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ENGLISH LANGUAGE SEC LEVEL 
MAY 2006 
 
1.0   General Information and Statistics 
1.1   Statistical information 
1.2   Note on absences 
 
2.0   Comments on candidates’ performance 
 
2.1   Paper I Part 1 (a) Listening Comprehension 
2.2   Paper I Part 1 (b) Speaking using picture prompts 
        Paper I Part 1 (c) Speaking using a role play 
2.3   Paper I Part 2       Language Use 
2.4   Paper 2                  Writing  
2.5   Paper 2                  Reading comprehension  
  
1.  General information and statistics 
This report assumes that readers are familiar with the revised English Language SEC 2004 syllabus and 
format of the papers.  Briefly, the components and weighting are the following: 
 
10%: Speaking skills      
15%: Listening comprehension skills  
25%: Reading comprehension skills   
25%: Writing skills  (20% writing task, 5% shorter writing task)                                
25%: Language use              
                 
1.1  Statistical information 
The number of candidates for the SEC English language examination has fallen marginally.  In May 2003 
there were 5623 candidates, in May 2004 there were 5941, last year there were 6223 candidates and 
this year 6004 applied to take this examination, 219 fewer than last year.  Of these, 2807 (47%) opted for 
Paper IIA and 3197 (53%) for Paper IIB.  This marks a difference to last year’s balance when 44% of the 
applicants opted for the IIA paper and 56% chose IIB.   
 
A pattern now seems to have established itself as for the third consecutive year there are more 
applicants for the IIA paper than the IIB.  The reason appears to be the inclusion in 2003 of another pass 
grade, Grade 5, for the A paper. 
   

Table 1: Percentage of candidates choosing A and B papers 
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The trend is beginning to become worrying and if it continues it will be more so.  In the swing towards the 
A paper there are 320 students who got an Unclassified grade.  Of these, 72 could have been awarded a 
passing grade on the B paper.  So there are two issues here: a large group of students who should not 
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have taken the examination at all as they were not ready for it, and a sizeable group who should have 
opted for the B paper. 
 
Among the B candidates the picture is more alarming.  Out of the 3067 who took the examination, 975 
(31.8%) did not make it to Grade 7 and remained unclassified.  Of these, 478 (15.5%) scored less than 
25 marks overall.  Several hundred candidates should not have attempted the examination as they were 
not yet sufficiently prepared for it. 
 
Once again there were some candidates who opted for the wrong paper.  Among the IIB candidates, 34 
could have achieved a higher grade had they taken the IIA paper, and 17 candidates could have risen 
two grades to get a Grade 3.   
  
The following table shows the distribution of grades for all candidates. 
 
Table 2: Distribution of grades 
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1.2  Absences 
 
Only 14 (0.49%) out of the 2807 IIA candidates absented themselves from all the examination papers.  
This is in marked contrast with 130 (4%) IIB candidates who did not show up for any part of the 
examination.  This is a half a percentage point rise over last year’s examination. 
 
Only 7 IIA candidates missed both the oral and listening parts of the examination, while 114 IIB 
candidates did the same, effectively forfeiting 25% of the total marks.  It is highly improbable that these 
lost marks can be compensated for on the other components of the examination.  Teachers and schools 
must stress that when doing so such students are effectively sealing their fate.   

2.   Comments on candidates' performance 
While it may appear that the recommendations and comments made in t his Report pertain 

only to those involved in the preparation of students for the exami nation, it is not so.  
Teachers of Form Five students cannot possibly achieve results i f the groundwork in previous 
years has not been done properly.  This can be achieved if good practic e is established 
among all the teachers of English teaching all the forms so that  a coherent programme of 
learning can commence from the start of secondary school.  

 
 
 
2.1  Paper I Part 1 (a) Listening Comprehension   
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In this part of the examination candidates listen to two texts and answer questions based on the texts.  A 
total of 15% of the total marks were allotted to the testing of listening skills and the two texts were 
weighted equally.  The texts consisted of two radio programmes dealing with two different semantic 
areas; the first dealt with aspects of life in London such as Carnaby Street, the demise of the London 
Bus, and Guy Fawkes day celebrations. The second was a news story with topics ranging from exercise 
and health, accessibility of buildings, extreme sports, cats and gardens, to water shortages in Britain.  
Both sets of texts were transcripts of speech therefore they contained the characteristics of spoken 
language. 
 
There was a marked difference in performance between IIA and IIB candidates on the first text; IIA 
candidates scored on average twice as many marks as the IIB candidates.  The difference was less 
marked on the second listening comprehension text though the IIA candidates, as expected, performed 
significantly better than IIB candidates.  Performance on the listening comprehension correlated 
positively (0.79) with the total number of marks for the IIA candidates and correlated at 0.76 for the IIB 
candidates. 
 
The questions asked assessed a number of enabling skills including listening for detail, listening for gist, 
working out the meaning from context, and inferencing, thus ensuring the testing of the ability to 
comprehend at word level, at sentence level and at a general level.  
 
The format of the questions were varied and included the following;  

� table compeletion 

� selecting words 
� responding to True and False questions and giving reason 
� reference questions 
� short answer questions 
� multiple choice questions 
 

The table completion exercise served to differentiate among candidates’ abilities.  The exercise, which 
consisted of listening for specific words proved very challening while the True/False exercise also 
differentiated well and rewarded candidates who showed the desired level of comprehension.  This latter 
format serves to guide candidates in clarifying their thoughts as a two-step thinking process is involved.  
Candidates read the statement and decide if it is true or not depending on what they have heard, they 
then go one step further to substantiate their answer.  Clearly, both steps need to be correct for 
candidates to obtain the full marks. 

2.2 The Oral  
Oral skills are weighted at 10% and the test consists of a role play part and a conversation prompted by, 
in this year’s case, one picture.   
 
This part of the examination paper is conducted by a separate set of examiners.  During the training 
session the examiners were familiarized with the content and rationale of the speaking test.  They also 
received training in assessing recordings of speaking tests using a rating scale intended to establish 
standardization among examiners.  The recordings were conducted with participants whose profile is 
very similar to that of examination candidates.   

2.2.1 Paper I Part 1 (b) Speaking using a picture prompt  
Candidates were shown a picture intended to visually prompt candidates and activate schematic 
knowledge.  The pictures were also captioned to further help candidates.  By looking at the picture 
candidates are lead to the semantic area they will be asked to talk about.  A few of the examination 
questions relate to the picture itself, other questions are general and arise from the picture.  Examples 
this year include a busy nightlife scene, moving out, student misbehaviour, celebrations, travelling, 
hobbies, interviews, restaurants and others. 
 
The visual prompt tends to go down better with the candidates when compared to the role play as being 
a picture it involves no reading and offers virtually no problems of comprehension. 
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2.2.1 Paper I Part 1 (b) Speaking using a role play  
A modified format of the role play component was introduced this year.  Its aim was to facilate the 
production of language on candidates’ part following reports received from Oral Examiners in previous 
years that several candidates seemed to freeze when faced with this task.  Clearly, in-school practice in 
speaking and role plays should go a long way to solving this problem.  In the meantime the Paper Setters 
have included in the role play script the beginning of the utterance which the candiates may or may not 
wish to use.  The following is an example: 
 
 
Examiner:   That’s too bad and it was your favourite too!  So, how did it go at the police station? What did 

they want to know? 
Candidate: Well, they wanted to know…(Report two things the police wanted to know) 
 
 
The roles candidates were invited to take on were all those of young people.  The situations too were 
realistic and easy to identify with, for example, a young person returning from a job interview for summer 
work as a receptionist/ a young person relating that they lost their wallet / a young person who got into 
trouble at school / a young person talking about a cousin who’s moving to another country etc.   
 
It would help candidates’ performance greatly if they are coached in producing natural sounding 
discourse interspersed with phatic language which is typical of speech and make it sound more natural.  
A short staccato of words blurted out brusquely with no effort at the correct intonation will not make for 
high marks. 
 
Examination preparation for the oral requires that candidates are provided with opportunities to practise 
speaking and this should not be seen as time taken from language learning; speaking is an essential 
aspect of knowing a language. Candidates need opportunities to develop their speaking skills by taking 
part in meaningful, communicative conversations which have a degree of unpredictability in them.  
Reading aloud, for instance, will not compensate for lack of practice in speaking. 
 
On average, IIB candidates scored 11 marks on 20 on the Oral component with IIA candidates scoring 
an average 3 marks more. 
 

2.3  Paper I Part 2  Language Use 
 
This is the last component of Paper I which is common to all candidates.  Candidates are allowed one 
hour and a quarter to complete this paper. The tasks test candidates' accurate use of the language and 
covers knowledge of: spelling, morphology, vocabulary, collocations, syntax, structures, and 
sociolinguistical competence. It is worth stressing that this paper (and clearly the writing task in Paper 2) 
rewards accuracy and marks are lost for spelling mistakes.   
 
This component of the examination again served to differentiate well among candidates and those with a 
higher competence were able to show what they could do.  On average, B candidates did not go past the 
25 marks (out of 50) whereas the A candidates did.  Over 140 A candidates even managed a 
commendable score of over 40 marks.  It bears repeating that this component of the examination is 
almost completely accuracy based and candidates are alerted at the start of the examination paper that 
they will lose marks for errors in grammar and spelling and indeed many do. 
 
All the exercises presented language in a mini-context thus creating an acceptable level of meaningful 
language.  This also goes some way to ensuring that what is being tested is the ability to use language in 
a context, rather than simply the ability to manipulate the mechanics of a language per se. 
 
 
 
Exercise 1  was a selective deletion exercise requiring candidates to supply the missing word and tested 
mainly collocation and fixed phrases.  Candidates fared quite well on this though a fixed expression like 
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‘from strength to strength” proved tricky as did the phrasal verb “sold out”.  Many also had difficulty 
completing the following “donating millions of pounds/euros to charity” and instead wrote money. 
 
Exercise 2 tested whether candidates can recognize the function performed by certain utterances, for 
example, “Do you need a hand?” = offering help.  Performance on this exercise was mixed but generally 
positive and candidates were amply aided by the fact that spelling was not penalized on this one 
exercise.  Distinctions between ‘to threaten’ and ‘to warn’ seemed somewhat elusive as did ‘accuse’ and 
‘blame’. 
 
Exercise 3 dealt with candidates’ ability to form words, a skill which if taught efficaciously can help 
increase students’ wordpower considerably.  Learners can be guided to notice patterns in suffix and 
prefix morphemes which permits language users to put together new words by forming antonyms, 
adverbs, and adjectives thus boosting their range of vocabulary.  Surprisingly, many found it difficult to 
form the common adjective ‘delightful’ from ‘delight’ while ‘luxurious’, ‘renowned’ and ‘accessible’ proved 
a nightmare to spell correctly.   
  
Exercise 4  was a word transformation exercises focussing solely on tenses and candidates’ ability to 
handle tenses.  Candidates were required to put the verb in brackets in the correct form. Problems still 
exist with the present and past perfect tenses, and instead candidates came up with ‘I wish I did not 
choose’. Tthe majority showed they could not form the past particple of ‘teach’.  The conditional too 
proved problematic.  And yet, such tenses were included in this year’s paper precisely because last 
year’s examination paper indicated a general weakness here in students’  preparation. 
 
Exercise 5 not only tested candidates’ ability to punctuate but also their ability to comprehend 
instructions.  The rubric requred candidates to ‘Punctuate the following sentence’ yet some broke it up 
into smaller sentences and others even turned it into reported speech.  The use of capital letters and 
inverted commas were generally correct,   but apostrophes in ‘it’s’ and ‘wife’s’ were approximative. 
 
Exercise 6  consisted of a recognition exercise in which candidates were required to pair off phrasal 
verbs and insert them correctly in the blanks of a conversation. Candidates did not perform well on this 
exercise; being able to use phrasal verbs competently presupposes a substantial deal of exposure to the 
language, which many of the candidates lack.  There were also odd cases of hyphenated phrasal verbs. 
 
Exercise 7 tests candidates’ expectancy grammar and presupposes a knowledge of the context, the 
semantic area and the conventions of the text type.  In this case it was a job application letter and 
candidates were required to fill in words such as ‘Since …………………….. from the University of Malta, I 
have been …………………………….. for EMS Imaging Company‘  and  “..and look ………………………. 
to ………………………… from you”.  Generally this task was within candidates’ abilities but clearly some 
aspects were problematic such as the inability to spell ‘forward’ and to sign off the letter appropriately 
with ‘Yours faithfully’.   
 
Exercise 8 was a selective deletion exercise dealing with collocations and also expectancy grammar.  
Candidates performed fairly well on this exercise, though of course those with a greater exposure to 
English fared better and were able to complete correctly a sentence such as the following: 
‘……………….. witnesses on the scene reported to the ………………… how two hooded men, one 
carrying a sawn-off ………………’ etc. 
 
Exercise 9  focussed on reporting speech and seemed to separate candidates out into those that can 
and those that cannot report speech.  And this is a frequently used skill in life.  Many learners’ ability to 
backshift tenses is still shakey, as is the ability to use time markers and this suggests that more work 
needs to be done in this area, preferably using authentic, contextualized, teacher-made materials.  These 
work best when the task – the reporting – is set in a real context so that learners might find the teaching 
more memorable it they find it more meaningful. 
 
 
 
 
Exercise 10 tested candidates’ ability to use linking words such as ‘though’, ‘despite’, ‘as’, ‘however’ etc. 
to link parts of sentences together and as this relied on candidates’ producing the words rather than 
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selecting them from a list, performance suffered.  It also relied on candidates understanding  the 
content.  Candidates substituted ‘although’ for ‘though’ and failed to supply the word ‘neither’ when this 
was followed by ‘nor’, as they failed to see a series of phrases such as the following: ‘Firstly , parts of it 
were painfully slow, and …………………….. the only real action was a car chase which was really 
unrealistic, and thirdly  it was too long.  Perhaps it is also a question of thinking skills. 

2.4 Paper 2A    Question 1  Writing task  
The text types that candidates were asked to produce for the writing skills component were in conformity 
with the current syllabus, which promotes communicative English and therefore favours realistic tasks 
that candidates might well need to produce in life.  The tasks set also mirror typical texts one reads in life.  
The ability to describe, narrate, argue, persuade, compare, appear as enabling skills in the tasks set, as 
will be shown below.  Briefly, candidates were required to write either a letter, an article, a short story or a 
diary entry. 

2.4.1 General remarks IIA and IIB  
 
Choice of writing task.  All choices were tackled, but not in equal numbers, with the letter in both A and B 
attracting most candidates.  In the IIA paper 56% of the candidates chose to write a letter, 29% opted for 
the short story and the article attracted only 15%.  In the B paper there was an overwhelming swing 
toward the letter which drew 75% of the candidates.  Some 11% attempted the article while 14% wrote a 
diary entry.   
 
The choices reflect a prediliction for narrative and descriptive writing which though useful are by no 
means the only lingustic skills necessary in life.  Indeed, to offset the predicted attraction of these titles, 
the Paper Setters required other language functions such as persuasion and comparison within the 
letters.  However, the fact remains that Maltese students are reluctant to produce a piece of writing which 
requires building a set of arguments and reasons such as required in the articles set in both Paper A and 
B. 
 
Some 800 (28%) of the A candidates failed to achieve a pass mark on the writing task while 76% of the B 
candidates who were present for this part of the examination also did not reach the pass mark.  These 
figures are similar to those from last year.   The highest mark among the B candidates was 35.5 while 
among the A candidates one was awarded 38.5 on 40.   
 
Length of writing.  Once again it is necessary to point out the issue of overlong pieces of writing which 
ignore the required word limit often with disastrous effect on the logical organisation of the writing and 
consequently on the awarding of marks.  This seems to be happening less frequently though there are 
candidates who still seem to think that length will not be a problem as long as they write well.  Such 
candidates should be warned that marks are deducted when the word limit is flouted.  The converse is 
also true: writing tasks that fall short of the stipulated length get marked down.  Moreover, examiners 
wish to emphasize that candidates who put down 350 words at the end of their composition when in fact 
they have written over 400, have had marks deducted. 
 
Use of space. It bears repeating something which was mentioned for the first time last year and relates to 
skipping a line when writing out the composition.  While this is good practice in a classroom situation 
where the teacher needs those blank lines to make corrections and write comments, candidates should 
be told to desist from doing this in examination conditions.  Just as they should be told that in normal, 
real-life  writing – whether it is a letter or a note etc. – the convention is to write on each line. 
 
Planning. Examiners once again noted that the page on the examination script which is provided for 
students to plan their writing was generally underused.  It is erroneous to think that everyone can write a 
well-structured piece straight off; the great majority of people need to plan their work thoughtfully.  
Perhaps an actual rehearsal in class where the teacher can reproduce examination conditions and 
require students to spend most of the time allotted to planning, followed by a writing out, will convince 
students that this is doable. 
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Accuracy.  It appears that the rampant practice in our schools of grammar drilling through the filling in of 
decontextualized, meaningless exercises at sentence level, taken off a book with no relevance to 
students’ lives is misguided and is bearing no fruit.  Inaccuracies were widespread. 
 
Task achievement.  Respecting and meeting the requirements of the rubric is an aspect, if not a skill, that 
goes beyond learning English and passing the SEC examination.  It has to do with a most necessary 
attribute – that of being able to follow instructions.  Therefore if the writing task requires candidates to 
write an article, they should not write a letter.  And if they are asked to write a letter to an uncle and aunt, 
they should not write in formal style.  
 
Communicative English.  The SEC syllabus clearly states that it wishes to promote and subsequently 
assess, candidates’ ability to use English in the local context as well as for wider communication and to 
promote the skills needed for further study, work and leisure.  These aims reflect the position of English 
in our society where English predominates in the spheres of writing and reading.  Hence the preference 
in the examination papers towards tasks that approximate towards realistic use of English. 
 
Instances of good practice.  A small percentage of candidates demonstrated good writing skills and wrote 
pieces that were relatively free of inaccuracies of grammar and lexis, were to the point, achieved the 
task, respected the length required, were coherently written in well-planned paragraphs respecting the 
conventions of punctuation and spelling, and sensitive to the audience they were writing for.   
 
The comments below tend to point out the failings in candidates’ writing however, this is done in an 
attempt to avoid certain pitfall in the future and alert teachers and candidates’ to the examiners’ 
expectations. 
 
Dispersion of marks 
 
The graph below shows the dispersion of marks for both groups of candidates.  It should be noted 
however, that there are more IIB candidates than IIA candidates. 
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2.4.2  IIA Writing tasks 
a) The writing task chosen by most candidates (56%) was the letter to two cousins in Canada who are 
moving to Malta.  The aim of such a writing task was not to test knowledge about life in Canada but for 
candidates to make a few comparisons and go on to describe life in Malta for two people aged 17 and 23 
possibly mentioning schools, employment, friends, relatives, leisure, size of country/distances, weather.   
 
What was not expected was a travel brochure approach in which tourist attractions are described as if 
the cousins were coming here on holiday.  The spectre of a re-worked title hovered between the lines.   
Indeed, it sometimes appeared as “When you are here on holiday… ‘.  This was not the aim of the letter 
and did detract from task achievement.   
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Also unwarranted and affecting task achievement negatively were letters haranguing the cousins for 
daring to emigrate to Malta or letters in which the writer praised herself to high heaven and signed off 
with a ‘Your wonderful cousin’.  Is it too much to expect school leavers to have a tad more common 
sense?  Some candidates went as far as dissuading their cousins from coming to Malta, others even 
changed the age of the cousins they were writing to; what is wrong with that one might ask?  A more 
pertinent question might be ‘Why mess around with the task you were given?’  The English SEC 
examination is more than an examination of English language proficiency.  Though problems of 
proficiency there were: literal translations from Maltese such as ‘stay on my words’, ‘the most season I 
like’, and ‘now in your hands to decide’.  The ubiquitous ‘it’s very worthed’ made an appearance as did, 
because this writing task was a letter, the usual mistakes with ‘I look forward for..’, I am looking forward 
to see you..’, ‘Arriving at Malta’ and ‘Staying to Malta…’.   
 
Most worrying is that despite the fact that various forms of letters have been set in past SEC 
examinations there are still many candidates (and these are the A candidates) who have not yet taken on 
board the few simple rules that govern the format of a letter, in this case, an informal one.  The following 
are some of the errors candidates made: 
 

� The inclusion of two addresses (Canadian and that of the writer in Malta);  
� A London address instead of a Maltese address; 
� The inclusion of the receiver’s address on the letter 
� Starting off with a ’Dear Mr and Mrs’ 
� Signing off with a ‘Yours faithfully’ or ‘Yours sincerely’ 

 
These abilities should be well within all candidates’ grasp – even if their level of proficiency is very weak.   
 
Candidates who scored well: 
• Adopted the appropriate tone of informality. 
• Respected the conventions of informal letter writing 
• Wrote about life in Malta for somebody aged 17 and 23 
 
b) The second writing task and also the one which was the second most popular one (29%) required 
candidates to write a short story.   This is a task which brings out the best and the worst in candidates.  
Those who can write well have a field day, those who think they can write well, do not live up to 
expectations.   
 
The problems pointed out in previous years reared their head again this year as many candidates 
overreach themselves and attempt to write a short story when they should know that to write a short 
successfully requires a variety of skills and abilities of a semi-literary kind.  Some wrote some well-crafted 
and focussed stories, others fell into the trap of listing a series of names and killing them off until, of 
course, ‘there were none’.  The attraction and comfort that a narrative (misguidedly) evokes in many 
candidates makes them choose this title at all cost – even if they have nothing to say.   
 
Rather curious was the fact that the rubric required candidates to entitle  the story “And then there were 
none” but a great many of them insisted on ending the story using these words.  This would have been 
harmless had they not twisted the grammar of the sentence to make it refer to money or a treasure or to 
make it fit the subject of the story. 
 
c) The third writing task and the least popular (15%) was the writing of an article for a school magazine in 
which candidates had to express their views about participating in TV reality shows.  Does the lack of 
popularity reflect the level of confidence candidates have in attempting such a writing task? 
 
The aim of the Paper Setters is fairly obvious here: to require candidates to write a text type which is 
realistic and in which they should express an opinion (a common-enough language function in life), and 
to write for a specific audience – their peers. 
 
However, the subject and the function may be common, but the typical format of an article less so.  
Candidates should know that every article, whether in a newspaper or magazine comes with a title and 
yet many did not write this.  Starting off with a ‘Dear students’ was also inappropriate.   
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Lack of organization was apparent here as was the inability to express a negative opinion without coming 
across as aggressive.  Clearly this is due to a restricted range of lexis and discourse competence but not 
only.  Thinking about one’s writing is vital; contradictory logic will otherwise follow, such as that of the 
candidate who wrote all sorts of negative points about reality shows then concluded by saying how 
wonderful it would be to participate.  Planning the writing task would also have ensured task achievement 
for those candidates who described several reality shows and then hurriedly thrust an opinion in at the 
end. 
 
Problems with accuracy occurred with the spelling of ‘programme’, which appeared as ‘program, 
programm, programe’. And unidiomatic translations such as ‘getting on the tongues of other people 
mouths’ – to describe becoming a subject for gossip. 
 

2.4.3  IIB Writing tasks 
a)  The writing of a letter appealed to three-quarters of the B candidates.  Here candidates were required 
to write a letter to their aunt and uncle who are coming to live in Malta in which they describe a house 
that’s for sale and persuade them that it would be ideal for their family.  The great majority achieved the 
task though a handful wrote to estate agents in a bid to sell their house or make enquiries about one.  
Some, apparently well-versed in this sort of thing, wrote a letter to the social services asking for housing. 
 
As was pointed out in the paper A writing task of letter writing, the layout and conventions of an informal 
letter should be within the reach of all the candidates taking the examination.  At this level, regardless of 
proficiency, all candidates should be aware of the conventions of an informal letter.  However many still 
failed to deliver and the problems mentioned above of salutation and signing off occurred more 
abundantly.  Some examples are ‘Dear Mr and Mrs Borg’, ‘Dear Mr and Mrs’,  and even ‘Dear Aunt 
Bugeja’, followed by ‘Yours sincerely’, ‘Your faithful love’, ‘Yours cousin’, ‘Your friend’, ‘Yours faithful 
cousin’, plus the gender bender ‘Your nephew Jane’. 
In terms of the semantic area and language function requred by this writing task, what was expected was 
for candidates to describe a house and to persuade the relatives that it was ideal for them.  The former is 
actually Form 2 or 3 level material requiring of candidates to produce lexis such as kitchen, bedrooms, 
living room, front garden, roof, study, washroom etc. and qualify them with some adjectives such as 
large, small, medium-sized, convenient, bright, airy, highly finished, attractive, etc.  All this in a ‘fully 
furnicated house’. 
 
The latter – the persuasion part - is more aptly pitched at SEC level and required candidates to use 
language of persuasion.  Many candidates failed to address this part of the writing task except maybe 
one candidate who persuaded the uncle that the house would be perfect for him because ‘like my father 
you like navigating in the garage’.    
 
Yet, there was plenty of evidence that this is beyond most B candidates who described houses with: 
‘dinning room, cupard, study room, spear bedroom, launch room with airspace, clothroom, chicken and 
bathroom that has a bath that messages your back’ while bedrooms had ‘ian sweet’ or ‘Aunt Sweet’ or 
‘unsweet’ or even ‘lensweet’ bathrooms.  ‘Balcony’ was often replaced with ‘gallery’.  And all this cost 
‘dillions of dollars’. 
 
The following are some of the copious examples of literal translations which amount to neologisms at 
times: ‘to do one week searching for a house’, ‘it reaches for your needs’, ‘after the time we wont have 
appetite to clean it’, ‘stay on my word’, ‘your letter arrived me’, ‘we’ll have to ingarigate a cleaner to do 
the job’, ‘please let me listen from you soon’, ‘the house who I saw yesterday’,  
 
Grammatically incorrect sentences such as the following should not appear at SEC level: ‘When you 
would arrive, I would show you the Maltese nightlife’. 
 
b) Far less popular was the article about the huge amounts of money paid to international footballers 
which attracted 11% of the B candidates present for this part of the examination.  Once again, many 
candidates shy away from argumentative writing probably because of the necessity to think it through 
well and organize one’s thoughts in well-constructed paragraphs. 
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There were some problems with task achievement.  Again, learners of English at this level should know 
that articles in newspapers and magazines are given a title, yet very few candidates supplied this.  Also 
some candidates misread the rubric; one wrote a letter to the Headmaster about ways in which the 
school premises could be improved if only he did not spend all the school funds on international 
footballers.  It is puzzling and distressing to have candidates go off at a tangent so badly.  Others added 
a greeting to the article such as ‘Dear students’ virtually turning it into a letter. 
 
Essentially, this was an argumentative piece requiring candidates to express their opinion.  Like any 
other writing, candidates would have done well to plan two or three arguments clearly focussed in making 
the point against footballers earning so much money.  While the quality of ideas is not of the essence 
here, well-expressed thoughts and logical arguments are.  It does not help to read: ‘..footballers should 
not be paid so much since our school doesn’t even have basic gym equipment’ or ‘why should they be 
paid more than me, after all I work hard and they just play’. 
 
Examples such as the following reflect an inability to express oneself clearly and factually: 
 ‘Everyone work so why we don’t get too many money as footballers?’ 
 ‘So I think it is not fair so I ask that something will be done about this unfair  thing’ . 
And in a patriotic vien: 
 ‘The international footballers although they are professionals, they have a pair of legs and 

everything like the footballers of here’.  
 
c) The third option consisted of a diary entry for one day in the life of a warden.  The character chosen 
was one that should be within all candidates’ schematic knowledge and it was anticipated that most 
would be able to imagine fairly easily what a warden’s day is like. 
 
To all intents and purposes this writing task required narrative and possibly descriptive skills yet only 
14% of the B candidates plumped for this one.  They were required to use the past tense which is the 
tense typically associated with a diary entry, though of course the use of other tenses for reflection or for 
future plans is also very possible.  Examiners also expected the use of specific vocabulary such as ‘a 
fine’, ‘to book’, ‘on patrol’ but very few candidates were able to produce these. 
 
Generally the task was achieved though some candidates descibed what a warden usually does during 
the day and not what they did on a particular day – which is not was they were asked to do.  And the 
problems lay mainly in range of vocabulary and accurate grammar such as: ‘safety bell’ or the warden 
who was ‘poached in the face’ and the widely misused ‘to give a ticket’ and ‘I went running with my car 
after them’ – a recurring expression in candidates’ writing.   
 
Having said this, this title attracted some of the better B candidates who not only wrote well but even 
managed to be funny. 
 
 
2.5   Paper 2      Reading comprehension  
 
The reading skills tested in the A and B paper are largely similar as are the question formats.  The 
difference lies in the difficulty level of the texts, the amount of reading required, and the level of the 
reading skills required of the candidates. 
 
The question formats included mainly short answer questions, as well as matching, reference questions, 
true and false + giving a reason, explaining the meaning of a word or phrase, and table completion. 
 
The texts varied in topic and in type allowing the examiners to achieve a more accurate picture of 
candidates’ reading abilities. 
 
2.5.1 Reading comprehension IIA 
The three texts varied in topic, text type and length allowing for more questions which carried few marks 
and made for a greater degree of fairness towards the candidates who did not risk loosing 5 or 6 marks 
on just one question.  The three texts also helped avoid the problem of loading a text with more 
questions than it could take. 
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Candidates scored an average of 34 marks on 50 with 2 candidates achieving 49 and another 49.5.   
This figure of 34 marks on 50 would be greater were it not influencef by some 300 candidates (10% of 
those who took this paper) did not make it past 25 marks.  Many of these candidates, as mentioned in 
1.1 should not have taken the A paper at all.  In fact, the mode for the IIA reading comprehension is 38 
on 50.  The standard deviation stood at 7.3 virtually identical to last year’s statistics and suggests that the 
reading comprehension component differentiated well among candidates. 
 
Text 1 was an article dealing with teenagers and scientific explanations for their behaviour.  It was mainly 
expository and quite formal. 
 
Question 1 (4 marks) Candidates generally did well on this reference task and many scored 3 marks on  
4. 
 
Question 2  (4 marks) This was a vocabulary matching exercise and candidates generally did well. 
 
Question 3 (2 marks) Most candidates made a good attempt at using their own words to explain the 
meaning of the phrase though clearly the candidates with stronger proficiency were able to express their 
comprehension more clearly.  Several candidates however answered the question with no reference to 
the text. 
 
Question 4  (4 marks)  This was a True and False exercise and candidates were required to provide  a 
reason for their answer.  Examiners find that this disperses most doubts over whether the candidate has 
truly comprehended or not.  Clearly, both parts of the answer need to be correct for candidates to 
achieve the full marks.  An example of the kind of answer Examiners look for is the following: 

(a) Antisocial teenage behaviour should make parents really worried. (F) because teenagers grow 
out of that stage in life.  

 
Question 5 (1 mark) required candidates to look for two words to match a given meaning.  This was 
largely done correctly. 
 
Question 6 (3 mark) Last year we found that when candidates are asked to find reasons or list things 
they tended to locate one answer in the text and be satisfied with that – regardless of the marks (3 
marks) which a well-trained candidate can suss out as requiring more than one word or phrase for an 
answer.  This year, in a bid to aid the candidates, we adopted the strategy of indicating how many 
‘answers’ were required.  In this questions 3 answers were necessary.  Performance here was generally 
satisfactory but marks were lost when candidates repeated the same thing in different words. 
 
Question 7 (3 mark ) The remarks for Question 6 hold for this one. 
 
Question 8  (2 marks) required candidates to show comprehension at a larger level than the word or 
sentence as they were asked to state which paragraph contained a particular main idea.  Most 
candidates scored both marks here.  
 
Text 2  dealt with Prince Harry and Prince William’s experiences during military training.  The text type 
was a newspaper article quite different from the first article on teenagers and was far less formal and 
contained direct speech. 
 
Question 1 (2 marks) required candidates to list four measures taken for the princes’ safety and this was 
generally done well. 
 
Question 2 (5 marks) Another True and False exercise plus reason.  An example of a correctly 
answered question is the following:  
 
d) Prince William is very good at shooting (T) because he beat many of his fellow cadets on the shooting 
range.   
 
This shows the examiner that the candidate understands the meaning of ‘beat’ as ‘do better than’ – which 
was the point of the question.  Performance on this varied. 
 



SEC Examiners’ Report – May 2006 

 4 

Question 3 (3 marks) was a vocabulary matching exercise and candidates had to find words from the 
text that matched the meanings given.  This is usually a successful task as those candidates who do 
know the meaning are able to show it. 
 
Question 4 (1 mark) tested whether candidates know the meaning of ‘ordeal’; this question generally 
worked well. 
 
Question 5 (2 marks) tested language at a higher level than in questions 2 and 3.  It tested candidates’ 
knowledge of idiom and only those who know what the expression ‘heads will roll mean’ were able to 
explain it in their own words. 
 
Question 6 (1 mark) This question invited candidates to read between the lines and infer.  Happily, most 
candidates got this right. 
 
Question 7  (1 mark) A vocabulary test at phrase level, basically requiring candidates to match a given 
phrase with one in the text. 
 
Question 8 (1 mark) required candidates to find a sentence in the text that matched a given meaning.  
Clearly, only those who understood the meaning were able to quote from the text. 
 
Question 9 (1 mark) This too required candidates to infer – a skill very much in evidence when one 
reads. 
 
Question 10 (2 marks) Candidates needed to paraphrase part of the text.  Marks were lost here 
unfortunately due to incomplete answers.   
 
Question 11 (2 marks) Listing in point form in another form of summary writing and candidates generally 
did this well. 
 
Text 3 consisted of a travel brochure and represented a completely different text type to the other two.  It 
tests other forms of reading skill to the ones tested in the rest of the paper. 
 
Question 1 (1 mark) Generally done correctly. 
 
Question 2 (1 mark) This question revealed that few candidates know the meaning of ‘one way’ and 
‘return’ and some also showed unfamiliarity with the function of a backslash. 
 
Question 3 (1 mark) was generally answered correctly as was Question 4. 
 
Question 5 (3 marks) tested candidates’ vocabulary as, for example, they were required to find a 
suitable hotel for somebody who needs to work out everyday.  The text showed ‘pool and fitness centre’ 
and so an able candidate was able to match that person (work out) with the right hotel (fitness centre). 
 
 
2.5.2 Short writing task 
 
The writing task in this paper is intended as a read-and-respond task in which candidates are asked to 
demonstrate their writing skills having had some input from the reading.  The task consisted of a writing a 
letter to a friend who was thinking of joining the army and candidates were required to give their opinion 
on this.  Clearly, the second text about army training was a stimulus for this task and served to help the 
candidates. 
 
Examiners expected a short letter in which the greeting and signing off were appropriately informal, the 
content consisted of a couple of reasons why the friend should or should not join the army, and the word 
limit was respected. 
 
Marks awarded here ranged from 0 to 9.5 on 10.  
 
The task was generally achieved though some candidates stopped short of saying what they thought and 
simply described army life. 
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2.5.3  Reading Comprehension IIB 
 
Two texts were set, an article about a Scottish doctor who was called Donald Duck and a holiday 
itinerary for a safari.  The two represent very different text types intended to assess candidates’ reading 
skills more widely. 
 
The marks scored ranged from 0 to 45.5 on 50.  The average was 21.5 while the mode was 26 which is 
worrying for two reasons: first, the receptive skills are generally more advanced than the productive skills 
and  consequently performance should have been higher; second, as this part of the examination tests 
reading comprehension skills, marks are awarded whenever candidates show comprehension even 
when this is written in garbled language. 
 
Text 1 – Living life as Donald Duck 
 
Question 1 Most writing involved the use of reference devices and understanding these goes a long way 
to understanding the text.  This question focussed on candidates’ understanding of how a text is hinged 
together.  The main problem here was lack of precision.   
 
For example, the question asking what does ‘his’ refer to in the sentence  
 
‘…chosen by Walt Disney for one of his  famous characters’  
 
candidates should answer only ‘Walt Disney’ and nothing else.  Another example: What does ‘his more 
famous namesake’ refer to, the answer should be only ‘Donald Duck’. 
 
Copying whole phrases could indicate partial or no comprehension, and marks are lost. 
 
Question 2 required candidates to list a number of facts about the cartoon character.  The problem lay 
with candidates not being sensitive enough to the word ‘facts’ and confusing the cartoon character with 
the man. 
 
Question 3 was a True and False + reason exercise which was generally well answered though (c) 
proved problematic.  Responding to the statement: to respond to the statement ‘Mallaig is a secluded 
place in Scotland’ candidates used their general knowledge instead of referring to the text.  This would 
never be expected by the examiners as all answers in a comprehension test must arise from the text and 
nowhere else.  Candidates were not expected to know that the Highlands in Scotland are secluded, but 
they were expected to know the meaning of ‘remote’ which was the fact which made the statement True.  
Another question which candidates had problems with was (d). 
 
Question 4 was a short answer question requiring candidates to express their comprehension and 
invariably this is where things become unstuck though Examiners take a very lenient approach to 
accuracy and award marks for signs of  comprehension on the candidates’ part.   
 
Question 5  tested candidates’ vocabulary at word level and required them to lift a word from the text 
which matched a meaning.  Most got this incorrect as they were unable to identify ‘close’ as a word to 
describe a community where everybody knows each other. 
Question 6 Candidates lost marks because they did not use their own words and some gave one reason 
instead of two. 
 
Question 7 tested candidates’ ability to infer and most got this right. 
 
Question 8 required candidates to guess something which was not directly stated in the text and many 
did this correctly. 
 
Question 9 was another vocabulary exercise but this time at phrase level and candidates did not do well 
particularly on the last question which was ‘ensuring he was a household name globally’ because they 
failed to explain the whole phrase. 
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Text 2 Holiday Itinerary 
 
Question 1 should have been a straightforward question accessible to all, but the lack of clarity in 
understanding the rubric and the prediliction for approximative answers meant that candidates lost 
marks.  The question asked which three means of transport were involved in the safari.  Candidates were 
expected to write: boat, safari trucks and bicycle.  ‘Boat trip’ or ‘cycle trip’ is not a valid answer. 
 
Question 2  tested vocabulary and required candidates to lift two consecutive words from the text which 
matched a given meaning.  Very many got this wrong. 
 
Question 3 also tested vocabulary and was equally difficult for most candidates. 
 
Question  4 required candidates to find words in the text to match the given meanings.  Most candidates 
did well on this exercise but found (a) and (b) hard. 
 
Question 5 required candidates to list four physical characteristics and most candidates scored well on 
this task. 
 
Question 6 saw many candidates simply copying chunks of text and filling the table with it.  They 
seemed very unsure about what ‘type of scenery/landscape’ means. 
 
Question 7 was split up in three connected parts with the second being dependent on the first for marks 
to be awarded.  The first part required candidates to recognize the text type of the comprehension 
passage from a selection, while the second required them to justify their choice.  The third part tested 
candidates’ awareness of the use of language and asked them to say why the writer chose to use words 
such as ‘spectacular’ and ‘extraordinary’.  Most candidates did well here. 
 
2.5.4 Short writing task 
 
This consisted of a letter sent to the travel agent by someone who had been on the safari.  Examiners 
expected the appropriately addressed formal letter which focussed, as the task required, on one activity 
on the safari which the client thinks should be removed from the itinerary. 
 
As was the case in the Writing part of the examination, candidates seem to have made it to including a 
salutation and signing off, now they need to use them appropriately.  
 
Most candidates achieved the task but their language abilities prevented them from expressing 
themselves clearly and accurately and resulted in an average mark of 4 on 10 though 1245 out of 3002 
(41%) managed to achieve 5 marks or more. 
 
2.6 Conclusion  
 
2.6.1 Comments, queries and suggestions regarding this report can be communicated to the Chairperson 
through the Director, MATSEC Support Unit. 
 
2.6.2 It is very evident that certain approaches to teaching, to grammar teaching in particular, are not 
having the desired effect.  If all those hours of grammar work were truly effective, we would not see such 
poor levels of grammatical accuracy, lexical range, spelling, punctuation, and paragraphing in 
candidates’ writing.  Year after year the results give the lie to the belief that whole lessons devoted to 
filling in decontextualized, sentence-level grammar exercises will lead to accurate use of English.  This is 
the wrong kind of grammar teaching and levels remain appalling low if not grow worse.  The 
recommendation made last year for a national impetus to revisit teaching methods and scrutinize 
practices still holds. 
 
 
Chairperson 
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