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1 STATISTICAL INFORMATION  
 
Table 1a - 2006 
 PAPERS 1 AND 2  A PAPERS 1 AND 2  B TOTAL  

NO. OF APPLICANTS  1273 1521 2794 

PRESENT FOR AT LEAST PART 

OF THE EXAMINATION  1263 1452 2715 

ABSENT FOR ALL PARTS  10 69 79 

 
 
Table 1b - 2005 
 PAPERS 1 AND 2  A PAPERS 1 AND 2  B TOTAL  

NO. OF APPLICANTS  1292 1635 2927 

PRESENT FOR AT LEAST PART 

OF THE EXAMINATION  1282 1576 2558 

ABSENT FOR ALL PARTS  10 59 69 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
1.1         DISTRIBUTION OF GRADES 



 
Table 2 

 Grade 
1 

Grade 
2 

Grade 
3 

Grade 
4 

Grade 
5 

Grade 
6 

Grade 
7 

U Absent 

Candidates Paper A 119 253 420 154 151   166 10 

Percentage of 1273 9.35 19.9 33 12.1 11.85   13.05 0.79 

Percentage of 2794 4.26 9.05 15 5.51 5.4   5.95 0.36 

          
Candidates Paper B    351 221 242 190 448 69 

Percentage of 1521    23.07 14.53 15.9 12.5 29.45 4.54 

Percentage of 2794    12.56 7.9 8.66 6.8 16 2.47 

          
Papers A and B 119 253 420 505 372 242 190 614 79 

Percentage of 2794 4.26 9.05 15 18.07 13.3 8.66 6.8 22 2.83 

 
At a glance: 
 
Table 3 

 No. of 
candidates 

Percentage of those 
who sat the 

examination,  2715 

Percentage of those 
registered for the 

examination,  2794 
Grades 1, 2 and 3 792 29.17 28.35 

Grades  4 and 5 877 32.3 31.4 

Total Grades 1 - 5 1669 61.5 59.75 

Grades 6 and 7 432 15.91 15.46 

Total Grades 1 - 7 2101 77.4 75.2 

 
These percentages are very similar to last year’s; one must bear in mind, however, that   
a) last year’s results were lower than those of the previous 5 years, and 
b) that this year there were 133 fewer registrations than last year. 
 
In 2005 the number of candidates who achieved Grades 1 to 5 was 1748; this year they 
were 1669: 79 less.  One cannot therefore see any encouraging sign that the downward 
trend is being stemmed.  Now that knowledge of foreign languages has become much 
more important for us Maltese, teachers have to be more aware of the need of adopting 
the right teaching techniques. Saying that the examination was difficult is too simple. It 
seems that many have not yet accepted the fact that with Italian TV no longer a home 
companion, the teachers’ task has become much more demanding. 
 



 
 
1.2 ABSENCES 
 
Table 1 gives only a very partial picture of the absences: it speaks only of candidates 
absent for all parts of the examination.  In fact, absences for particular components of the 
examination, especially for the Oral (in which, ironically enough, students generally do 
well) were alarming. 
 
One can immediately see from the comparative tables 4 below that the phenomenon of 
absenteeism is, if anything, getting worse. Notwithstanding that there were 133 fewer 
registrations this year, there still was a slight increase in absences.  We appreciate it is 
difficult for schools to investigate why their students, now no longer attending school, 
stayed away from the examinations; but surely something can be done at the pre-emptive 
stage. In many cases it could also mean saving parents having to pay registration fees in 
vain. But then it is assumed that Heads and Asst Heads of school are finding the time to 
read these reports. Perhaps they could investigate with Matsec to what extent this 
phenomenon  concerns their school.  
 

As predictable, candidates for Paper A rarely absent themselves, whereas a considerable 
number of Paper B candidates sit for, or stay away from, the examination according to 
the mood of the day.  The fact that this absence is probably going to mean their failure 
does not seem to worry them unduly.  It is as if someone forced them to register for the 
examination, which they knew in advance they would fail. 
 

In truth, it must be also said that more than a few of these candidates would not have 
remained Unclassified or would have achieved a better grade had they sat for all the 
examination.  But then one should think these were not capricious absences. 
 

Comparative tables 4a and 4b show the absences for each part of the examination; one 
will be correct to conclude that these contributed substantially to the number of failures. 
 
Table 4a : Absences In 2005                No. of registrations 2927 
 
 ORAL  L ISTENING 

COMPREHENSION  
PAPER 1 PART 2 PAPER 2 

PAPER A CANDIDATES  31 23 12 11 

PAPER B CANDIDATES  168 111 83 86 

TOTAL 199 134 95 97 

 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 4b : Absences    In 2006      No. of registrations 2794 
 
 ORAL  L ISTENING 

COMPREHENSION  
PAPER 1 PART 2 PAPER 2 

PAPER A CANDIDATES  30 27 13 13 

PAPER B CANDIDATES  171 126 93 96 

TOTAL 201 153 106 106 

 
 
One has also to bear in mind that besides these absences there is a substantial number of 
candidates who come for the examination but hand in their script with no question 
attempted.  See Writing (2.4) below. 
 
 
1.3  WRONG OPTION  
 
It is true that the choice between Paper A and Paper B has to be made very early on in the 
year.  Still, annual and half-yearly results, not to mention home work and class work 
should give teachers a good indication of the choice each candidate should make. 
 
We must say, without wanting to sound uncharitable, that the first wrong decision was, 
for too many candidates, to sit for Italian at all: more than 20 candidates who opted for 
Paper 2A and some 300 who sat for Paper B should never even have registered for this 
examination. Their score was much too low; and their parents could have spent their 
money more usefully.  We imagine that in most of these cases someone was aware of the 
futility of the registration. 
 
1.3.1 Option Paper 2A:  The fact that a Grade 5 can be obtained by sitting either Paper 
seems to continue to blur the difference between the two: Paper A is still intended for the 
higher achievers. Last year 154 Paper A candidates remained Unclassified; this year there 
are 166.  Yet we had warned about this.    
 
Compared to last year, Paper 2A attracted still some more candidates: 44 % in 2005, 
45.6% this year.  Not much of an increase; but the results have suffered. It is the less-
prepared students who have joined the ranks. We would say that over 250 candidates 
should not have opted for Paper A. Even if several of them got a Grade 5 they ran a great 
risk of remaining empty-handed; they would have been surer of the grade, perhaps even a 
better one, by opting for Paper B.  But never could they have achieved a Grade 3. 
 
Moreover, some 120 Paper A candidates might not have remained Unclassified, i.e. they 
might have obtained a Grade 5, had they opted for the less demanding Paper B.  And 
those who got a Grade 5 might have made it to Grade 4. 
 
 



1.3.2  Option Paper 2B  
 
On the other hand, of the candidates taking Paper B, some 150 could have achieved a 
Grade 3 or better (5, or even 7, could even have achieved a Grade 1) by opting for Paper 
A.  This is indeed a pity.   
 
This Paper attracted 1521 registrations of whom 79 were absent for all components and 
448 remained Unclassified.  Last year, of the 1635 registrations (114 more), absentees 
were 69 and the Unclassified were 430. 
 
We are convinced that schools do advice students on the choices they should make. It is 
unfortunately very clear, however, that the message is not getting across clearly enough. 
Perhaps certain schools should revise or extend their services so as to reach parents more 
effectively. 
 
 
 
2. COMMENTS ON THE CANDIDATES ’  PERFORMANCE 
 
The general reaction of teachers and students to the examination this year was again 
positive. The new task set in the Listening Comprehension (for which several candidates 
did not seem to be adequately prepared) and a modified Language Use Paper to cover a 
broader spectrum of the syllabus, did not seem disturb the candidates in any way.   
 
In the opinion of the markers, however, – and each candidate was marked by five 
markers, some of whom very experienced – the level was, like last year’s, rather 
depressing.  It is no cause for rejoicing to find a sizeable portion of the candidates who 
make you doubt whether they have really followed a 5-year course in Italian. 
 
And yet still more shocking than the level of Italian was the level of many candidates’ 
thinking skills . This lack was not evident only, as one would expect, in the Listening and 
Reading Comprehensions but also in the Language Use paper and in the Writing tasks.  
This is not, of course, a responsibility limited to teachers of Italian, but it is their 
responsibility too.  Students should be involved in problem solving in every lesson. 
Thinking skills are more useful to life than Italian is, and good thinking skills help learn 
Italian faster and better.  
 
An overall view 
 

Table 5a: Paper A candidates 
 

 Average Median Mode 
Oral / out of 15 10.15 10 12 
Listening  Comprehension / 15  9.5 10 9.5 
Paper 1 Part 2 (Language Use) / 20 12.13 12.5 12 
Paper 2 – Writing / 25 12.85 12.75 12.25 
Paper 2 – Reading Comprehension / 25  15 15.5 16 



 

Table 5b: Paper B candidates 
 

 Average Median Mode 
Oral / out of 15 7.4 7 8 
Listening  Comprehension / 15  6.4 6.5 6.5 
Paper 1 Part 2 (Language Use) / 20 6.65 6.5 7 
Paper 2 – Writing / 25 9.2 9.75 10.75 
Paper 2 – Reading Comprehension / 25 10.2 10 9 
 
Figures for Paper A would naturally have been more satisfactory were it not for some 200 
candidates who should never have taken this Paper. 
 
More so for Paper B; considering that those who failed to achieve a Grade 5 (therefore 
lowering the overall average) in Paper A were only 13%, whereas in the case of Paper B 
this percentage  reached 58%. 
 
We believe that this table speaks for itself on whether the examination was difficult or 
fair and also on the general strengths and weaknesses of students.  
2.1 THE ORAL – 15 POINTS 
 
2.1.1 Statistics 
 
Paper A candidates: Registered candidates 1273.  Absent for Oral 30.  Present 1243. 
 
Maximum points scored 15 on 15; lowest 2. 
115 (9.25%) scored 13 to 15 points, considerably fewer than last year; but still very good. 
515 (41.4%) between 10 and 12 points, practically like last year.  
298 (24%) scored 9 or 8 points; slightly more than in 2005. 
 
Nearly 80% passed this test, most of whom scoring high points.  Yet, this is a lower 
figure than last year’s. 
 
40 (3.2 %) candidates scored 4 or less.  
 
Paper B candidates:  Of the 1521 who registered, 171 did not present themselves for this  

part of the examination; a staggering 1 out of every 9 students.   
 
Maximum points scored 15 on 15; lowest 0. 
57 (4.2%) of those who took the test scored from 13 to 15 points 
248 (18.4%) between 10 and 12 points 
368 (27.3%) 9 or 8 points 
161 (11.9%) scored 7 points. 
 
This means that nearly 60% passed or very nearly missed a pass in this test.  These 
figures are slightly lower than last year’s but the percentage is still considerably higher 
than that of those who achieved Grades 4 and 5 (37.6%).  This should be a good enough 
reason why students need not shy away from the Oral. 



 
There were, however, 235 candidates, i.e.17.4%, who scored only 4 points or less; in our 
opinion this is too high a percentage. 
 
Though generally speaking the performance on the Oral is quite satisfactory, one can 
safely safe that the teaching of Speaking skills could receive more attention in certain 
schools. Examiners of the Oral component were again surprised at the number of 
candidates who gave answers in English. 
 
2.1.2  Comments made by the examiners: 
 
2.1.2.1  Extended speech  - The book 
 

The three most encouraging features this time were that  
a) the vast majority of the candidates had actually read at least one of the suggested 

readers,  
b) the range of titles has widened, and  
c) the number of candidates who were not ashamed to talk about Cappuccetto rosso, 

Hansel e Gretel, Biancaneve and the like, has dwindled. Unfortunately, it has not 
disappeared.  One hopes this will happen next year.  The same is true of 
candidates who chose to speak about a book they had read in English; this makes 
one suspect that some teachers might  not have followed this part of the syllabus 
through. 

 

We were again disappointed to see that some schools are still preparing their students on 
a single book, the same for all.  The ‘examination mentality’ still makes some people, 
regrettably even some teachers, fail to see the wood for the trees. When asked why they 
had chosen that particular book, these candidates said that it was not they who had chosen 
it but the teacher.  Some went even further: they said that they did not even like the book.  
Again one hopes that next year more people will begin to be convinced of the benefits of 
wider reading.   
 
Yet again, examiners were surprised, unpleasantly so, at the number of students who 
came for the examination with a passage learned by heart, and who, the minute they were 
interrupted and asked to speak about a specific aspect of the book, developed a terrible 
stutter.  We see no benefit in students learning such speeches; indeed we would like them 
to go beyond repeating the story line and give opinions on what they have read and make 
comparisons with other books. 
 
Contrary to what one should expect this is not the part of the Oral in which candidates 
performed best; they have a full nine months (Summer holidays following Form 4 
included) to prepare themselves for this task.  Judging by the narrow range of 
vocabulary at their disposal one would say that most students had probably read just that 
book, and nothing else.  We think that schools can do more about this. 
 
 
 
 



2.1.2.2  Role Play 
 
It might come as a surprise to several that most candidates were more confident and did 
better in the role play than in talking about a book.  We are of course not referring to 
those who are apparently still receiving insufficient coaching in role playing.   It is 
usually these candidates who still try to memorize the prompts.  What was said last year 
bears repeating: there is no need to memorize anything; this is not a memory test. The 
examiners will help out even if the students do not see the coherence in the prompts they 
are given.  And if this help is not immediately forthcoming the candidates can, and 
should, ask for it.  If they do it is a plus, not a minus, for them. Notwithstanding this 
assurance, some of the candidates who got blocked felt embarrassed when the examiner 
gave them cues on how to continue. They felt that they had done something wrong. 
 
A major shortcoming in this interactive task is that most candidates are not able to use the 
Tu and Lei forms correctly and consistently. 

 
2.1.2.3   Free Conversation 
  
What we said about the use of the familiar and polite form address above was, obviously, 
very evident here as well.  Also still true is what we said last year about students being 
afraid, or reluctant, to ask for the meaning of a word they do not understand.   No one 
seems to have told them that asking for an explanation or clarification is a natural and 
necessary feature of conversation, if not resorted to continually. 
 
This part of the Oral examination tests vocabulary in certain semantic areas and the use 
of various tenses.  A common pitfall is not listening carefully and not noting the tense the 
examiner is using, or is expecting the candidates to use. Most candidates are confident 
only with the present tense and the passato prossimo (but here many mistake the 
auxiliary verb and the agreement with the preceding pronouns).  
 
Using the correct form of address and the correct tenses does not come through grammar 
exercises but through frequent practice in free conversation and role-play.  It is a known 
fact that the skills our students will need most all their lives are listening and speaking.  
 
 
2.2      L ISTENING COMPREHENSION – 15 POINTS 

 
2.2.1  Statistics 
 
Paper A candidates: Candidates taking examination 1246; absent 27.   
 
Maximum points scored 15 on 15; lowest 1. 
Task 1 (5 marks): Average mark 3.5; mode 4. 
Task 2 (10 marks): Average 6.1; mode 6. 
There were about 100 more failures in the second exercise than in the first. 
One should expect better averages, but then there were some 300 candidates (a much 



higher figure than last year) who failed this test, of whom 220 scored 6 (on 15, i.e. 
40%) or less . 

 
128 scored 13 to 15 points; 515 scored 10 to 12; 
298 scored 8 or 9. A total of 941 candidates, i.e. 75.5% of those sitting.  
Note that nearly 86% got Grade 1 to 5.   
That leaves nearly 300 who opted for Paper  A and who should have gone for B.  
 
Paper B candidates: 1395 candidates; absent 126. 
 
Maximum points scored 10.5 on 15; lowest 0.5. 
45.5% scored between 15 and 7, as against the 37.6% who achieved Grade 4 or 5. 
As many as 400 candidates scored only 4 marks or less on 15; which is quite worrying.  
 
Task 1: Maximum points scored: 5 out of 5 (over 60 students managed this); lowest 
score: 0.  The average was 2.56 and, not surprisingly, the mode was 1.5 
Task  2: Highest score was 10 (out of 10), the lowest 0; average and mode 4. 
 
Nearly 800 scored a satisfactory mark in ex 1, but only 600 in ex.2. 
 
It is immediately evident that candidates did better in exercise 1 even though the format 
was completely new to this examination. The number of candidates scoring full marks 
was quite satisfactory.  It must be said, however, that some candidates do not seem to 
have been prepared at all for this task even though it has been in the syllabus for the last 
four years. 
 
It was not the newness of the format that caused problems; a number of candidates made 
life difficult for themselves: some held the picture vertically when they should have kept 
it horizontally; some even held it upside down.  They could have made sense of the 
sketch they had in front of them, and taken note of the title of the sketch on the page.  
Their drawing was a bizarre ensemble, which, as the Italians would say, non stava né in 
cielo né in terra. Students did not seem to mind that their drawings made no sense at all. 
Thinking is not part of their trade. 
 

We will go on repeating that the ability to listen and understand is the one on which all 
the rest is built.  It is particularly important with the lower ability classes and with the less 
motivated students. Testing Listening skills well is not easy, but TEACHING and 
DEVELOPING Listening Comprehension skills is much more difficult, and only teachers 
who care to develop themselves are able to do it. 
  
2.2.2 Comments made by markers: 
 
2.2.2.1 The drawing 
 

1 The most common pitfall was the one candidates were warned about before the test: 
“some of the things you will be hearing you MUST NOT draw”. But draw them they did: 
the man in the mirror, the ‘No dogs allowed’ sign, the wrong time on the clock, etc.  



What does this indicate?  No focus while listening, no sense of humour, insufficient 
knowledge of the language? Whatever the answer, it shows that these students are still 
missing the finer points. 

 

2 The second cause of loss of points was lack of vocabulary.  Among these, scaffale, 
interruttore, presa di corrente, tazzina, strisce pedonali, ventilatore, aquilone, semaforo, 
etc.; everyday objects, several of which one sees in a classroom. Even the more basic 
destra and sinistra sent candidates all over the place. Let us spell this out: when we say 
that Sergio è quello a destra della finestra it is universally understood that ‘right’ here is 
that of the observer.   
 

3  Sadly enough many of our students cannot distinguish between a pino and a cipresso 
even though these are two of the commonest trees on the Island and have practically the 
same names in Maltese. 

 

4 A third cause of loss of points, and probably the most worrying, is not following 
instructions: some do not consider it essential to draw something ‘twice the size’ of 
something else, or to put it ‘close to’ and not ‘on’ something else, or to make it more 
wide than high.  Could even this be due to lack of vocabulary?  
 

5 A variant of this strange take on instructions is drawing things not asked for, e.g. 
some candidates drew birds and butterflies and trees under a bold sun to make their 
drawing more appealing. Yet others drew a roundabout so large that half of it stood on 
the pavement.  But are these students trained to use their minds? 

 
2.2.2.2 The longer passage 
 
This was as usual a more demanding exercise. We repeat that to do well in this exercise 
students must not only be good at comprehension but also be trained in the life-skill of 
taking down quickly very short notes. Judging by the notes jotted down on the 
examination paper itself we can say that many candidates have acquired this skill, some 
much better than others.   
 
6 As in previous years, we had a large number of wrong answers to ‘True/False + 
reason’ questions.  A statement is declared ‘False’ but then the reason given proves the 
opposite. This leaves us all very puzzled, even because this is not a case of distinguishing 
between red and pink but between black and white. For the nth time we ask teachers to go 
into this problem.  

 
7 And then there were the usual ‘numbers’.  Numbers written in letters not in figures as 
asked for. Is it that some students still do not understand ‘in cifre’?  Or that they do not 
know the numbers in Italian and hope to get away with it?  In both cases, their answers 
are wrong, but the latter case is more worrying because numbers are very important in 
everyday life.  Students do not learn numbers simply to do their Arithmetic homework. 
 
8 The questions on every passage are meant to test various abilities.  There are always, 
for example, easy referential questions, questions of medium difficulty on cohesion and 
coherence, and questions requiring higher order skills like inferencing.  These latter ones 



are always a stumbling block.  Not that the questions are terribly difficult and above the 
possibilities of the ‘average’ student. We strongly believe that students are not being 
encouraged and challenged to think enough while they are reading.   
 

We will quote a telling example from the passage Piace agli Americani ecc., Q.5. 
Not having really understood, students just transcribed what they had heard, only adding 
a very revealing ‘p’:  scarcerarlo e usarlo come il pescatore usa la (p)esca.  Knowing the 
meaning of pescatore and making the logical connection with Maltese lixka was again 
not exactly impossibly difficult. 
 

Students must not be content to just skim the surface.  Many times this is why 
they miss the humour or the irony of a passage. Exposure to jokes and cartoons would be 
a good way to make students think. 
 
1 Inability to connect.  Candidates were asked to give the meaning of a word (one 
which we imagined would be new to them) which was either easily comprehensible from 
the context or even clearly explained a line or two before, or after, in the passage.  Many 
candidates do not have this indispensable quality to connect, e.g. eppure, innocua, 
sedentarietà, parola chiave,  luoghi comuni (which many explained as ‘Roma, Milano e 
Napoli’).  Nor do they try to make an educated guess of a new term like oggi a otto when, 
besides the context which gave a clear hint,  in Maltese we say ‘bhal-lum tmint ijiem’. 
And this is a basic strategy. 

 
9 A widespread inability to be accurate and focused in one’s answers, giving long 
answers with loads of waffle, or telegraphic ones which do not convey the meaning they 
are supposed to convey, are all signs of minds not disciplined in their thinking. 
E.g. Passage La Pizza’, Q.4: answer given – i colori; or passage Piace agli Americani, Q. 
7: answer given  – litri di caffè or Q.8: answer given - comunisti. 
 

10 An unholy hurry to finish and get it over with, or an inability to read questions 
properly. Too many questions are answered in part or else with information that is only 
marginally relevant; e.g. they are asked to explain a contradiction (È veramente 
necessaria l’attività fisica?, Q. 4) and they give only one side of it. 
 

11 And once more, candidates give answers, which come from their knowledge of the 
world and not from the passage they have listened to. 

 

Those who read these reports will know that we have been pointing out these 
shortcomings for years.  And yet we cannot but keep repeating them, even because most 
of them hold true also for the Reading Comprehension part. Perhaps there are still 
teachers, and we are not referring only to Form 5 ones, who still do not read these reports 
and some Heads of School who do not find the time to discuss them with their staff.   
 
 
 
 

 



2.3    PAPER 1 PART 2 (LANGUAGE USE) – 20 POINTS 
 
2.3.1 Statistics 
 

Paper A candidates: Candidates sitting the examination 1260.  Absent 13. 
 

Maximum points scored 19.5 on 20; lowest 1.5. 
188 (15%) candidates scored 16 marks on 20 or more  
533 (42.3%) scored between 12 and 15.5 
283 (22.5%) between 9.5 and 11.5 
Nearly 80% achieved at least a just satisfactory mark; slightly lower than last year. And 

again that leaves some 260 candidates who should never have attempted Paper A. Of 
these, 35 scored 5 or less.  

 
Paper B candidates: Candidates sitting 1428. Absent 93. 
 

Maximum points scored 18 on 20; lowest 0.5. 
Only 6 candidates scored 16 or more points. (more than last year: then 8 candidates 
scored 15 or more; this time they were 14. Clearly all should have opted for Paper ‘A’.) 
103 scored between 12 and 15.5 
202 scored between 9.5 and 11.5 
A total of 311 candidates, i.e.21.8% of those sitting achieved 45% of the marks; less than 

last  
year.  
And 528 (nearly 37%) scored 5 points or less. 
 
 
2.3.2 Comments by Markers 
 
Es.1 All the markers stressed the lack of vocabulary. (This was regularly repeated by 
the  

markers of the other parts of the examination. Several students were unable to 
understand 

simple rubrics, even though examples were given for nearly all exercises).  And 
this was 

a ‘recognition’ not a ‘production’ exercise. We must therefore insist that one 
cannot hope 

to build a house if one does not have the necessary bricks. Vocabulary has to be 
taught. 

 

Es.2 This too was a vocabulary exercise, only this time with distracters which asked 
candidates to make a careful choice. In general, answers were better than for Es.1 
but there was still much confusion between accidente and incidente and many felt 
that Che vestitio ti vestirai? sounded better than Che vestito ti metterai?  
   

Es.3 Word formation: candidates did not do too badly here but there were too many 
            cases of mistaken agreement between noun and adjective. Only few knew  sarde.  



 

Es.4  Markers were really surprised at how few students could express those two simple  
mathematical operations in Italian, and at how many did not know or could not 
spell correctly the numbers.  Numbers occur very frequently in everyday life.    

 

Es. 5 Functions, production of utterances. It was the first time this task was set and the 
better 

candidates did fairly well.  Indeed, those with more exposure to Italian TV and to 
written  

Italian produced some interesting, and even humorous answers that markers did 
not  

expect.   Weaker candidates were quite at a loss: they ignored the rubric and used 
the 

word/s they were told not to use; some even wrote only these. (Do these students 
think?) 

The more sensible ones, aware of their limitations in Italian, skipped the exercise 
and 

moved on. 
 

Es. 6  Correct use of tenses.  This is never an easy exercise. It is not meant to be. It helps  
to discriminate between the proficient and less proficient candidates.  The 

difficulty is not 
just a question of not knowing the conjugations. Students do not seem to know 

that they 
have to work out what tenses to use by understanding the passage well.  Still there 

were a 
good number of very good and excellent answers.   

 

Es. 7 Active and Passive Voice: in general, a very poor show. Even those who got the  
transformation right then slipped up on dagli cani or dal cani. 

  
Es. 8 Direct and Indirect speech. Again markers were surprised at the number of 

mistakes in this very useful exercise. And one cannot say that the two sentences 
set were difficult to deal with. Much more work needs to be done here. 

 

Es. 9 Tu – Lei: This exercise has been set several times and it has often proved to be 
quite beyond most of our students. This time, perhaps because the sentences set 
were quite easy, students fared better. The form is certainly not part of our 
culture, but it is still very much so in Italy.  It is not just a question of politeness; 
its use often conveys a very  
important meaning,  So it is good to note some progress. 

 

Es. 10 Transformation Command - Request:  This too was a new exercise and proved to 
be 

beyond the comprehension of the weaker 50% of the candidates.  And yet the 
distin- 

ction this exercise asked for is of fundamental importance in daily life. Sadly 
enough,  



very few students seem to be in the habit of using ‘Per favore’ or ‘Per cortesia’.  
 
Es.11 Impersonal form.  This was absolute Greek to many candidates; but not 
completely so for 

the majority. What strikes one most is the inability of our students to work out a 
sensible 

answer from the examples given.  
 
Es. 12 Connecting sentences. .  Examiners keep setting this exercise hoping to see a leap 
in  

the quality of the answers they got in previous years. Some progress has been 
registered 

but there is still a lot of work to be done. This is an indispensable exercise in 
teaching 

writing, Repeatedly candidates are told expressly not to use certain conjunctions, 
but a 

good number use only those.  Or else they use conjunctions that border on the 
ludicrous. 

At a loss, some use quando for all occasions. Others, though, use conjunctions 
properly  

and even make intelligent alterations to the sentences, which the rubric says are 
allowed. 
 
Es. 13 Putting words in the correct order to make sentences.  The exercise proved quite 
easy for 

Paper A candidates, much less so for Paper B ones.  It is a useful exercise because 
it 

makes students think about the structure of sentences: the agreement between 
nouns and 

articles, and that between nouns and adjectives, verbs and their subjects and 
objects, verbs and modifying adverbs, etc. It therefore helps improve grammar 
and syntax.  Marking this exercise one does not know whether to laugh or cry at 
some of the answers.  At times one gets the most absurd order of words, one 
which does not make the least sense. Other candidates, however, hit on ingenious 
solutions, which no examiner had thought of: Riccardo, stasera andiamo a un 
concerto diretto da Muti. Not full points for culture, but full points for 
punctuation (the candidate even added the comma) and for sense. 

 
Es. 14 Editing. This proved to be one of the more difficult exercises. And yet 6 of the 10 
errors 

candidates had to correct were very elementary ones (spelling: agitazzione and 
ricercha, 

simple agreement of verb with subject (L’allarme sono stato dato), missing accent 
(piu),  

correct use of tense (la signora piangeva e chiede), preposition with article (del 
aereo).   



Why do we ask students to revise they work carefully if they cannot do this kind 
of  

editing on their work?  It is a skill that every student must develop; and practising 
it they 

will learn more grammar than in a normal grammar lesson. As was to be expected 
quite a 

few corrected what needed no correction; others spotted the error but did not 
know how 

to correct it. Still others found more than one mistake in each line, and a few did 
not have 

a clue what was being asked of them. But they still attempted a kind of answer: 
they 

wrote a number in each of the spaces provided.  
 
Es. 15  Gapped text. As usual students find this task very demanding. This time round 
there was 

some improvement.  We would have liked to say that this is due to more exposure 
to  

spoken and written in Italian.  But this was not evident in any other part of the 
examination. Perhaps it was just due to the fact that 8 of the 20 words were 

provided.  
 

One final comment: students should also be taught basic examination techniques like 
“Tackle first the questions you can answer best”, or “Do not waste too much time on any 
one exercise; try it out but if you get stuck, move on and come back to it later if you have 
the time”.  If one knows the rules one answers in no time at all. The better students 
worked out all the Paper in less than 50 minutes.  The weaker ones could not have done 
so in 50 days. But by adopting these common sense strategies and making good use of 
the examples given, candidates could very probably improve their mark.   
 
 
 
2.4 WRITING  (5 + 20 = 25) 
 
2.4.1 Statistics 
 
Paper A candidates:  Candidates taking this Paper were 1260. Absent 13. 
 
Highest score for both tasks was 23.5 out of 25; the lowest O. 
Highest  score for Messaggio 5 out 5; for the letter 19.5 out of 20. Lowest mark: 0.   
A few candidates did not attempt the Messaggio, a few others the letter.  
The average mark for the Messaggio was 2.66; the mode was 2.25 
For the letter, the average was 10.2, the mode was 11.  
Overall average 12.82.  Just above the middle line. And the mode was 12.25, just below 

that. 
 



This is definitely not the kind of average or mode one expects from Paper A candidates; 
and in  

our opinion they explain why the results this year were below those of last year. This is 
confir- 

med by another figure: in the Writing tasks only 750 candidates (60%) can be said to 
have 

overall scored a ‘just satisfactory’ mark or more.. This is more worrying than the fact that 
40 

candidates scored 5 or less. 
 
Paper B candidates:  1425 candidates present. 96 absent. 
 
Highest score for both tasks together:  22.5 (out of 25); the lowest 0. 
Highest mark for the Messaggio, 4.5 (out of 5); for the letter 18 (out of 20). 
There were 49 candidates who did not attempt any of the two tasks. 
 
Average and mode for Messaggio were both 2, even though there were 88 candidates 

who did 
not attempt this task; for the Letter, the average was 7.25, and the mode, if one were to 

ignore the 
74 candidates who did not attempt it, would be 7. 
The average overall was 9.21,  
The number of candidates who scored a ‘just satisfactory’ mark or more, was 420 (30%). 
Nearly 300 scored 5 or less.  
With these statistics in hand, those who think that this year’s poorer results were due to a 

more demanding examination could do worse than look for another reason.    
 
As can be seen from these statistics this was the part of the examination in which the 
students’ performance was at its lowest.  Not just lower than last year’s; simply of a poor 
level. It was clear that many students had had little practice. We would add that more 
input is needed in what good writing entails.  Writing has to be taught, not just set and 
corrected. 
 
 
2.4.2 Comments by Markers 
 

1 The first one was that the general level was lower than last year’s.  This was not just 
due to those candidates who did not even understand the rubric; nor to those, Paper A 
candidates, who write sentences like: io no andiamo daccordo con tu sull film.  
 

It will come as no surprise that the standard with Paper B candidates was defined 
as  

‘very poor’.  Several, unable to understand what they had to do, just copied the ‘traccia’ 
provided; others thought it was their turn to invite their friend to Malta. 
 

It must be said, however, that some 300 candidates (10% of the cohort) scored 17 
points or more out of 25. One hopes these will go on studying Italian. They have a good 
grasp of the language, they use the Subjunctive appropriately, their Conditional clauses 



and use of pronouns are very good. They are also capable of varying the structure of their 
sentences. One should stretch these students, potential future translators and interpreters, 
and, of course, teachers. But surely more can be done with the others too. 
 
1 Limited vocabulary was noted throughout, in both Paper A and B candidates, and in 
both tasks. In fact markers commented that this was the main reason for the 
unsatisfactory development of the tasks. For example, in Paper A, some even used campo 
for tenda; for equipment needed for camping; very few spoke of a materassino, lenzuolo, 
guanciale, torcia elettrica, spazzolino da denti, dentifricio, forbici, cerotti, telo, ecc. They 
could have mentioned a hundred things. But they did not. So it was a relief to find a 
candidate who had the vocabulary, the practical sense and the sense of humour to sign off 
with E non dimenticate la carte igienica.   
 
This lack of vocabulary was inevitably much more evident in Paper B candidates.  
 
2 Remarkable, in the case of Paper B, was the scarce knowledge many candidates have 
of Rome, and this notwithstanding the cultural component of the syllabus. The requests 
made to their hosts ranged from the hilarious to the depressing. Several expected their 
host to organize a day trip to the Alps or to Sicily or to Milan and Venice. Others 
managed to pack so many activities in 5 days that one would need at least 3 weeks to 
cover half of them. Not to mention the expense. But do these students think? 
 
3 Rather monotonously we have to repeat that punctuation seems to have been 
abandoned altogether. Often enough not even one full stop in the entire letter; or full 
stops followed by a small letter. And need one repeat that accents and apostrophes are as 
rare as white flies? These basics can be taught and need to be taught. 
 
4 As was evident from what was said above regarding the Language Use Paper, the 
errors in grammar were many and of all kinds.  We will not list them; it would be easier 
to refer to the whole grammar syllabus; or even to last year’s report.  In any case teachers 
must be only too aware of them. Perhaps a concerted effort, beginning in Form 1, to 
eliminate the most basic and frequent ones would be a step in the right direction. 
 
5 It was good to note that the number of candidates who prepare a scaletta before 
beginning to write the letter is on the increase. Still, many, many others just go ahead and 
write the final copy without any planning. 
 
6 A much wider vocabulary, appropriate choice of words, varied sentence structure, 
how to construct sentences  for greater impact, intelligent organization, effective editing, 
awareness of audience, awareness of purpose - all need improvement; and all can be 
taught.. So can the correct greeting and signing off in a letter (not Sempre tuo  or Ossequi 
in the tasks set) and its tone (one could do better than define a person with whom one 
does not agree as un ignorante, non sapeva che cosa stava dicendo),  Courtesy is a major 
virtue; not in the candidate just quoted. Nor in that other one who wanted to change the 
whole programme prepared by his friend and see all of Italy, except Rome.  Those who 
ended their letter with veiled threats to the editor who had published the ‘offending’ 



article, would also benefit from lessons in courtesy. 
 
7 Still too many candidates do not respect the rubric. They are told that the mark is 
given on the first 220 (or 170) words they write.  If they think that the rubric is not to be 
taken seriously, teachers would do well to advise them that they are very wrong. 
 
8 Reading well the rubric is very important. Marks are lost for not completing the task 
or for including irrelevant information.  In the reaction to the article criticising their 
favourite book or film, several ended up narrating the story of the book (possibly 
something they had already done in class) and making practically no reference to the 
‘offending’ review.  
 
9 Teachers rightly recommend the use of one or two idiomatic expressions in writing 
tasks. Students seem to understand that the more there are the higher the mark. Some 
students are so keen to insert at least one expression in their writing that they end up 
choosing one which is as in keeping with the context as a fox in a chicken pen?. 
 
10 The use of Tu and Lei still present huge difficulties. What is worrying is that students 
do not realise the social implications of an incorrect use. Rarely did students use the 
proper form consistently; a considerable number used the wrong form throughout, many 
switched from one form to the other repeatedly, and others added even the voi for good 
measure. 
 
11 One does expect some creativity, at least from the more gifted students. But in the 
busy and not so cheerful days of marking one appreciates even another type of creativity: 
that of word formation and even invention:  Asiso direttore (Did you realise that meant 
“dear”?), criticoso, criticatore, indissinteressamento, non irnesce (this is not too difficult), 
capiscere, bisognate, piacosi, fizionale, accurezza, ecc. 
 
 
 
2.5  READING COMPREHENSION  (PAPER A 15 + 10 – PAPER B 13 + 12) 
 
 
2.5.1 Statistics 
 
Paper A candidates.  Number of candidates sitting: 1260. Absent 13. 
 
Overall average 15 (Highest mark scored 25 on 25) 
Nearly 12% scored 20 points or more;  24% scored between 17 and a 19.5 points;  
20% scored between 15 and 16.5 points, and 21.5% scored between 12.5 and 14.5.  
This means that only a surprising 77% passed this test.  
26 candidates scored 5 points or less. 
 
Task 1, Dingo, un soggetto non commune (15 points) 
Highest mark scored 15 on 15; lowest, only one candidate, scored a 0 



Average mark, 9.1.   78.5%  scored a satisfactory mark or higher. 
 
Task 2, Un’estate per gli altri (10 points) 
Highest mark 10 on 10; lowest 0 
Average mark, 5.9.  71.5% scored a satisfactory mark or higher. 
 
 
Paper B candidates:  Candidates 1425. Absent 96. 
 
Overall average 10.2 out of 25.  Highest mark scored 22.5. 
Only 1.5% scored 20 points or more; 9.3% scored between 17 and 19.5 points;  
11.2% between 15 and 16.5 points and another 14% scored between 12.5 and 14.5.  
20% scored only 5 points or less. 
36% of the candidates reached a satisfactory level in this task; a percentage very close to 
last year’s. 
 
Task 1: Ho vinto cinquecento euro (13 points) 
Highest mark scored 12.5 on 13.    Average mark, 5.     34% of a satisfactory level. 
54 candidates did not attempt this task. 
 
 
 
Task 2: Semafori azzurri, pedoni e automobilisti ipnotizzati  (12 points) 
Highest mark,  11.5 on 12;         Average mark, 5.2.        41.5% reached a satisfactory 
level. 
30 candidates did not attempt this task. 
Again, results very close to last year’s. But, overall, slightly better. 
 
 
2.5.2 Comments made by Markers 
 
Most of what was said above in 2.2, Listening Comprehension, holds good here too. 
 
Paper 2A 
 
1 A common shortcoming noted was the inability to understand subject verb agreement 
and cohesive devices, e.g. connecting verbs to their subjects, pronouns to the noun they 
refer to, etc.   E.g. Dingo, Qs 6a & b, and 7 and Un’estate per gli altri Q 3 a & b and 4a. 
 
2 Even very simple inferential questions like Qs 5 and 8b (Dingo) were beyond many. 
 
3 One of the common answers to Q. 9 b (Romeo è il fratello di Francesca. Vero o 
falso? Come lo sai?) was Vero (wrong); sono coniugi (correct answer). One fails to see 
how coniugi could be construed to mean ‘brother and sister’. Just guesswork? Or have 
they misunderstood some part of the question? 
 



4 Many students give incomplete answers; a case in point was Q.1  (Un’estate ecc.) 
 
5 Several candidates did not attempt Qs 9 and 10 (Un’estate) . We do not think they 

were beyond the reach of 15-year-olds. Again we suspect that candidates are not 
much used to using their head even in comprehension exercises. In general, 
rewriting ‘in their own words’, i.e. to show whether they have really understood, 
was problematic. 

 
 
Paper 2B 
 
What was said above for Paper 2A, applies a fortiori here. 
 
1 Both markers expressed surprise at the number of wrong answers to Q.1 on Ho vinto 
cinquecento euro (Paper 2B). We keep insisting on the importance of numbers but seem 
to be making little headway.  It should be obvious that knowing that a shirt costs 74 euros 
is quite useless unless one knows how to translate that in Maltese liri.  Could it be that 
some candidates do not even understand in cifre? 
 
2 Many Paper B candidates still give their answers in Maltese or in English, even if it is 
specified that their answers have to be in Italian. 
 
3 Markers felt that very many questions were answered  

a) without reading or understanding the question well, or  
b) without pausing for a moment to think . 
 
4 Markers were surprised to see that so many 5th formers not only do not know the 
meaning of  pedone and clacson, but were also unable to deduce their meaning from the 
context, or even from the question itself.  It is very clear that during lessons students have 
to be taught to think  much more often. 
 
General comments: We will limit ourselves to copying what we said last year. 
 

• The shortcomings pointed out in answering questions in the Listening comprehension 
were confirmed in the Reading Comprehension exercise, particularly with reference 
to the True 

/False questions.  It is quite incomprehensible how students can say ‘True’ and then quote 
a sentence which proves that the statement is false. This needs to be explored at 
classroom level. 
 

• All too obvious was a lack of focus. Several students do not even read the questions 
properly before answering them.  These are passages meant for intensive reading; the 
candidate is expected to understand even the little details, not just get a generic 
impression. 
 

• Even an easy riassunto as the one set this time proved to be beyond the abilities of 
several candidates.  Some candidates exceeded generously the number of words allowed, 



others failed to (or perhaps did not even bother) to pick out the salient points. Of those 
who did make this effort, several did not make the next step: write a coherent and well-
knitted paragraph, and not disjointed sentences. Quite a few just copied chunks from the 
text without even trying to put in a word of their own. They did not seem to know what 
was expected of them.  And yet the riassunto is a recurring feature in this examination. 
 

We add a word of warning regarding the number of words the students are allowed to 
use. If the rubric says “in circa 50 parole” students should realize that this is meant 
seriously.  Tolerance is 10% more, or less, i.e. 45 – 55 words. Examiners read the first 55 
words or so and ignore the rest. If they did not do so they would be unfair to the 
candidates who respect the rubric. If candidates write fewer than 45 words they will 
probably be penalizing themselves. 
 

1 Instances of carelessness were innumerable, and not only with Paper B candidates.  It 
is surprising how many students misspelled words that were there, staring them in the 
face, on the examination paper.  It is too easy to attribute such shortcomings to 
examination stress; if we keep on repeating this we will never do anything to put things 
right. Students could be also trained to present their work in the neatest, most legible, 
way possible. 
 

 
2.6  CONCLUSION  

 
We invite teachers of Italian to express an honest opinion on the level of this 

examination.  If they think it was difficult we invite them to write to Matsec about it;  
pointing out which were these difficulties.  It is the only way forward to an understanding 
of what perception the various stakeholders have of the desired level. We do not believe 
this examination was a difficult one for candidates who have followed a 5-year course; 
what has become more difficult is teaching Italian without the help of Italian TV.  This 
does make teaching Italian well a difficult task; as teaching all foreign languages is.  The 
remarks made in this report are intended to help those who want to face the new scenario 
and address the difficulties it has brought with it. It is to be hoped that this will be a 
collegial effort and not individual struggles. 
 
Chairperson 
Board of Examiners 
1st August 2006 


