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Aga Khan University Examination Board 

Notes from E-Marking Centre on HSSC-I English Compulsory Examination April/ May 2019 

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 2019 HSSC-I English Compulsory Examination, indicating the quality of the 

responses and highlighting their relative strengths and weaknesses. The examination was 

conducted on the basis of the revised syllabus for English Compulsory (2017).  

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. 

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

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

knowledge, understanding and application skills they have developed during the course of study. 

Candidates are advised to read and comprehend each question carefully before writing the 

response to fulfil the demand of the question. 

Candidates need to be aware that the marks allocated to the questions are related to the answer 

space provided on the examination paper as a guide to the length of the required response. A 

longer response will not in itself lead to higher marks. Candidates need to be familiar with the 

command words in the SLOs which contain terms commonly used in examination questions. 

However, candidates should also be aware that not all questions will start with or contain one of 

the command words. Words such as ‘how’, ‘why’ or ‘what’ may also be used. 

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, e) 

CRQs on a comparative 

analysis of a reading 

passage and an infographic. 

 

 

- Ability to understand a reading and an 

infographic on a literal level (main/ sub 

ideas) 

- Ability to infer a reading text and an 

infographic (opinions, evidence, 

reasoning, cause and effect, reading 

between the lines, etc.) 
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- Ability to discuss organisational pattern 

cause and effect, problem and solution, 

general to specific and vice versa; 

- Ability to compare and evaluate two 

pieces of news or two brief texts about 

the same topic; 

- Ability to synthesise information from 

two texts. 

2 

 

Cloze Passage - Ability to read and understand the given 

text 

- Ability to provide missing information as 

per the context of a passage 

3 

(a, b) 

 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. 

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: Candidates’ responses reproduced in this report have not been corrected for 

grammar, spelling, format or factual information. 
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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 the comparative analysis of two texts, a reading passage titled Text A 

(taken from ‘What Is the Importance of Résumé Writing?’ by Ruth Mayhew) and Text B (a 

sample of a résumé) as per the revised syllabus (2017). It had five sub-parts. Candidates were 

required to understand the reading text and accordingly answer the questions asked on various 

aspects of the texts. 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 refer to either or both texts, as per the demands of the question. 

Question 1a:  

By referring to Text A, briefly discuss in your OWN words the importance of a résumé in 

THREE points. 

Better responses were observed to show an understanding of the reading passage by focusing on 

the key points of the importance of a résumé in the given text such as ‘presenting a strong and 

confident image of one’s ownself’, ‘inclusion of relevant work experiences’ and ‘summary of 

one’s academic journey/ working experience’. Some of the better responses also directly copied 

from the text. A mark was deducted if the candidates had not used their own words. The 

candidates are advised to use their own vocabulary and comprehension skills when answering 

such types of questions.  
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Example:

 

Weaker responses offered no understanding of the importance of a résumé and justifying their 

opinions on their stances. Such responses suggested that ‘a résumé is not as important as a job 

interview’. This was not the demand of the question. Furthermore, the importance of a résumé 

was not given.  

Example: 

 

Question 1b:  

If you were the author of Text A, which detail would you have elaborated upon and why? 

Better responses showcased the candidates’ in-depth analysis of the reading passage to mention 

the detail(s) that needed further elaboration. One of the recurring answers indicated that the 

candidates would have explored the format of a résumé which was not mentioned by the author 

of the given text. Some candidates also stated that the advantages/ disadvantages of professional 

résumé writers should also have been included in the passage.  
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Example 1: 

 

Example 2:  

 

Weaker responses showcased an inability to add external information to the given passage by 

restating information provided by the author of the passage by restating the author’s opinion of 

the effectiveness of résumé writing instead of giving their own justifications of updating the 

résumé. 

Example: 

 

Question 1c:  

Imagine you are a professional résumé writer hired by Jane Doe. By referring to Text B, 

suggest TWO ways in which you would update her résumé. Give reason to support each 

suggestion. 
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In better responses, the candidates were able to critically evaluate the résumé of Jane Doe and 

offer relevant/ important changes to the document itself. Some responses thought to include an 

elaboration of her academic background and a portfolio of her previous work as an architect 

which should have been attached to the résumé. Suggestions also comprised of the addition of 

her volunteering work (if any).  

Example: 

 

Weaker responses suggested Jane Doe to include her weaknesses in her résumé which is not 

preferred to in the document. Such responses also showcased a lack of using external 

information to support their argument by describing the importance of a résumé to Jane Doe 

instead of updating her document.  

Example: 

 

Question 1d: 

Summarise Text A in not more than 150 words.  
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Better responses made use of statements like ‘A résumé is a document which shows/ states/ 

outlines/ represents/ includes etc…’ which clearly helped is establishing the fact that they are 

summarising someone else’s words 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. Candidates mentioned the author’s main purpose and key details about the importance of 

a résumé which helped in establishing the article in its social perspective. The language used was 

precise and candidates were conscious of the word limit. The candidates also made use of 

cohesive devices to arrange their summary in a systematic manner.  

Example: 

 

Weaker responses failed to understand the requirement of the given question and chose to 

include details in their summaries which were not mentioned in the passage. Some of the weaker 

responses did not summarise the text but chose to voice their opinion regarding a résumé. Such 

responses also displayed a lack of cohesion amongst their ideas and wrote incomplete 

summaries, thus, indicating a limited comprehension of the reading passage.  

Example: 
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Question 1e:  

Identify THREE qualities of Jane Doe’s résumé (Text B) which are aligned to the guidelines 

of résumé writing described in Text A. 

The candidates were required to evaluate one text (Text B) on the basis of the criteria given in 

the other text (Text A). Most candidates were able to synthesise and evaluate effectively. 

Better responses correctly described the points of alignment of Jane Doe’s résumé as mentioned 

by Ruth Mayhew in Text A, ‘What Is the Importance of Résumé Writing?’. The responses 

presented the information in a logical way to form a clear and comprehensive account to the 

designated question. Such responses also correctly identified the points of alignment of Text B 

with Text A. In other words, the responses stated that Text B had all the necessary tools to create 

a comprehensive résumé by focusing on highlighting the qualifications and competencies of 

prospective employee as instructed in Text A.  

Example: 

 

Weaker responses illustrated the inability to compare both texts. The candidates misunderstood 

the question by suggesting the approach Jane Doe would take while updating another person’s 

résumé or the struggles faced by her while writing her own résumé. Candidates who mistook 

Jane Doe as a man were not assigned marks as the gender of Jane Doe was not the requirement 

of the question.  
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Example: 

 

Question 2:  

Read the passage carefully and fill in each of the blanks with ONE suitable word. 

The candidates were given a cloze passage to assess their comprehension skills in grammar. 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 overall meaning of the passage and consider both, grammatical structure and 

context, when filling in the blanks. 

It was observed in better responses that the candidates chose appropriate parts of grammar to fill 

in the blanks. This contributes to the overall picture that candidates used information from the 

text while determining which best word they should choose for the given spaces. 
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Example: 

 

Some common mistakes in the weaker responses included two words in one given space, 

focusing on the context of the cloze passage to deduce appropriate terminologies and not 

applying the rules of subject-verb agreement when filling in the blanks. 
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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 composed letters by using proper structure of a formal letter suited to the demands of 

the questions asked and also with reference to the context of the examination. Candidates wrote 

appropriate reasons and suggestions as per the writing prompts. In a few cases, the diction 

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.  
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Question 3a:  

Your local city council is thinking of demolishing a historical landmark, which is one of the 

most famous tourist attractions in your city, to build a housing society.     

Write a letter to the head of the council. In your letter,  

- take a stance on the demolition. 

- support your stance with TWO reasons.  

- give a suggestion to the council in favour of your stance. 

What was remarkable about the better responses to this writing task was the seriousness of the 

tone and the strong argument against/ for the demolition of the historical landmark. Most of the 

candidates opposed the suggested move has since impacted tourism, thus contributing to 

economic disparity. Many candidates also mentioned the loss of jobs as one of the reasons for 

their argument. This was justified by stating/ giving examples that mostly indicated that the 

employees tasked with safeguarding the landmark would face unemployment leading to possible 

poverty.  

In terms of language accuracy, candidates made use of connectors and literary devices often 

employing hyperbole to strengthen their stance. Proper format of a letter (mostly full block) was 

followed with proper 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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It was observed in the weaker responses, that the candidates  

- used incorrect language structures, spellings and grammar. 

- failed to comprehend the required writing task and instead focused on giving reasons why 

the city is a famous tourist spot or outlining its features. Other responses also demonstrated 

an insensitive approach towards the demolition by applauding the action.  

- used incorrect format of a report. A few candidates were confused between the format of a 

letter and report.  

Example: 
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Question 3b:  

You have noticed that the number of visitors in your local library has decreased in the past 

few years. You also find that the books are in pitiful condition, some of which have torn 

pages and some are eaten by termites. You decide to write a letter to the head of the library.  

In your letter, suggest TWO ways to  

- improve the condition of the library and its books.  

- attract more visitors to the library.   

Better responses displayed 

- clarity of the required writing prompt with candidates elaborating on the importance of 

reading on a person’s mental health. 

- a reflection of the public relations aspect of the letter by suggesting how the library can 

generate revenue if the institute focuses on maintaining its integrity and condition of the 

books.  

- most suggestions included creation of a mobile phone application for the library to attract 

people and awareness programs for young children on the importance of reading.  

- proper format of a letter (following mostly full block style).  

- connectors and literary devices  

- proper punctuation marks. 
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Example:
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It was observed in the weaker responses, that the candidates  

- did not completely fulfill the demands of the question. Such responses did not show any 

importance to maintaining the library instead suggesting that it to use electronic gadgets to 

improve its status. 

- used incorrect language structures, spellings and grammar. 

- used incorrect format of a letter.  

- showed inconsistency in their letters by jumping from one idea to the next. 

 

Example: 
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Question 4:  

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. The vast majority of candidates chose to attempt parts ‘a’ and ‘b’, 

whereas, part ‘c’ was chosen by few candidates. 

Question 4a:  

Narrate an occasion when a famous person visited your school recently. 

In your narration, describe 

- who was the person and what is he/ she famous for. 

- what was the reason for the visit.  

- how you and the other people in your school reacted.  

 

In better responses, candidates used 

- proper sequencing of information to show passage of time and emotions which was a 

requirement of the writing task. 

- included different personalities from various professions which impacted the candidates’ 

emotions. 

- a variety of sentence structures to compose information. 

- appropriate adjectives and nouns to set the tone and describe the setting of the given writing 

prompt. 
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Example: 
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Weaker responses were observed to use incorrect language structures, spellings and grammar. 

Instead of describing the reasons why the famous personality visited their school, they focused 

on the decoration for the event and how it made them feel. Various grammatical inaccuracies 

were also observed such as inappropriate adjectives and the use of slang language.  

Example: 
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Question 4b:  

Detectives are often hired to investigate various crimes and mysteries. Imagine you are a 

detective.  

Lead-in: 

Narrate an incident in which you solved a mystery. In your narration, 

- create a believable situation.   

- describe the setting and the people involved. 

- elaborate the way in which you solved the mystery.    

 

Better responses displayed all the characteristics that encompass an effective crime thriller/ 

mystery. In their narration, the candidates 

- employed effective use of literary devices, sometimes by focusing on creating their own 

metaphors and similes. 

- enumerated the causes behind the mystery culminating in its solution. 

- began their narration with a gripping introduction that drew the reader in. 

- effectively elaborating on solving the mystery by creating believable situations.  

- exhibited a sense of humour while narrating. 

- used a variety of sentence structures effectively to create variety and interest.  
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Example: 
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Weaker responses lacked focus in their narration. Some offered a generic description about 

crimes and the significance of being a detective which was not required. Most responses 

showcased the use of incomplete sentence, offering no added value to the narration. Such 

candidates also did not demonstrate unity in their diction, choosing rudimentary phrases which 

were not appropriate and using slang language and improper punctuation marks.  

Example:
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Question 4c:  

Copyright is a type of intellectual property right that protects original works. Copyright laws 

give the authors and artists the rights to their own pieces of work. Any unauthorised use, 

without permission from the author or artist, could result in copyright violation that has legal 

consequences. However, others argue that once something is published, it becomes public 

property and it is acceptable to use and distribute it without permission from the author or 

artist.  

Write an essay arguing on whether it is ethical to use and distribute works of other people 

without their permission. 

In your essay: 

- describe your stance on the issue of  copyright violation. 

- justify your stance by giving at least THREE reasons in support of your argument.  

- give counter argument for any ONE reason that can be given against your argument.   

 

This was the least attempted question. One of the reasons could be candidates’ limited prior 

knowledge or interest in this context. Nevertheless, the candidates who did attempt this part 

knew the dangers of copyright violation. Many gave examples of the misuse of a person’s 

statement by individuals that is promoted on social media by stating pictures/ gifs that challenge 

the ownership of the content. Some other argued that once something is published, it becomes 

public property. The candidates also effectively responded to the counterargument that could be 

levied against them by the opposition.  

Furthermore, better responses demonstrated  

- clearly expressed ideas in a wide range of effective and/ or interesting language expressed 

in a logical sequence. 

- content which was reflective of appropriate vocabulary, formal tone and style to take into 

account the nature of relationship with, and the interests of, the recipient. 

- usage of a variety of sentence structures, mostly with control, in all paragraphs.  

- the use of connectives (if, because, and, but etc.) and cohesive markers (nevertheless, 

moreover, and therefore etc.) that provide details and expand ideas. 
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Example: 
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Weaker responses were observed to have  

- show no regard for copyright infringement instead suggesting that it should be permissible 

to copy/ plagiarise another’s works as one’s own.  

- repetitive sentence structures and inconsistent language with various errors. 

- generic content representing redundancy/ disconnected ideas. The style, tone and 

vocabulary was also inappropriate. 

No marks were assigned to the candidates if their responses were completely irrelevant/ illegible. 
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Example: 
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