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Aga Khan University Examination Board 

Notes from E-Marking Centre on HSSC-I English Compulsory Examination May 2018 

 

Introduction: 

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

School Certificate (HSSC) Part I course of English Compulsory. It contains comments on 

candidates’ responses to the 2018 HSSC-I, indicating the quality of the responses and 

highlighting their relative strengths and weaknesses. 

E-Marking Notes: 

This 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 fulfillment of those tasks. 

Question No Question Type Skills Assessed 

1 

(a,b,c,d) 

CRQs on a reading passage 

 

 

- Ability to understand a reading text on a 

literal level (main/ sub ideas) 

- Ability to understand a reading text on 

inferential level (opinions, evidence, 

reasoning, cause and effect reading 

between the lines) 

2 

 

Cloze Passage - Ability to read and understand the given 

text 

- Ability to provide missing information 

as per the context of a passage 

3 and 4 

(a,b,c) 

Letter and Essay Writing - Ability to develop a formal piece of 

writing with appropriate focus, 

organisation and purpose 

- Ability to narrate, express and write 

information based (expository) essays 

- Ability to express ideas clearly by using 

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. 

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 common questioning word like ‘how?’, ‘why?’ or 

‘what?’ 

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

grammar, spelling, format 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 four sub-parts. Candidates were required 

to understand the reading passage and accordingly answer the questions asked on various 

aspects of the passage. The reading passage was an excerpt from ‘The Hounds of 

Baskervilles’ by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Candidates who scored high marks tracked 

carefully through the text and made a range of valid comments. The candidates who copied 

whole sections unselectively or relied on selecting a line or two, received only limited 

reward. Better candidates were able to make clear inferences and in some cases gave a clear 

overview. 

Question 1a:  

Describe the contextual meaning of the underlined words in the given text. 

 

Four words ‘anguish’, ‘stooping’, ‘menacing’ and ‘halted’ were underlined in the passage and 

candidates were asked to infer the contextual meaning of those words from the passage.  

The question proved to be challenging for the candidates. 

Better responses reflected astute ability of inference and presented plausible meaning of the 

four words. The candidates understood the contextualisation of the words within the text and 

defined it as demanded by the question. Appropriate synonyms were also given.  
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Example: 

 

Weaker responses were unable to exhibit specific textual references to gauge the meanings. 

Mostly candidates found ‘halted’, and ‘stooping’ easy to infer. Ability to infer from 

contextual clues is a much needed skill at HSSC. It was surprising to note candidates’ 

confusion about the vocabulary; especially when the passage has appeared in a past exam 

paper. 

Example: 

 

Question 1b:  

Describe the personality of Holmes as revealed through this passage. Mention TWO 

textual evidences to support your answer. 

The question was generally attempted well.  

In better responses, most candidates demonstrated the ability to infer personality traits from 

the words and actions presented in the text. Mostly candidates described that Holmes was a 

sharp, keen, intelligent and hardworking detective with appropriate textual evidences. In a 

few other instances, candidates quoted textual phrases which were indicative of personality 
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traits. All such responses were considered for full marks because of overall understanding 

and relevance. 

Examples: 

Response I: 

 

Response II: 

 

Weaker responses reflected that candidates did not understand or infer what actions of a 

character may show about his/ her personality. Mostly candidates copied a selection of text 

where the words ‘Holmes’/ ‘detective’ appeared. This shows a tilt towards word matching 

rather than inference. While reading a comprehension text, candidates should attempt to 

understand how information regarding a main character is developed through several 

techniques, i.e. the narrator’s comments and thoughts, what is reflected through the 
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character’s actions and words. Some activities about what that information shows about the 

character would help candidates with all basic inference questions. 

Example: 

 

Question 1c: 

What effect is created by the following phrases, ‘a deep, muttered roar, musical and yet 

menacing, rising and falling like the low, constant murmur of the sea’, and ‘Not another 

sound broke the heavy silence of the windless night’. Compare the two phrases with each 

other. 

In some ways this question might be regarded as relatively challenging among the other 

questions of the paper. This question required the candidates to consider writer’s craft. 

However, the writer’s use of expressive vocabulary facilitated the candidates. 

In better responses, candidates described the effect created as of the text by using suitable 

vocabulary. The better responses exhibited the understanding of vocabulary used by the 

author to build up the atmosphere of the story. The plotline was well-understood by the 

candidates, i.e. detectives chasing distant cries/ moans and they were able to link these details 

of plot with the atmosphere. 

This question was a good discriminator of those candidates who have used methodical 

approach of reading and analysing the contents of the passage. A few candidates were able to 

offer insightful overview/ comments and supported these with relevant textual points. Clarity 

of thought, focusing the question, careful selection of relevant evidence and thoughtful 

organisation of the materials were exhibited by those who scored well. 
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Example: 

 

In weaker responses, candidates mentioned random phrases from the text. At times, the 

paragraphs where the phrases appeared were copied. Such candidates did not focus on the 

question or writer’s use of language. 

Example: 

 

Question 1d: 

 If you were the detective Sherlock Holmes, what would you do after making the discovery 

at the end of the story? Mention any FIVE points. (5 Marks 

 

The question aimed to assess the thinking skills and viewpoint of the candidates. The 

requirement of the question was to: a) analyse the situation from the viewpoint of the 

detective; b) make plausible suggestions about the actions that may be required. 

In better responses, the candidates gave five reasonable points depicting plausible actions. 

The answers indicated close engagement with the text and a sense of thoughtfulness. All 

details were relevant and pertained to what a detective should do in that situation. Mostly 

candidates mentioned that they would look for signs of identification/ cards/ wallets in the 

victim’s belonging, examine signs of trauma and nature of injuries, seclude the crime scene 

from public access, inform the police, attempt to gather evidences in nearby areas, take 
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photographs of the crime scene, search for signs/ belongings of the attacker, track the 

victim’s personal life for potential suspects. 

Example: 

 

Weaker responses reflected that the candidates misunderstood the requirement of the 

question. Candidates seemed to be under the impression that they can write anything in 

application-related questions regardless of relevance and situation.  

In weaker responses, the candidates mentioned points irrelevant to the context and situation. 

The context (i.e. the description of the detective in the passage) describes that Sherlock 

Holmes is an extremely curious, active and efficient detective. The situation (i.e. discovery of 

a dead body) should initiate that the answer focuses on the investigation of the crime. In most 

cases, candidates mentioned irrelevant points like campaigning for awareness of dangerous 

areas, leaving the dead body unattended, giving the body to a morgue, fleeing the dangerous 

situation, taking refuge in a nearby area. 

Example: 
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Question 2: 

This question was a Cloze Test; candidates had to read the passage carefully and fill in the 

missing words with respect to the situation, grammar and context. 

This question could be regarded as the most challenging for the candidates. Very few 

candidates scored full marks. It should be communicated that whilst solving a cloze text, 

candidates must pay attention to the meaning the passage is trying to convey. Gauging the 

central idea of the passage will help in inserting appropriate words. The theme of the passage 

selected for cloze test was ‘mass extinction of animal life from Earth’; this was indicated in 

the first line. In this question, most responses had little bearing on the context of the passage. 

Though marking scheme was relaxed to accommodate partially correct words, misspelled 

words/ and at times two words, the performance indicates a need for focus and practice. 

Better responses displayed appropriate use of words with respect to situation, grammar and 

context in each of the given blanks. The use of tenses and spellings of the given words were 

correct. In a few cases, candidates seemed to understand the usage of words but did not spell 

the words correctly. Marks were not deducted for spelling in such cases. The transition 

devices used by the high-scoring candidates revealed the understanding of the content. 
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Example: 

 

Weaker responses failed to provide appropriate words for all the blanks. Such responses 

demonstrated lack of knowledge of sentence structures, prepositions and parts of speech. 

Candidates should be instructed to try to understand the context of the given passage and then 

predict the missing words from contextual clues. The tense used in the text and the overall 

idea can also provide useful clues for solving a Cloze Test. 
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Example: 

 

Question 3 

The candidates were directed to write a letter on any one of the two choices given. 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 a comprehensive letter related to the details of the 

given prompt. Candidates chose to attempt both parts equally. 
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Question 3a:  

As the intensity of summer increases, the students of rural and sub-urban areas are facing 

severe trouble, as they do not have adequate transport facilities to reach their schools and 

colleges located in nearby cities. Most of the colleges and schools have their own buses but 

pick and drop facility is available to the students of cities only.  

Write a letter to the Editor highlighting the issue stated above. In your letter discuss: 

 why this issue is important. 

 reasons and/ or examples to support your stance. 

 what should be done about the situation. 

Most of the candidates attempted the question well.  

In better responses for Question 3a, the candidates: 

 showed a clear understanding of the stimuli. The responses displayed appropriate 

understanding of the question. The candidates explained the necessity of regular and safe 

transportation with adequate reasons and examples. Appropriate suggestions were 

mentioned. 

 wrote the correct format of a formal letter, i.e. date, address of sender/ receiver, 

salutation, subject, body, complimentary close and name/ signature. 

 used formal language and displayed knowledge of conventions of written English. 

 displayed correct use of tenses and subject-verb agreement. 

 used accurate spellings and punctuation. 

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. 

  



Page 12 of 33 

Example: 
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Candidates should attempt to understand a) the focus of the question and b) possible points 

which can be expanded for the benefit of the write-up. 

In weaker responses for Question 3a, the candidates: 

 

 wrote about the importance of personal transport/ generic importance of good public 

transport; this did not match the prompt. 

 wrote incomplete format of a letter. 

 wrote content which did not adhere with the stimuli. 

 used clichés, slangs and internet language (i.e. the short form of the words). 

 wrote incorrect sentence structure with serious grammatical errors. 

 used incorrect spellings and ineffective punctuation. 

  



Page 14 of 33 

Example: 
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Question 3b: 

Pakwheels is the largest automotive classified website in Pakistan that deals with 

information regarding discussion of new and used cars and motorbikes, and their sale and 

maintenance. According to an online survey conducted by Pakwheels, 75% of the drivers 

on Pakistani roads are breaking the law and 24% survey participants drive without license. 

Write a letter to the Editor and highlight the issue presented above. In your letter, discuss: 

 why this issue is important. 

 reasons and/ or examples to support your stance. 

 what should be done about the situation. 
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In better responses for Question 3b, the candidates: 

 showed understanding of the issue and expressed concerns over lack of focus on 

following law amongst citizens with reasons and examples. 

 wrote the correct format of a formal letter, i.e. date, address of sender/ receiver, 

salutation, subject, body, complimentary close and name/ signature. 

 used formal language and displayed knowledge of conventions of written English. 

 displayed originality of thought and relevance of content. 

 displayed a logical progression of ideas. 

 displayed use of subject-verb agreement and tenses with moderate accuracy. 

 used accurate spellings and punctuation mostly. 

 

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 names or address in the examination. 

Example: 
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 In weaker responses for Question 3b, the candidates: 

 wrote reasons that were illogical or less probable to the given prompt. Some average 

scoring candidates digressed. Occasionally, wrote material which was irrelevant; 

however, the expression was fine. Candidates should be given classroom practice to 

focus on the topic better; focusing on key words of the question can help. 

 understood the topic but used many redundant ideas and phrases. 

 displayed serious and persistent errors of grammar, word choice, spelling and diction. 
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Example: 
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Question 4 

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

candidates chose to use formal structure and concise and effective language of any traditional 

essay. In their preparation for the examination, candidates should be taught the mechanics of 

writing an effective and a comprehensive essay using thesis statements and topic sentences. 

Candidates should be encouraged to use their imagination and assuming a situation, write a 

narrative that is detailed, showing insight and originality of thought.  A few candidates used a 

very informal style of writing; the increase in Americanisms which at times suggests informal 

register with the use of expressions such as ‘gonna’, ‘wanna’ was also observed in the scripts 

of the candidates. In the essays, paragraphing should be focused and built around the 

development of a contestable argument. If paragraphs are overly long and reach to well over 

a page, it may well be that the line of reasoning is not as controlled as it could be in 

producing a response that is clear and convincing. 
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Question 4a:  

Some people think fashion is how you carry yourself, i.e. how you come across to 

other people, good posture, mannerisms and the feeling of being comfortable in your 

chosen style.  Others think the way you dress and the accessories you carry reflect your 

approach to life. In some cases, it affects other people’s judgments about you. 

Write an essay expressing your views about what fashion means to you. In your essay, 

discuss: 

 what you understand by the term ‘fashion’. 

 should fashion sense affect our judgment of others? Give reasons. 

 how does fashion reflect a society’s norms and preferences? Give examples. 

 

In better responses for Question 4a, candidates: 

 showed a clear understanding of the stimuli and the prompt. Most candidates chose to 

showcase their own definition of the word, ‘fashion’. Most of the high scoring 

responses presented interesting/ humorous tone to describe the topic and covered all 

pointers of the question. 

 displayed accurate use of subject-verb agreement, tenses and spellings. 

 used appropriate vocabulary and connective devices. 
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Example: 
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In weaker responses for Question 4a, the candidates: 

 

 seemed confused; mostly they wrote that fashion is culturally inappropriate and should 

be avoided. 

 used clichés, slang and internet language (i.e. the short form of the words).  

 wrote incorrect sentence structure with serious grammatical errors. 

 used ineffective spelling and punctuation. 
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Example: 
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Question 4b: 

“Huge thunderclouds boiled into formation, but just as rapidly shifted and went. I said to 

the people in the room that it looked as if a storm was coming. 

 

Write a story about the given situation. 

In better responses for Question 4b, the candidates: 

 showed a clear understanding of the stimuli. They presented interesting choices of topic 

and mostly used first person narration. The description of people and places also showed 

effort and craft. A sustained story or narrative essay showed coherence and attention to 

detail; a commendable feat. 

 displayed accurate use of sentence structure, subject-verb agreement and tenses. 

 used appropriate word choice and spelling. 
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Example: 
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In weaker responses for Question 4b, the candidates: 

 seemed less inclined towards making the effort required to answer this type of question. 

Ideas were redundant and unimaginative; the question was often treated as a simple 

narration with everyday life/ common place happenings. The register was informal and 

often, if not always, writing was not complete. 

 expressed ideas clearly but the expression was plain or dull. 

 wrote incorrect sentence structure with serious grammatical errors. 

 used incorrect spellings and ineffective punctuation. 
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Example: 
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Page 29 of 33 

Question 4c: 

Dreams are stories and images that our minds create while we sleep. They can be 

entertaining, fun, disturbing, frightening, and sometimes bizarre. 

 Describe any ONE dream that you clearly remember. In your essay, use descriptive details 

to recount:  

 what happened and who was involved. 

 what makes this dream unforgettable. 

 what do you think your dream represents, i.e., some larger meaning or specific event?  

Give reasons. 

Most candidates chose to attempt this question.  

In better responses for Question 4c, the candidates: 

 chose to present vivid descriptions to articulate what happened and who was involved in 

the dream. It was delightful to witness that some candidates expressed dreams in a 

random sequence of images; mostly- this is how dreams occur. Candidates explained 

why dream was memorable and whether they think that dream had a meaning. 

 began their narratives with an interesting anecdote/ quote/ experience.  

 used appropriate vocabulary and connective devices. 

 displayed accurate use of subject-verb agreement. 

 used accurate spellings and punctuation. 
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Example:  
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In weaker responses for Question 4c, the candidates: 

 used random details which did not enhance the expression and looked forced. The 

expression was weak. In most cases, there were generalised details.  

 lost marks for technical accuracy in writing. Basic errors in punctuation, grammar and 

spelling undoubtedly tarnish the quality of the writing.  

 showed lack of attention to details and organization. The sequencing of ideas is vital in 

this sort of essay and random/ run-on sentences shows lack of attention to detail and 

unplanned writing.  

 wrote irrelevant examples and reasons which did not contribute to the development of 

their prompt. 

 used clichés, slang and internet language (i.e. the short form of the words). 
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Example: 
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