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Aga Khan University Examination Board 

Notes from E-Marking Centre on SSC-II English Compulsory Examination May 2017 

Introduction 

This document has been produced for the teachers and candidates of Secondary School 

Certificate (SSC-II) English Compulsory. It contains comments on candidates‟ responses to the 

2017 SSC-II Examination indicating the quality of the responses and highlighting their relative 

strengths and weaknesses. 

E-Marking Notes 

This report includes overall comments on candidates‟ performance on every question and some 

specific examples of candidates‟ responses which support the mentioned comments. Please note 

that the descriptive comments represent an overall perception of the better and weaker responses 

as gathered from the e-marking session. However, the candidates‟ responses shared (where 

deemed necessary) in this document represent some specific example(s) of the mentioned 

comments. 

The following is a description of the tasks and skills required for fulfilment of those tasks. 

 

Question No Question Type Skills Assessed 

1 

(a,b,c,d,e) 

CRQs on a reading passage - Literal understanding of a reading text 

- Inferential understanding of a reading 

text 

- Reasoning skills 

 

2 

(a,b) 

Letter/ Report Writing (formal) - Ability to write a formal letter/ report  

- Ability to use accurate sentence 

structure, connective devices, spellings, 

etc. 

- Ability to develop and organise 

information in a familiar everyday 

context. 

 

3 

(a,b,c) 

Essay Writing - Ability to develop a piece of writing with 

appropriate focus, organisation and 

purpose 

- Ability to  persuade, analyse, express and 

reflect on familiar, everyday life 

situations and ideas 

- Ability to use accurate sentence 

structure, connective devices, spellings, 

etc. 
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Teachers and candidates should be aware that examiners may ask questions that address the 

Student Learning Outcomes (SLOs) in a manner that requires candidates to respond by 

integrating knowledge, understanding and application skills they have developed by studying the 

course. 

Candidates also need to know that the marks allocated to the question and the answer space 

(which is provided on the examination paper) are a guide to the length of the required response. 

A longer response will not in itself lead to higher marks. Writing far beyond the indicated space 

may reduce the time available for answering other questions. The careful reading of a question, or 

essay topic, is vital if a student is to attain high marks. 

Candidates need to be familiar with the command words which contain some terms commonly 

used in examination questions. However, candidates should also be aware that not all questions 

will start with, or contain, any key word from the glossary. Questions such as „how?‟, „why?‟ or 

„what?‟ may be asked, and verbs which are not included in the list may be used, such as 

„elaborate‟, „analyse‟ or „state‟.  

Note: Student responses reproduced in this report have not been corrected for grammar, 

spellings or factual information. 

Detailed Comments: 

Question 1: 

Comprehension skills are critical for success in the English Compulsory Examinations. 

Candidates are expected to be able to engage with a diverse range of texts and demonstrate the 

ability to retrieve information, draw inferences from what they have read, interpret viewpoints 

and perspectives and question or critically evaluate it, as required. 

Question 1 was based on a reading passage. It had six sub-parts. Candidates were required to 

understand the reading passage and accordingly answer the questions asked on various aspects of 

the passage. The criteria against which marks were allotted are as follows: detailed understanding 

of the contents of the passage demonstrated through the responses and authentic interpretation 

and discussion of different aspects of the passage. 

The reading passage was a story The Bike Basket - A Mother’s Day Tale by Elizabeth Flock. It 

aimed to express the value of hard work and how it affected author‟s life. 

Part a: 

What do you understand about the parenting philosophy of the author‟s parents? Explain 

with TWO textual evidences. 
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The question received mixed responses. In many cases, candidates were able to interpret that the 

actions of author‟s parents indicated „a firm approach‟, „a sense of responsibility‟, „a strict mind-

set‟. This assertion was followed by adequate explanations of textual details which included 

points about children working hard/ doing household chores to earn pocket money. Such 

responses scored well. In better responses candidates mentioned that the parents wanted the 

children to value hard-earned things.  

Example: 

 

In weaker responses, candidates seemed confused about the requirement of the question. They 

traced the phrase „parenting philosophy‟ from the original text and copied a sentence/ two 

surrounding sentences. A significant number of answers employed overlong quotations from the 

passage, way beyond what was needed to substantiate the points being made, i.e., “my parents 

were united in their parenting philosophy…we were the housekeepers”. Such answers did not 

depict an effort to adjust/ paraphrase/ interpret the passage; even the use of first person „my‟ or 

„I‟ was witnessed and no effort was seen to adjust the requirement of the answer. It must be 

communicated that quotation is most effective when it is concisely used and supported by a 

personal interpretation of what is understood.  

Example: 
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Part b: 

i) Mention any TWO phrases from the text that BEST indicate that the author desperately 

wanted the bike basket. 

If you were in the place of the author, what would you say in this situation to convince your 

mother? 

 

The question attempted to assess basic understanding of language used by the author and its 

intended purpose. The second part called for an informed opinion established after careful 

reading. This question was attempted well by most candidates. 

In better responses, candidates mentioned phrases/ sentences such as “Mom, please can I please, 

please get it?” / “I‟ll do extra chores for as long as you say.” / “I‟ll do anything, but I need that 

basket. I love that basket.” This was followed by a plausible/ persuasive way the candidates 

proposed to persuade their mother. 

Example: 

 

However, it was observed that the second part of the question posed some problem for the 

average and low scoring candidates. Candidates need to understand the demand of the question, 

i.e. in this case, the question aimed to assess how successfully the candidates can expand on the 

details of the passage. Some suggestions, measures and/ or plausible plans would show the 

examiner that the candidates have understood the passage adequately and can add/ offer some 

additional information and personal viewpoint to it. 

In weaker responses, most candidates attempted the first part correctly. However, they did not 

show any attempt to think beyond what is written in the text. Such candidates merely mentioned 

that they would do what the author has done. Though such candidates were given a bit of 

leverage in marks, it must be communicated that questions asking for viewpoints should not be 

treated this superficially. At times, candidates mentioned an imaginary conversation between 

themselves and their mother. Again, this was not required. 
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Example: 

 
 

Part c: 

i. How did the author earn her bike basket?  

ii. Do you agree with the way the author‟s mother handled this situation? Give a reason for 

your answer. 

 

Most responses were well-attempted.  

In better responses, candidates described the situation in detail that the author‟s mother bought 

the bike basket and the author had to do extra chores at home to earn it from her mother. In the 

second part of the question, most candidates said that they agreed the way the author‟s mother 

approached the situation as it resulted in good life-lesson for her children. A few candidates 

thought this approach is too strict and children should not be dealt this harshly/ children should 

be provided with perks and their wishes should be fulfilled. The most successful responses to the 

question approached the topic from a personal point of view whilst engaging with the wider 

lessons inferred from the author‟s tale. 

Example: 
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In weaker responses, candidates were able to respond to the first part correctly. In the second 

part, most responses indicated a brief agreement without any added value/ explanation of reasons 

behind agreement. Recognition of information and stating an opinion is just not enough; for high 

reward it needs to be backed by sound reasons. Some candidates thought the author is a boy. This 

was surprising as there was enough indication that the author is female.  

Example: 

 

Part d: 

i. Why was the author disappointed at the end of the story?  

ii. If you were in the place of the author, would you feel the same? Give a reason for your 

answer.  

 

The question asked candidates to use their a) knowledge and inference skills and b) thinking 

skills to go beyond what is explicitly mentioned and think from the character‟s perspective. 

Better responses clearly stated that the author was disappointed because when she was able to 

finally earn her much desired bike basket; she discovered that a neighbourhood girl already owns 

the same basket. Candidates who scored high marks showed discernment in gauging the situation 

from the author‟s perspective and affirmed that the situation can be „upsetting/ disappointing/ 

distressing‟ for anyone. A few candidates also mentioned that they would not feel bad because: it 

is a free world and everyone has a right to own things that they like/ they would play together 

having the same baskets, etc. 

Example: 
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Weaker responses demonstrated limited understanding of the author‟s situation and the lesson of 

the story. Some candidates wrote that the author‟s mother had given the bike basket to the 

neighbourhood girl. This indicated lack of comprehension. A few candidates just copied random 

selections from the text. Whereas, some candidates did get the first part correct and wrote about 

the reason the author was upset, however, they did not show complete understanding/ 

engagement with the text and hence received limited credit. 

Example: 

 
 

Part e: 

i. What life-lesson did the author learn by the end of the story?  

ii. Describe whether this lesson is applicable to real-life situations experienced by you. 

 

In better responses candidates inferred that the author learnt that you value those things more that 

you have earned yourself by working hard. If something is given/ gifted to you, you do not value 

it as much.  This was followed by a relevant and well-stated real-life situation where the 

candidate appreciated some hard-earned gift/ vacation. Interesting situations conveying a past 

event with a sense of nostalgia about the event and lesson learnt were quoted by most of the 

candidates who scored high marks. 
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Example: 

 

 

In weaker responses, candidates showed lack of inference and engagement with the text. They 

selected/ identified the section of the text where the author talks about her grief upon seeing her 

neighbour with the same bike basket; however, they left their answer there. Development of ideas 

was just not witnessed. The second part was also ignored in most cases; a few made an attempt to 

address this part but quoted an incident which was disappointing to them in some ways without 

capturing the relevance of the topic/ lesson learnt. Some candidates wrote about a situation where 

they worked hard but it was not enough to create any relevance to the main theme of the text 

which is „you cherish what you work hard for‟. 

Example: 
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Part f: 

Summarise the passage in no more than 100 words.  

In better responses, candidates displayed precision of language and brevity of thought. Mostly, 

three main ideas were enlisted, e.g. the parenting philosophy, the author‟s desire for and how she 

acquired the bike basket, and the lesson that she learnt. The language used was impersonal and 

concise. In few better responses, candidates made use of statements like: „The text states that…‟ 

which clearly helped in establishing the fact that they are summarising someone else‟s word in an 

objective manner. Such candidates showed the much-needed skill of a) interpreting the focal 

point/ main idea of the given text, and b) extracting/ selecting the important points whilst 

recognising and eliminating the less important textual details.    

Example:  

 

In weaker responses, candidates showed selection of examples and details along with the main 

ideas of the text. At times, candidates wrote way beyond word limit. Some candidates focused on 

the initial part of the passage only, i.e. they explained, rather than mention with precision, the 

lifestyle experienced by the author and how it affected her. The most common mistake was lack 

of elimination of details and exceeding word limit. Moreover, many candidates who scored 

average to low marks did not paraphrased textual details. In many cases, the first person pronoun 

„I‟ was used. It must be stressed that summarising a text involves using phrases like „The author 

describes…/ This story revolves around the main character who describes that…‟. In some cases, 

candidates showed understanding of the contents of the story, however, they lost 1 mark due to 

lack of/ incorrect paraphrasing. Two of the most common examples have been shared below. 
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Example 1: 

 

Example 2: 
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Question 2: 

The candidates were directed to write a letter or a report on any one of the two given choices. 

Most candidates chose to use formal structure and concise and impersonal language appropriate 

to examination context. Candidates wrote appropriate reasons and suggestions for their choice of 

letter. In a few cases, tone and style seemed a bit informal and did not take into account the 

nature of relationship with, and the interests of, the recipient. The content, in most cases, was 

relevant and appropriate. In their preparation for the examination, candidates should know the 

mechanics of writing an effective and comprehensive letter related to the details of the given 

prompt.  

Part a:  

Imagine your friend has been the victim of bullying for a few weeks which has caused a 

negative impact on his/ her school life. You know that it is the right of every student to learn 

and grow in a safe environment without fear. However, you have felt that many people do not 

consider bullying a serious problem. Therefore, you have decided to write a report for the 

Principal of your school to inform him/ her about the seriousness and consequences of 

bullying. Your report should include the following information: 

 

 Discuss the views of students and impact of bullying on their personal and social life. 

 Mention findings/ observations of real incidents in school. 

 Recommend school authorities to make policies to prevent bullying in school life. 

 

In better responses for Question 2 a, the candidates 

 reported that bullying is prevalent/ has increased in their surroundings and how they impact 

all students. Good answers kept any introductory remarks very brief, and engaged with the 

key characteristics of the report writing, i.e., short and to-the-point comments about the 

impact of bullying through representative incidents. 

 Occasionally, some candidates indicated the methods of collecting the information, e.g. 

surveys/ observations/ interviews. This corresponded closely to the context of report 

writing and made their report convincing. 

 used correct format of a report which includes an introduction (To/ From/ Date), body 

(subject of the report, sources of information, findings) and conclusion (suggestions); 

 organised the information under headings, bullets or in paragraphs; 

 used connectors to demonstrate sequence, cause and effect and possible solutions of the 

problem. The requirement of each of the mentioned bullet points was met. The situation 

mentioned in most responses appeared plausible and provided scope for the development of 

the overall report. 

 used appropriate punctuation marks. 

Note: It was observed that even in better responses a few candidates wrote their real names and/ 

or address. It is prohibited to reveal your identity. Teachers need to inform the candidates to 

avoid using their real name or address in the examination. 
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Example: 
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In weaker responses for Question 2a, the candidates 

 did not reflect an understanding of the term bullying. At times, there was lack of emphasis 

on social impact/ problems; hence, the candidates mentioned about a variety of issues that 

were not social in nature. The prompt/ stimulus given with the question insinuated the 

insight of what many students face at various instances as a result of bullying.  

 did not display language accuracy; various errors of grammar and punctuation were seen. 

 displayed errors of spellings and/ or punctuation.  

 did not display an understanding of the difference between the format of a report and a letter 

or an essay. Mostly, weaker responses wrote the format of a letter instead of a report. The 

answers displayed lack of organisation and the objective outlook needed for a report. 
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Example: 
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Part b:  

New drugs are often tested on animals in order to judge their efficacy before they are 

presented for human use.  

 

- Animals are very different physically and in their genetic make-up from human beings 

and therefore results of drug testing are different for animals and human beings. 

- According to various studies, there is at best only a 5% to 25% chance that a substance 

tested on animals will have the same effect on humans. 

- Around 50-100 million vertebrate animals are used in experiments annually. 

Write a letter to the editor of a newspaper and present a case against testing of drugs on 

animals. You can use the information given above, as you need, to add at least THREE 

supporting details/ reasons/ examples that are not written in the question. 

 

In some ways, this was the most challenging question for the candidates. The detailed stimulus 

was used for scaffolding the argument against drug testing on animals and those candidates who 

performed well were able to use it in their favour. 
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In better responses for question 2b, the candidates 

 reflected understanding of the context, i.e. the letter was addressed to the editor of a 

newspaper and presented arguments against drug testing. A defining characteristic of the best 

answer was that the pointers given in the question were used sporadically and major details 

were added/ argument was built from candidate‟s understanding of the issue. Candidates 

identified drug testing as „cruel‟, „wasteful‟, „controversial‟ and „pointless‟. The use of similar 

examples was clever and less risky. Whilst defining responsibilities of pharmaceuticals, 

candidates also mentioned the ethical dimensions of animal rights/ valuing life, etc. 

 used vocabulary and the knowledge of grammar to good effect. Mostly, candidates wrote 

complete sentences suggestive of formal language. used appropriate punctuation marks. 

 wrote the letter with an appropriate format (open punctuation/ block style, mostly). 

 appeared to be in control of the structure of the letter. Paragraphing was used with one idea 

being developed in one paragraph. 

 

Note: It was observed that even in better responses a few candidates wrote their real names and/ 

or address. It is prohibited to reveal your identity. Teachers need to inform the candidates to 

avoid using their real name or address in the examination. 
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Example: 
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In weaker responses for Question 2 b, the candidates 

 did not understand the context, the term „drug‟ confused tem; despite the detailed stimulus. 

There was a tendency to use idioms unnecessarily. It was observed that candidates write 

informally and use shorthand/ slangs as well.  

 displayed brief and undeveloped ideas. 

 did not demonstrate appropriate sentence structure, tenses and subject-verb agreement. 

 displayed errors of spellings and/ or punctuation. 
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Example: 
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Question 3: 

The candidates were directed to write an essay on any of the three choices given. Candidates 

were assessed on their understanding of the prompt, situation and context of the question and the 

language proficiency. This year‟s writing tasks were based on very familiar topics and candidates 

were asked to appeal to audiences using their unique ideas and writing styles. The vast majority 

of candidates recognised the fact that they had been given a familiar topic and that they were at 

liberty to have some fun and engage their audience through both the details included and the style 

of their writing. 

Part a: 

Community service is a non-paying job performed by individuals or a group of people for the 

benefit of the public or its institutions. Mostly, volunteers rendering community services 

work in the areas of healthcare, security services, welfare services, environmental awareness, 

food distribution networks and education. 

 

Write a persuasive essay identifying ONE area where community service is most needed in 

your surroundings. Mention FOUR reasons and/ or examples to support your choice. 

Most candidates did not fulfil the requirement of the task. It was generally observed that many 

candidates explained and/ or discussed many generic problems faced by people around them. 

This was not required. Candidates should have focussed on one area where community service is 

most needed and should have cantered persuasion techniques around it. Generic statement 

regarding many problems undermines the task. 

In better responses for Question 3a, the candidates 

 chose „education‟, „availability of drinking water‟, „healthcare facilities‟ as leading areas 

where community service is needed. However, there were some brilliant responses which 

showed discernment and highlighted insightful observations with careful expression. One 

such example is shared here. It must be noted that for most cases, the elaboration was 

hackneyed and did not show an attempt towards persuasion as to why that area should be the 

focus of the community service. 

 mentioned ways to make community service worthwhile in one area. A number of 

candidates who chose to persuade their readers, did so with great clarity. The best candidates 

always chose to state some observation or personal experience to promote their stance; 

 used clear and lucid language which was relevant to the prompt; 

 used appropriate tenses and subject-verb agreement; 

 used correct spellings appropriate punctuation marks. 
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Example: 
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In weaker responses for Question 3 a, the candidates 

 did not fulfil the requirement of the question/ misunderstood the requirement of the task. At 

times, essays did not sound persuasive as no attempt was made to indicate a choice/ if a 

choice was made it was not elaborated or supported with reasons. Most candidates also kept 

their ideas very random and there was no dearth of statements lie „all areas need 

improvement, etc.‟ This showed lack of precision and focus. 

 presented generalised and random problems; this was not required. 

 wrote incorrect language, i.e. errors of spellings, tenses, sentence structure and run on 

sentences. 
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Example: 
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Part b:  

 Educators and experts who support that school uniforms should be implemented argue 

that uniforms contribute positively to the behaviour of students. They believe that 

students feel more professional and feel like they belong to something when they wear 

school uniforms. 

 Buying a new school wardrobe every year can be hard on the budget. 

 Critics believe that forcing students to wear uniforms to school limits their personal 

expression. They argue that students lose their self-identity when they lose their right 

to freely express themselves through personal fashion. 

 Uniforms in schools and colleges are a vestige of a past that valued military-style 

discipline. 

The given points describe pros and cons of uniform for school children. Describe your 

stance about whether uniforms should be compulsory in schools. Select relevant 

information from the above mentioned points and add details, reasons and examples from 

personal experience which support your view. 
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This question was the most popular choice for essay writing. 

In better responses for question 3b, the candidates 

 presented their stance about the topic and supported it with three to four reasons and 

examples. It was interesting to note the argument of candidates against uniform (many 

thought it is financially unfeasible; it was not explained how). Most candidates supported 

uniform and related it with professionalism, discipline and decorum. 

 used connectors and cohesive markers for achieving coherence; 

 organised the information in paragraphs with a clear introduction, body and conclusion; 

 used punctuations where required. Even in good responses, candidates often made errors of 

grammar and sentence structure. The following response had errors of grammar, however, the 

candidate gained marks for ideas and organisation. 
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Example: 
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In weaker responses for question 3b, the candidates 

 mentioned unorganised ideas with many run-on sentences.  

 demonstrated lack of knowledge of sentence structures: tenses and subject-verb agreement. 

Most candidates who scored low marks had serious and persistent errors of grammar and 

spellings. An example of average to low scoring response is given below where ideas are 

relevant but weak expression and grammatical inaccuracies limits the credit gained. 

 demonstrated limited vocabulary, informal or semi-formal style and incorrect word choice.  
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Example: 
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Part c: 

“Charity begins at home” is a famous saying. Elaborate the given saying by describing an 

event from your experience or observation. 

In better responses for question 3 c, the candidates 

 reflected correct understanding of the given quotation and supported it by quoting a relevant 

and in most cases, interesting event. Mostly, expression indicated freshness, insight and 

precise understanding of the quote. The values of generosity and compassion and a desire to 

help people who are closest to you were the crux of most responses. It was interesting to note 

that some candidates interpreted the idiom as start charity from your personal acts. Both 

explanations were considered correct. 

 used appropriate language structures, tenses and subject-verb agreement. 
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 used relevant vocabulary: adjectives or adverbs describing the situation. 

 organised the information in paragraphs: however, the introduction was too long. 

 used correct spellings. 

Example: 
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In weaker responses for question 3 c, the candidates: 

 reworded the stimulus and expanded on it without any value addition. Without a doubt, there 

was plenty for candidates to write about and there was no real excuse for those who wrote 

less than a page. The key was to carefully plan the response and develop sensible, reasonable 

viewpoints supported by relevant details. Occasionally, a candidate became distracted by the 

quote and explained the importance of charity. This was irrelevant to the topic. 

 demonstrated lack of knowledge of sentence structures, tenses and subject-verb agreement; 

 made numerous spelling mistakes. The issue of technical accuracy is vital for writing and, 

unfortunately, it was not uncommon to see scripts littered with technical errors (many of 

which were very basic – for example, their/there, too/to, where/were, etc.). 
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Example: 
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