 1 4 0 1 2 
1 3 4 1 2 8 2 0 4 
2 3 9 5 2 7 1 1 14 
3 0 10 7 7 7 6 3 10 
4 11 15 3 2 8 11 5 10 
5 1 19 3 5 8 12 7 12 
6 10 14 6 3 8 14 7 12 
7 3 17 4 1 11 10 8 13 
8 3 15 6 5 8 12 5 18 
9 3 10 5 1 2 15 12 18 
10 2 13 10 9 9 11 13 16 
11 3 5 7 1 9 27 12 14 
12 1 3 5 10 6 21 15 14 
13 1 2 1 7 7 22 25 9 
14 2 6 4 7 7 14 13 18 
15 1 2 4 10 4 14 25 9 
16 2 2 5 4 2 9 6 11 
17 2 2 6 7 4 9 4 4 
18 8 1 3 8 0 3 8 0 
19 6 0 1 2 0 0 1 0 
20 17 0 1 25 0 0 4 2 

 
 
Question 1 
This question was generally well-answered, although a number of candidates failed to answer part (a) 
 correctly and were thus unable to successfully provide a solution to part (b). 
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Question 2 

(a) Some candidates were unable to distinguish correctly between the architecture of a CPU and 
that of a computer system.  

(b) Very few candidates recognised that the instructions shown in the question are stored in 
memory in the form of machine code (and not in the form of an assembly language instruction). In part 
(ii) of this question, a step-by-step breakdown of all the steps performed by the CPU to execute the 
program snippet is expected; such a step-by-step breakdown should include increments to the Program 
Counter, use of the Memory Address Register before presenting the address on the external Address 
Bus, use of the Memory Data Register (MDR) taking data from the external Data Bus, movement of 
op-code from MDR to the Instruction Register and other such details. 

 
Question 3 
Even though a number of students attempted this question it did not mean that they knew the correct 
answer.  Very few got full marks and the rest struggled through it, giving either completely wrong 
answers or even an unrelated answer.  As indicated in question six of Paper 1, students were not well- 
prepared in the theoretical part of programming languages. 
 
Question 4 
The majority of the students answered this question and more than 75% got it completely correct.  
Again as in question four in Paper 1, students were very well prepared in the DB area and managed to 
obtain full marks. 
 
Question 5 

(a) This item was generally answered correctly however common erroneous responses involved the 
motherboard, the buses and the CPU.    
A considerable number of candidates failed to provide a reasonably accurate distinction 
between memory-mapped and isolated I/O. As a consequence the advantage of the latter over 
the former was generally incorrect. 

(b) Most candidates provided correct descriptions of other RAM memory lines and to line 
differences between RAM and ROM. While most candidates identified the address bus, some 
failed to identify the address decoder.  

(c) Generally answered correctly indicating that candidates have sound knowledge of the flags in 
the status register. However for the second part of this item, a considerable number of 
candidates provided the ‘Compare’ instruction as the one which interrogates any one of the 
flags!  
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Question 6 
(a) Most candidates provided correct explanations and examples for the three language translation 

terms.  However ‘parse trees’ and ‘canonical parsing’ were confused. The other parts of this 
item related to ‘syntactically correct’ and ‘type of error’ were generally answered correctly. 
This part showed that a number of candidates cannot differentiate between the syntax and the 
semantics of a language.  

(b) Excluding a few candidates, most were able to correctly associate the type of translator with the 
statements provided.  

(c) Most candidates provided the correct RPN expression for this item. However very few 
candidates know what a macro is and only a handful of candidates know what a macro 
assembler is.  

(d) Generally answered correctly however confusion between the two terms still exists. 
 
Question  7 
The structure of this question was intended to help students and elicit detailed answers to show 
understanding of the topic. Many candidates who attempted this question managed to score high 
marks, however attention to detail was the main reason for failing to obtain full marks. Many still have 
difficulty in differentiating between the types of documentation required at the various stages. Another 
weakness is the lack of knowledge in developing testing strategies at the design stage. 
 
Question 8 
Most candidates who answered this question scored full marks in sections a) and b) . In the other two 
sections candidates generally gave good answers to definitions but failed to elaborate on the 
identification of problems encountered in Bus network. Many failed to identify and describe the access 
protocol used in this type of network.  
 

 
 
Concluding remarks 
 
As in previous years some students covered topics in a superficial way and not as indicated and 
recommended in the syllabus. Many stopped at the definition and recall stages without involving 
themselves in a somewhat in-depth approach to understanding and problem solving. A 
considerable number of students lost valuable marks by providing very short answers to 
questions set in Paper 1.   They lost marks simply because answers did not satisfy the standards 
required at an advanced level. Answers were usually so short that they could not convincingly 
show comprehension of the topic and in-depth knowledge. 
Again, from analysis of the results, it is evident that in some cases particularly the lower grades, 
there is a large discrepancy between the results obtained in the papers and those achieved in the 
project. The general tendency is that in such cases the projects are over-marked.  
 

 
Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
July 2006 

 


