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General comments 
 
Many candidates answered very well, but others found difficulty because they appeared to be insufficiently 
prepared for the type of questions appearing on this paper.  There were also a number of candidates who 
would have been more suited to taking IGCSE English as a Second Language. 
 
The main problems were: 
 
❏  A lack of understanding that this was a paper that tested reading.  Candidates did not always appreciate 

that the content of each answer had to be closely related to the reading passages set for study. 
 
❏  Question 1 required creative thought in order to develop ideas found in the passage and to adapt them 

to the new context, but it was not an exercise in creative writing.  Candidates were not expected to invent 
new material that could not be fairly inferred from the passage. 

 
❏  The answer to Question 2 required candidates to pick out and to quote examples of language used in 

the passage.  They were then expected to explain why the writer had used those particular words and 
not others; in other words, to define the effects that the use of those words had on the reader.  Many 
candidates went no further than to say they were good descriptive words. 

 
❏  Many candidates confused writing a summary with writing a commentary.  They were expected to write 

concise, informative prose and, for full marks for content, to discover fifteen relevant points from the two 
passages in answer to the question. 

 
The Examiners have suggested that Centres start by ensuring that their candidates clearly understand what 
is expected of them in answering each question.  Each question type remains fundamentally the same for 
each session, and the mark schemes are generic. 
 
Question 1 was usually done well, and it was supposed that many candidates spent a good deal of time on 
it.  Question 2 was the most difficult of the three, and was marked strictly for quality rather than for length.  
Candidates could score full marks when writing up to a side and a half.  One candidate wrote three sides and 
did not score highly.  Question 3 was normally answered in one side in total, as required by the rubric.  
Some candidates ignored this and answered up to a maximum of three sides.  All candidates were able to 
finish the paper in time, although, rarely, there was evidence that they did not give themselves enough time 
to read the second passage methodically. 
 
The first passage was normally very well understood.  The irony was not an obstacle, and it was possible to 
score full marks without reflecting humour.  Similarly there were some words that were commonly 
misunderstood but, because IGCSE is marked on the basis of what candidates can do, such 
misunderstandings did not normally affect the final mark for the question. 



Comments on specific questions 
 
Part 1 
 
Question 1: You have recently stayed at the Shamrock Hotel and, most surprisingly, you thoroughly 
enjoyed your stay.  Write a letter to Mr and Mrs Doyle explaining the reasons why you liked the hotel 
so much.  You know that the Doyles will use your letter to advertise the hotel in future.  Base all you 
write on Passage A. 
 
Candidates often showed a more detailed understanding of this passage than of others that have been used 
previously.  There was a good understanding of the humour, for example of the reference to the amateur 
artist who was supposed to have designed the building in ‘a moment of drunken frenzy’.  This led one 
candidate to enthuse over the buildings, which, she said, reminded her of the works of Picasso.  Several 
candidates were amused by the description of the only couch in the hotel, which had to be shared with a 
hen.  The discomfort of the couch led to witty remarks about free massage.  These were examples of 
intelligent creative thinking, which developed items from the passage in a relevant way.  Both comments 
indicated that the candidates had understood what they had read. 
 
Other candidates were creative in the wrong sense.  They wrote about the sumptuous meals provided by 
Mrs Doyle and the beautifully appointed room.  Sadly, the passage provided no assurance of such luxuries, 
and the Examiners were unable to award marks for such comments. 
 
Good candidates did the following: 
 
❏  read the passage for relevant, varied ideas 
 
❏  developed those ideas with appropriate thinking of their own (as illustrated above) 
 
❏  supported what they wrote with detail from the text. 
 
It was the detail that turned out to be the discriminator.  Many answers were relevant but creatively vague.  It 
was the intelligent selection of detail that tied the letter into the passage.  Not all candidates selected, but 
tried to write many details down in no particular order and without development.  The worst of these even 
copied whole phrases from the original.  These answers were given without judgement, and they rarely 
provided evidence of real understanding.  They scored few marks. 
 
One of the reasons for setting passages of this length is to test whether candidates can concentrate their 
reading from beginning to end.  Examiners noted that many answers scored well on material at the beginning 
of the passage, but failed to include ideas and details from the latter part. 
 
The structure of the letter was important, and candidates’ ability to write a brief, sound introduction that set 
an encouraging and congratulatory tone was rewarded as part of the writing mark out of five.  In this task, 
there are no specific marks for spelling, punctuation and grammar.  Examiners are looking for a good, 
balanced structure and a good sense of audience.  One error that Examiners were not pleased with was 
reference to Mr Doyle in the third person, when the letter was already directly addressed to him. 
 
A common example of the structure of a really good letter was as follows: 
 
❏  introduction (see above) 
 
❏  comments about the atmosphere of the hotel and its isolation 
 
❏  praise for the unusual architecture and features of the building 
 
❏  comments on the unspoilt animal life 
 
❏  thanks to the Doyles (often with witty remarks about Mrs Doyle’s qualities as a manufacturer of trousers) 
 
❏  suitable ending. 
 
An unusual feature of some of the best answers was the adoption of a persona, such as a writer, an artist or 
a cockatoo farmer.  This seemed to give the letter some cohesion. 



Overall, responses to this question gave enjoyment to the Examiners, and candidates should be 
congratulated for appreciating the humour and dealing with a piece written a hundred years ago.  Those who 
want to learn the secret of the Shamrock Hotel and its sun-dried bricks should consult Edward Dyson's freely 
available works on the Internet. 
 
Question 2: Re-read the descriptions (a) the animals you might find at the Shamrock, in paragraph 1 
and (b) Michael Doyle, in paragraph 3.  By referring closely to the language used by the writer, 
explain how he makes these descriptions effective. 
 
This question was sometimes answered with great awareness of the ways in which language works and with 
some imaginative thinking into the passage as a whole.  However, a significant number of candidates found 
the question difficult and made no useful comment at all. 
 
The question was marked as follows: 
 
❏  Up to four marks were available for clear and sufficient identification of suitable words and brief 

quotations. 
 
❏  A further two marks were available for giving meanings of words or for identifying devices such as 

metaphors, personification and sibilance. 
 
❏  A further four marks, making ten in all, were given to candidates who identified effects and who could 

explain how the devices, such as images and alliteration, worked.  However, it must be said that this was 
not a literature question and that candidates could score full marks without ever using any technical 
terms. 

 
Candidates were often able to look at the descriptions of both the animals and Michael Doyle as a whole and 
to draw general effects from them.  For example, they realised that all the animals were described as if their 
condition was bad or they were ill fed.  Some spotted the irony that the ‘succulent’ grasshoppers were the 
only healthy creatures.  Most candidates realised that all the description of Doyle led to an untidy picture, 
although few were brave enough to point to the extremity of it.  The best candidates realised that he was 
drawn as a cartoon character, peering out from the waistband of his trousers.  Such general comments 
(which had to be proven) were of great value. 
 
In the last of the three examples of answers that follow, Centres will see some quality deductions.  Of course, 
candidates have their own ways of expressing effects.  They may simply say, ‘When I read this, it makes me 
think of…’ which satisfactorily goes beyond meaning.  Better candidates may think in terms of the strength of 
a word, or the associations that it sets up in the imagination of a reader.  The best candidates will think of the 
contract between the writer and his interactive public. 
 
Example 1 
 
 
(a) When the writer describes the goat that ‘rubbed her ribs against a shattered trough’ you can see 

the picture of the goat clearly.  ‘Succulent’ is an excellent word to describe a grasshopper.  The 
bitch was old and ‘wallowed complacently in the dust of the road’.  This gives a vivid picture of the 
bitch and her family. 

 
(b) Mickey had ‘a little, red humorous face, ever bristling with auburn stubble’.  This has descriptive 

words and is quite a long sentence.  He is described as of ‘Irish extraction’ which is stereotypical, 
since we all know what Irish people are like.  His trousers were too long for him. 

 
This candidate scores some marks for quoting a few appropriate words, but there are no useful comments.  
At least he understands that words create pictures, but the second sentence of (b) is typical of answers 
composed of gratuitous statements that add nothing to our understanding.  This short answer would score 
two marks only. 
 



Example 2 
 
(a) The writer uses a lot of describing words to make the animals come alive.  The fowl are ‘ungainly’ 

which means they do not catch anything.  The grasshoppers are ‘succulent’ which means juicy.  
‘Moody, distempered’ are examples of personification and mean that the goat was angry.  The 
writer calls the bitch ‘matronly’, which shows she was behaving like a mother, and she was 
‘surrounded by her yelping brood’, which says they made a lot of high-pitched noise. 

 
(b) The writer starts by calling Michael Doyle ‘Landlord’ which gives respect, but the use of the name 

‘Mickey’ takes it away again.  He is old because it says ‘his stock was so old’.  ‘His personal 
appearance would not have led you to infer that there had been a king in his family’ suggests he 
was untidy.  Kings are tidy.  ‘Ever bristling with auburn stubble’ means he could not be bothered to 
shave.  ‘Small, scraggy’ is a good example of alliteration. 

 
This candidate starts to score in the third sentence, and identifies meanings and an example of 
personification (which is not supported by any explanation).  After a series of meanings, he provides a good 
comment about Doyle, identifies alliteration without saying why the writer uses it, and provides plenty of 
literal meaning.  The Examiner disregarded the two examples of wrong meanings and gave six marks.  The 
deciding factor was the comment about ‘Landlord’ and ‘Mickey’. 
 
Example 3 
 
(a) The writer chooses words that show the animals are neither well looked after nor attractive.  I 

imagine hens as contented creatures, but these are frenetic: ‘Groups of ungainly fowl chased 
succulent grasshoppers’.  The whole picture is one of chaos, and ‘ungainly’ suggests to me that 
their movements were clumsy and that the animals looked ugly.  Grasshoppers are bony so 
‘succulent’ is ironic.  Perhaps they were juicy to the hens.  The goat is a sad creature.  It is given 
near human characteristics or ‘moody, distempered’ which suggests that you would not risk its bad 
temper, but we also know that it is thin because we can see its ribs as it rubs them ‘against a 
shattered trough.’  The bitch too is thin.  The writer describes her ‘spare proportions’.  She has no 
home but tends her babies in the ‘dust ‘ of the road.  The life led by the animals reflects, of course, 
the state of the hotel. 

 
(b) The writer gives a humorous picture of Michael Doyle, reducing him to a cartoon character.  ‘That 

he assumed no unnecessary style’ is a polite way of suggesting that he had no airs and graces and 
that he was very untidy.  This is emphasised by the use of ‘scraggy’, which sounds like ‘ragged’ 
and ‘scruffy’ put together.  The metaphor of ‘a mop of grizzled hair’ reminds me of a household 
mop, strands all over the place, certainly not combed.  His trousers are ‘built’ and ‘manufactured’, 
the work of a mechanic more than a seamstress.  The climax of the description is when he ‘yanks 
them up into his armpits’ and ‘peers about over the waistband’.  This unashamed exaggeration has 
a ludicrous effect and makes Mickey a figure of fun. 

 
Centres will see that this is a cohesive answer and that it says far more about the passage.  Each section 
starts with a general comment about effect drawn from the language as a whole.  Sentence 2 of (a) is a 
convenient way in to discuss effect.  The answer cleverly manages to avoid mentioning personification at all, 
but makes far more telling remarks about the goat.  The candidate takes us far into the writer’s possible 
intentions in the piece on Doyle, and the comment on the trousers is a rare one.  Work like this is beyond 
ten, so, of course, it easily gets the full mark.  Note too, that the answer is not all that long, but everything is 
quality. 
 
Part 2 
 
Question 3: Summarise (a) the appearance and the facilities of the Technocrat Hotel that the writer 
appeared to find worrying or annoying; (b) the appearance and facilities, or the lack of them, of the 
Shamrock Hotel that a visitor might find worrying or annoying. 
 
This question was often answered quite superficially.  Candidates could score full marks for content by 
extracting fifteen answers that were relevant to the question.  However, there was plenty of evidence of an 
attitude that assumed that four or five answers from each passage would be sufficient.  It was also clear that 
candidates did not always read properly to the end of either passage.  Centres are also reminded that the 
question always puts Passage B first in the summary because it has not been read before and usually there 
are more relevant answers in it than in Passage A. 
 



A common error was to write the answer as a comparison between the two passages.  They were intended 
to be separate and to be answered as (a) and (b).  Candidates who tried to compare found themselves 
unable to make enough comparisons and always finished up with too few marks.  This has been said in 
previous reports.  The summary question will never be set as a comparison. 
 
Most candidates understood that a summary should not start with an introduction, which nearly always loses 
a mark or two. 
 
The rubric required, as always, an answer amounting to one side, allowing for the size of handwriting.  
Examiners were not strict about this, but if they saw an answer that lasted, for example, two sides and was 
anything but focused and concise, the mark for writing would immediately register as one or zero out of five. 
 
Candidates did not always understand that summary writing was writing to inform and not to comment.  They 
were expected at all times to provide facts and not to give their own thought and feelings about the content. 
 
Other common errors were: 
 
❏  not focusing on the exact wording of the question 
 
❏  using quotations 
 
❏  copying phrases and sentences from the original 
 
❏  providing long explanations of simple points 
 
❏  failing to encapsulate a point clearly enough for it to be rewarded. 
 
Candidates who did not fall into any one of these rather obvious traps, found it easy to score full marks, 
particularly since there were twenty seven possible answers in the mark scheme. 
 
The following answer makes more than fifteen content points and would take less than a side of normal 
handwriting: 
 
(a) The writer appeared to find the size of the Technocrat hotel worrying.  When he entered, he was 

alarmed by the automatic doors and annoyed by the tinny voice that welcomed him instead of a 
receptionist.  He did not like the speed of the lifts or that they did not stop to let people on or off.  
When he reached his room, he was disconcerted by the confusing voices and that his preferences 
were already known.  He was forced to order a meal he did not want and, when he did want fresh 
air, it was too strong.  The hotel was full of gadgets but he saw no people. 

 
(b) A visitor to the Shamrock hotel might be irritated by the layout of the buildings.  He would dislike 

the litter lying on the roof and the broken windows and blinds.  Since the walls were propped up by 
logs, he might fear the collapse of the structure.  Animals would be everywhere you went, including 
the one couch, which constituted the sleeping quarters.  The hotel sign was inaccurate, and there 
were no facilities for meals. 

 
Final comments 
 
The Examiners stress very strongly the importance of preparing candidates thoroughly for all three types of 
question in this paper.  They expect candidates to work hard and thoroughly and to know how to tackle 
questions that do not change their nature from year to year. 
 


