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CHAPTER ONE
1.0 INTRODUCTION
1.1

TERMS OF REFERENCE
The Hon. Dr. Louis Galea, Minister of Education, Youth and Employment, appointed a
MATSEC Review Committee on 3rd March, 2004 with the following terms of reference:
As recommended in the strategic plan of the National Curriculum (pages 18-19), the
Minister of Education is appointing a core group to co-ordinate a MATSEC review. This
group is to carry out a review of the current national MATSEC examinations at SEC and
Matriculation levels and to advise on the future of external certification in Malta at
secondary and post-secondary stages. The review will be guided by the local policies of the
national curriculum and by contemporary policies and practices in other European
countries. The review is planned over 18 months and includes consultations with the major
stakeholders.
The review includes the following components:
1.
An objectives review
2.
An operations review
3.
An impact review
4.
A quality review
5.
Alternatives
Recommendations will be made to the Minister about potential policy decisions regarding
the Secondary Education Certificate (SEC) and Matriculation Certificate (MC) examinations,
about the possibility of bringing these two systems of examinations closer together, and
about the structure of the MATSEC setup and its accountability.
The Committee is composed of:
Dr. Grace Grima, Chairperson
Mr. Raymond Camilleri, Member
Rev. Professor Saviour Chircop, Member
Professor Frank Ventura, Member

1.2

CONTEXT
The MATSEC Examinations Board and Support Unit were established in 1991 to replace the
British GCE ‘O’ and ‘A’ level examination systems. Given the changes that were then being
implemented in both the British system and the local curriculum, educational policy makers
decided that Malta should have its own assessment and certification system. The intent was
to provide a local certification system that would be more consonant with Maltese
educational objectives and the needs and aspirations of students and parents. In effect, the
Secondary Education Certificate (SEC) examination was first held in 1994, and the
Matriculation Certificate (MC) examination in 1997.
MATSEC has overcome diverse challenges over the past ten years. It has drawn on its own
experiences as well as those of overseas examination boards. Reports instigated by
controversial events1 have enriched the MATSEC system. The Support Unit itself has
1

Zarb Adami Report; Silvio Meli Report.
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produced a number of procedural guides over the years to regulate the engagement and
operations of subject-matter experts, paper setters, markers, and revisers.
Today, the MATSEC system includes the SEC examinations normally undertaken at the end
of secondary education and the MC undertaken by students before they proceed to tertiary
education. Other candidates may sit for single subject (SS) examinations at Advanced
Levels. In this report, the “MATSEC system” refers to all these examinations together.
Indeed some concerns are pertinent to the whole examinations process. In issues regarding
one specific examination or another, the examination is then identified by its specific name.
Currently, the MATSEC Examinations System has established itself as a pivotal feature of the
Maltese landscape. The initial struggle for credibility has been overcome locally and
overseas. Today, Maltese students have no problem presenting their credentials as
indicators of performance in the local labour market or overseas for continuing further
studies. This asset gains higher value in the context of student mobility within a European
framework.
An infrastructure has been developed to sustain the day-to-day preparation, operation and
further enhancement of the MATSEC System.
As the MATSEC system has expanded to include more students and subjects, the MATSEC
Support Unit has been raising and discussing concerns for future directions. This review
process, embracing these concerns and involving ongoing dialogue with stakeholders,
highlights a number of issues that require open discussion and resolution. These include the
following questions:
•

What is the purpose of the system? Currently, the goal of the system is not clear to
one and all. Some, including policy makers are driving for SEC to become a
replacement for a School-Leaving Certificate, others see it as the qualifier for postsecondary education, still others as a guideline for labour market recruitment.
Similar questions can be raised about MC.

•

When should examinations be held? The examination sitting in May causes a
disruption of the final year of studies within the respective institutions. Because
examinations start at the end of April/beginning of May, the final year of studies in the
secondary and upper secondary levels is reduced drastically.

•

Should there be re-sits and if so, when should they be taken? What subjects should
be offered during a re-sit session? The current September sitting is problematic.
Because of time constraints, the choice for re-sits in September is rather limited. At
SEC level, the MATSEC Board offers a limited number of subjects and only Paper IIB
in English Language, Maltese, Mathematics and the science subjects. Students can only
sit for these examinations if they have not obtained Grade 5. In the case of the
sciences, they may only sit for one subject and only if they have not obtained Grade 5
in any of them. At the MC level, a student may only sit for one examination at
Intermediate level and another at Advanced level and Systems of Knowledge. In this
session, sittings are all held at the same time over a period of one week.
Administration of the sitting is a massive burden on the system that threatens to break
the system itself. Every year, results for the May session are published towards midJuly. Re-sit examinations are held in the first week of September, and results are
published before the end of the month. The University of Malta has over one thousand
applications pending re-sit results to be processed by 1st October. Similarly, the Junior
College and other Sixth Form institutions have to make provisions for hundreds of
students in case they obtain a pass in their supplementary examinations.
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•

Every attempt is made to preserve the integrity and fairness of each examination.
Yet, candidates with special needs ask for and are given assistance enabling them to
demonstrate their competence. How far does one go to ensure that these
candidates get their entitlement, without jeopardizing the fairness, security and
integrity of the examination process?

•

Who should manage the MATSEC system? The accountability structure of
MATSEC itself is creating difficulties. Currently the whole operation is largely
supported by ‘equal partners’ agreement among the University, Education Division
and the Private Schools Association (PSA). The prevailing agreement has provoked
certain constraints on the chairing of syllabus panels, and paper-setters’ and markers’
panels at both SEC and MC levels.
Furthermore, there is a tension between the role of Senate (University of Malta) and
the provisions of the National Minimum Curriculum (NMC). Both stake a claim on
what should be taught (syllabi) and how it should be assessed.
The NMC stipulates that the implementation of the curriculum requires the
enforcement of a new system of assessment. University Senate is interested in having
a presence in Advanced level subjects because most of the students taking these
examinations will be continuing further studies at the University.
If the National Curriculum Council (NCC) were to regulate the SEC and Senate were
to be responsible for the MC, the continuity between SEC and the MC would be
irrevocably severed. Such a separation would adversely affect the smooth transition
from SEC to MC and to University. In addition, the NCC does not have the
necessary infrastructure to carry such an operation through. Does it make sense to
create another infrastructure when one already in place?

•

Who should be responsible for the dissemination of information about MATSEC?
Currently, there seems to be a lack of knowledge (at times even misinformation)
among persons who are working closely to the MATSEC system. The situation is
worse when one talks to end-users and their parents.

•

Should the MATSEC system include technical and vocational subjects? As more
tertiary education avenues open up, should the current MATSEC system venture into
the certification of skills and competencies in technical and vocational areas?

•

Are the syllabi for MATSEC examinations evolving to keep in line with current
knowledge in the field? Are the assessment methods also developing accordingly?

•

What is MATSEC doing to counter the criticism levied at the examination
papers? Stakeholders have voiced concerns about ambiguous questions appearing in
the examination papers and papers not being student-friendly. There is a perception
in certain quarters that examiners are working “to catch students out”. In this
context, quality assurance becomes a crucial issue.

•

Over the years, MATSEC has made attempts to relate the examination system to the
work that students are doing in their curriculum. Coursework has been integrated
as part of MATSEC assessment in a number of subjects. But it remains a
controversial issue. What weighting should the coursework be given? How can one
guarantee the fair assessment of coursework? How can one moderate the
coursework across multiple sites?

The Review Committee concurs that these are pertinent questions and it is reproducing them
here to provide an indication of the issues that were under consideration during its operation.
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The Review Committee had a wide consultation process throughout its period of operation.
It carried out interviews with all identified stakeholders and organized a one-day television
conference on Channel 22, the educational channel, on MATSEC during which it received
phone-ins, SMSs and emails from a wide cross section of the general public. Furthermore,
between March 2004 and September 2005, a website was available for submissions to be
made by email. A phone and fax number was also available. A number of written
submissions were also formally presented to the Review Committee from individuals,
groups, schools and the Junior College Board. The Review Committee also commissioned a
number of studies and reviewed all research carried out on MATSEC (see Appendices). All
available documentation and resources were also consulted. In addition, two foreign experts
were involved in the process. All voices were given the opportunity to be heard and
recommendations made are based on a process of reflection aimed at strengthening the
local examination system.
The Review report is divided in the following chapters. Chapter two focuses on the
objectives of the examination system. Chapter three examines the administrative and
economic operations of the MATSEC system. Chapter four concentrates on the impact of
the examination system on the local community. Chapter five considers issues of quality and
chapter six provides realistic alternatives that that would lead to improvements.
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CHAPTER TWO
2.0 OBJECTIVES REVIEW
2.1

A SYSTEM OF EXAMINATIONS IN MALTA

2.1.1

Context
The MATSEC examination system was implemented in two phases. In 1994, the Secondary
Education Certificate examination (SEC) was introduced as an alternative to the GCE ‘O
levels’ offered by English Examination Boards. Later, in 1997, the Matriculation Certificate
(MC) was introduced as an alternative to the ‘A levels’ also offered by English examination
Boards. The objectives of the two examinations will be discussed separately. However, in
general, it was felt that the English examinations on offer for Maltese candidates did not
match the needs of the Maltese educational objectives. Moreover, the high cost of foreign
examination fees had become “an annual haemorrhage of foreign currency” (Sultana, 1999 p.
13) and often a social/financial barrier for capable students who could not afford such fees
(Sultana, 1999). With the introduction of an affordable local examination system aimed at a
wide range of students, Maltese policy makers were being given the opportunity to be more
autonomous in establishing an organic and holistic vision of educational practice on the
island. It was anticipated that a local examination system would also encourage the
development of curricula and textbooks that take local culture and reality into account and
hence, eliminate cultural bias in the examination papers. Furthermore, by limiting
registration to those candidates who were in their final year of study or were 16 years of
age or older, a step was being taken to reduce the disruptions of schooling at Form IV and
V as well as at Form VI levels. It was also hoped that such measures would help combat the
then widespread practice of private tuition.

2.1.2

Initial Challenges
Ventura and Murphy (1998) explain that the SEC and MATSEC examination systems were
introduced “against a background of skepticism” (p. 51). Doubts were expressed about the
credibility of a locally based system because it was argued that in a small community it was
impossible to ensure security and objectivity in marking. The credibility issue was overcome
through the involvement of the University of Malta. As an academic institution, the
University became the guarantor of the system. Furthermore, the innovation entailed tasks
such as designing syllabi, setting and marking papers and moderation that needed to be
carried out professionally. Some educators felt that there was not enough available
expertise to ensure the quality expected at this level. There was also doubt about
international recognition of the local system. However, by 1998, it was already evident that
the innovation of the local examination system had taken root. It is the purpose of this
review to establish which of the original objectives have been reached successfully and need
to be strengthened and which need to be modified or developed further in order to
respond to emerging needs and demands.

2.2

SEC EXAMINATION

2.2.1

Aims
In 1991, when the SEC examination was still in the ideation process, the then Minister of
Education Dr. Ugo Mifsud Bonnici was launching this examination as desirable rather than
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obligatory for access to post-secondary education, university and employment in the civil service.
At that point, he said that the local system did not encompass the vocational subjects and that
SEC was primarily a key to University entry. This remained the objective of the system and in
1998, there was “a dominance of academic and scholarly knowledge that characterize practically
all secondary school subjects… no attempt to strike a balance between academic and scholarly
knowledge…and utilitarian knowledge” (Ventura and Murphy, 1998, p. 49).
The idea that SEC should also cater for technical subjects was proposed at different points in
time. However, to this day such subjects do not feature consistently in our secondary schooling.
In various meetings with the Review Committee, stakeholders expressed the wish and the
necessity of having vocational education at secondary education. This possibly dovetails with the
EU target of reducing early school leavers to 10% of students. Retaining students at school
necessitates that the educational experience provided is relevant and beneficial to all students.
From the meetings the Review Committee held with stakeholders supported by the study
commissioned on the different educational systems in place, it emerged that such an aim may be
achieved when students are presented with the option of both the academic and vocational
streams during their secondary education cycle.
In a recent seminar on the Lisbon Objectives, Ventura (2005) reiterated the need for the
introduction of subjects with a technical and vocational orientation within the current secondary
schools. He noted that the recent addition of Design and Technology at SEC level is a
breakthrough and other subjects such as Leisure and Tourism Studies, Health and Social Care
Studies can follow the lead. He stressed that refinement and harmonization of the academic,
technical and vocational certification systems should make continuing education more attractive.
2.2.2

Objectives
The SEC syllabi and methods of assessment set in place in 1994 had two objectives: (1) to be
“appropriate for a wide ability range; and (2) to “preserve existing standards for the more
academically able candidates” (SEC brochure, p. 1).
The underlying philosophy of the SEC examination was ‘the giving of reward for positive
achievement, based on what candidates know, understand and are able to produce’ (SEC
brochure, p. 2). Sultana (1997) explains that the new examination aimed to attract candidates of
different attainment levels, gender and social backgrounds by extending access at age 16 to about
80% of the cohort. Essentially, the new measures included the setting of papers at different
levels, the introduction of school-based assessment in a number of subjects, the weighting of oral
skills in languages and the introduction of practical skills in some other subjects. This system of
examination was marketed as “a system that enabled all candidates to gain grades according to
their competence” and one “in which the lower grades represented a useful achievement and an
ability to achieve genuine standards of competence in real life situations” (SEC brochure, p. 2).
A measure of the achievement of one of the objectives is the fact that in 1994 there were 50.5%
of 16-year-olds sitting for the SEC examinations and this figure rose to 78.6% of the cohort in
2004 (Ventura, 2005). This trend evidences an increase of interest and an awareness that
certification is necessary for further education and an asset in the job market. However, on
average, there is a gender discrepancy of 17.4% with more females registering for the
examination than males.

2.2.3

Learning Outcomes and Assessment Techniques

2.2.3.1

The SEC examination was designed to test candidates’ ability to: recall information; present
knowledge in an organized manner; use verbal and practical skills effectively; investigate
material; use initiative in problem solving; apply skills, knowledge and understanding; and
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undertake curricular projects. The range of techniques for assessment include: short answer
questions, multiple choice items, essays, practical tasks, an aural/oral for most languages,
and an internally assessed school-based component for some subjects.
Despite the range of objectives and techniques, several stakeholders argue that our
current system is not encouraging the development of thinking and communication skills.
It seems that the ‘magisterial’ model of teaching (Sultana, 1999) still dominates our
educational system. It is still common for students to rely on studying and reproducing
notes to accumulate knowledge which they then reproduce during examinations.
2.2.3.2

The listed aims of the Languages are the following: using the target language effectively for
the purpose of practical communication; forming a sound basis of the skills, language and
attitudes required for further study, work and leisure; offering insights into the culture of
the target language and providing enjoyment and intellectual stimulation. The listed
objectives include: understanding of the spoken and written languages; oral expression;
and the production of the language in writing.
Within the context of languages, during interviews, several stakeholders complained
specifically about the discrepancy between English and Maltese. While in English, there are
two examinations, one for language and one for literature, for Maltese, the two
components form part of the same examination. It was suggested that the Maltese
syllabus was vast and that there was an unreasonable number of poems that students had
to study for one section of this examination. Teachers and students pointed out that the
vocabulary used in one of the Maltese texts was archaic, and the words can no longer be
found in a dictionary. Moreover, it was claimed that not all students needed to show
competence in both language and literature in order to be certified as competent in the
language.

2.2.3.3

The aims of learning Sciences include the following: understanding principles; developing a
knowledge and understanding of basic scientific material; becoming aware of relationships;
developing a scientific approach to problem solving; assessing and interpreting
experimental data; acquiring a range of manipulative and communicative skills; becoming
aware of the role humans play in the science world; becoming aware of the personal,
social, political, economic, technological and environmental implications of science; and
developing a working knowledge of relevant fields of study necessary for a proper
understanding of science. The listed assessment objectives then include: the
demonstration of knowledge and understanding of material; practical investigation;
application and acquisition of inquiry skills. Some stakeholders believe that these aims and
objectives are too ambitious for a first qualification in the sciences.

2.2.3.4

There is a range of other subjects whose objectives include: the development of
knowledge and understanding; acquiring the basic skills necessary for the study of the
subject; and effective construction and communication of material. Because of the range
of subjects in this group, the objectives of this group of subjects seem rather vague.

2.2.4

Structure of Examination Papers

2.2.4.1

When the new system was set up, it was argued that “entering all candidates for the same
paper does not encourage positive achievement since tasks may be either too easy for the
more able candidates or too difficult for the less able ones” (Sultana 1999, p. 9). In the
SEC system each subject is composed of two two-hour papers. Regulations state that
Paper I is a core paper and is taken by all candidates. It may include an oral/aural/
coursework component. Paper IIA comprises more demanding questions than Paper 1
and Paper IIB comprising questions less demanding than Paper I.
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2.2.4.2

Within the current system there is only one subject with two syllabi – Mathematics.
Students preparing for Paper IIB do not have as demanding a syllabus as those sitting for IIA.
Several stakeholders suggested that this idea needs to be explored for other subjects as well
as it may encourage more students to sit for the examination. In this way, students would
have clearer guidelines of what they are preparing for. Currently, by having one syllabus,
guidelines are blurred and it has not been feasible to develop a profile of the range of students
who should aim to sit for IIA or IIB. By having clearer guidelines, teachers claimed they would
be better able to prepare students. Teachers also suggested that the current syllabi needed to
be more explicit and informative. Having overlapping grades made it even more difficult to
develop a profile of the students who should aim for Paper IIA and IIB especially when the
certificate itself did not indicate if Grades 4 or 5 were awarded by the IIA or the IIB route.
According to teachers, despite the overall objective of giving students an opportunity to show
what they know and can do, in the current system, there are students who work to avoid
failure rather than to seek success. MATSEC Board members were concerned that students
opting to sit for the IIB paper as an easy option were not striving for excellence. The Review
Committee believes that ultimately, the choice between Paper IIA and IIB is dependent on the
choice of the school, candidates’ self-esteem and also on some students making a soft option.

2.2.4.3

Stakeholders were divided about the issue of differentiated papers. There were those who
believed the current differentiated system gives students a sense of security and achievement.
At the same time, others argued in favour of one paper for all candidates. One idea put
forward by other stakeholders involves elements of both options: having a common paper and
an extension paper. In such a system, candidates would be awarded a grade according to their
overall performance. Therefore, if a candidate tries the extension paper and does not make it,
then s/he is awarded a grade on the foundation paper/s. This is the model of the system used
in IGCSE.

2.2.4.4

In his case study on the Maltese educational system, Sultana (1998) asked: “Are students from
the low ability range profiting from the opportunity to get credentials?” (p. 142). Data
presented in the annual statistical reports show that few students from the Area Secondary
Schools do in fact end up certified in the current system. A general complaint about SEC
examinations is that they are focused on the academic route with emphasis on subject
content. Several stakeholders made the point that SEC is the certificate for secondary
education. Therefore, the system needs to find ways of certifying students at the end of their
compulsory schooling. The point was repeated that the SEC examination should not remain
focused on qualifying students for entry into post-secondary education. It was suggested that
examinations need to be more practice oriented to reach Area Secondary School students.
Policy makers and some stakeholders went a step further suggesting a merger of SEC with the
School Leaving Certificate as suggested in the MATSEC workshop of the NMC conference in
2000.

2.2.4.5

Education specialists pointed out that there is a national need to increase the number of Form
V students who complete their compulsory education with meaningful certification. One
suggestion made at the meeting with the policy makers, was the introduction of benchmarking
at age 16, marking the end of general education. It was argued that in the current system,
students may fail because the boundaries set are too high. At age 16, we are not dealing with
specialized education and therefore the failure rate should be minimal. This recommendation
was repeated at a meeting with the members of the Faculty of Education. The idea of
removing high stakes examination at the end of Form V and thus eliminating selectivity at the
end of compulsory schooling was voiced in a number of meetings. In our system to date, there
is a minimum level of attainment that is expected in the various subjects. What is being
suggested as an alternative is a system that recognizes students’ skills. This is not necessarily
achieved by a system of examinations.
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2.2.5

Registrations

2.2.5.1

In order to register for the SEC examinations, candidates need to have completed their
studies in Form V or else have turned 16 by the 31st December of the year of the
examination. These restrictions have ensured that students continue attending lessons up to
the end of Form V, although this is a comparatively short year which ends around Easter.
This restriction was also seen as a means of reducing private tuition, which students
attended in order to sit for examinations before the end of Form V. However, despite this
restriction, such practice continues to be rampant. It was also brought to our attention that
there are students who even attend private lessons on Sunday, especially in Gozo.

2.2.5.2

Currently, students indicate which version of Paper II they would like to sit for in the main
session when they register for the examination in November. No change in the paper
choice is allowed after the registration period. There were mixed views about the
registration dates for Paper IIA and IIB. Some argued that it was good to register early so
that students can get ready for that particular level. Others argued that students should be
given the chance to sit for their mock examinations first and then be allowed to make the
particular paper choice afterwards. The logistics, however, do not allow such a delay
because by that time timetables for the orals and listening comprehension examinations
need to be sent to students.

2.2.5.3

Candidates can register for any number of subjects. Although initially, SEC was aimed to
certify students in the subjects they study at school, over 38% of students sit for ten or
eleven subjects, some even register for up to fifteen SEC subjects. In addition, there are
others who register for examinations of foreign boards as well. In a meeting with school
counsellors, the point was made that our educational system has become geared towards
the accumulation of certificates. At the same time, the NMC proposes a large number of
subjects to be considered as basic subjects at secondary level: Maltese, English, Mathematics,
Religion, a Foreign Language, Environmental Studies, Physical Education and Sport,
Computer literacy, Expressive Arts, Personal and Social Education, Technology and Design,
Science (NMC, p. 105).

2.2.5.4

There are registration limitations for the different subjects during the September session.
Initially, the supplementary session was open for any of the compulsory subjects required
for entry into post-secondary education, namely English, Maltese, Mathematics and Physics,
but only if they had obtained Grades 6, 7 or U in the main session. The science option was
extended to include Biology and Chemistry. However, as stated in Regulation 5.4 students
can only sit for one science subject, provided that they had not obtained Grade 5 or better
in any of them. As of 2002 students can only take Paper I and IIB during the September
session. Several stakeholders criticized these limitations. Some students who gained passes
at Grade 5 or better in the subjects on offer are not allowed to improve their grades. This
limits their access to particular post-secondary institutions. Other students cannot re-sit
certain subjects because these are not on offer during in the September session.
These stakeholder concerns are counter balanced by the Review Committee’s apprehension
about the system’s ability to handle a heavier administrative load. The work involved in
preparing for the September session deprives MATSEC Support Unit employees and
examiners of any summer recess and creates a heavy demand for overtime.

2.2.6

Grades
In the SEC certification system, grades are awarded on a seven-point scale with Grade 1
indicating the highest level of achievement and Grade 7 indicating the minimum satisfactory
performance. General criteria for the different grades are laid out in the regulations. Initially,
students sitting for Paper I and IIA were eligible for grades 1-4 and students who sat for
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Paper I and IIB were eligible for grades 4-7. Therefore, there was only one overlapping
grade. This practice was amended in 2001 and students taking Paper I and IIA can now
qualify for Grades 1-5. The value of grades 6 and 7 has been very limited and several
stakeholders pointed to the need to revisit the range of grades awarded. Thus it had
already been noted that “a key challenge to the MATSEC Board is to contest a view
widely held by parents and students that grades 6 and 7 are worthless and equivalent to
a failing grade” (Sultana, 1999, p. 11).
Grima (2005) observed that from 1994 to 2001, there was a general decline in the
choice of Paper IIA in the different subjects with two exceptions: Biology and
Chemistry. This has taken place alongside a steady increase in registration numbers.
Since 2002, with the introduction of Grade 5 in Paper IIA and with more stable
registration, the trend has started to change and higher proportions of students (both
males and females) are opting for Paper IIA. There is, however, a comparatively lower
percentage of candidates opting for IIA from the Boys’ Junior Lyceum in the different
subjects. A case study in Mathematics (Falzon, Grima & Zahra, 2004) showed that with
the introduction of Grade 5 in IIA, the number of inappropriate paper choices became
relatively smaller. The majority of students are in favour of having two papers: IIA and
IIB. The differentiated paper system is not discriminating in favour or against those
opting for a particular paper as long as Grades 1-5 remain accepted for entry into
further study and as long as the certificate does not carry an indication whether grades
4 and 5 are obtained via IIA or IIB. However, during meetings that the Review
Committee held with parents, queries arose about the validity of having two levels with
overlapping grades. It was argued that because of this overlap the standard could not be
different. They also queried the practice of having a certificate not indicating the Paper
II version the candidates sat for.
2.2.7

The Language of the Examination
Currently, the language in which the questions are set is indicated in the syllabus of
each subject. Generally, examinations are set in English and students are expected to
answer in English as well. The reasoning behind this decision was that students needed
to be competent in English in order to pursue post-secondary studies. A small number
of examinations (Environmental Studies, History, Religious Knowledge and Social
Studies) are set in English and Maltese and students may answer in either language.
However students need to use one language throughout the paper. At the meeting with
the MATSEC Board, it was pointed out that, if SEC is to be seen as a school leaving
certification, then we need to reconsider the current practice of asking students to
answer the questions in English in most of the subjects. It was argued that a number of
students, especially those in Area Secondary Schools may know the content in
particular subjects but may not be able to communicate it in English. The NMC
recommends that with the exception of Maltese, Social Studies, History, Religion and
PSD, all subjects are to be taught in English at secondary level.

2.2.8

The Components of the Examination
The statement below, made in 1990, indicated that components other than written
examinations were going to form part of the new examination system:
“Every effort should be made to introduce cumulative assessments and to play
down the negative aspects of examinations, there should be an oral element in
languages and the normative core subjects and a component of practical testing in
the sciences and action-work oriented options” (L.N. 103 of 1990, B589).
This section will look at the objectives set for the coursework and the orals.
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2.2.9

Coursework

2.2.9.1

The decision to introduce coursework was prompted by the need to increase the validity of
certain examinations. For example, it was felt that valid examinations in the sciences must
include an assessment of practical laboratory work. Similarly, fieldwork was considered an
essential component of Geography, and so was the use of various media and modes of
presentation in Art, operating various programs in Computer Studies, and project work in
Home Economics and Textiles & Design among others. Through the practical component,
students develop important skills that could not be assessed by written examination.
Therefore, the main objective of coursework was to assess these skills as fairly as possible
during the students’ course of study.

2.2.9.2

SEC regulations state that the internally assessed school-based component aims to
encourage the setting of relevant tasks. In this component, candidates choose the best
exemplars of their work for assessment. The regulations on coursework refer specifically to
the logistical information necessary for the submission of marks and the availability of the
work for moderation purposes. Regulations also provide for coursework marks to be
retained for the supplementary session and for subsequent sessions but the candidate has
the option to present new coursework. The content is listed in the syllabi of the respective
subjects.

2.2.9.3

From an educational standpoint, school-based assessment (SBA) is justified in that it makes
the final assessment more valid because of the range of skills and processes that could be
included and the range of contexts in which the assessment could take place. This method
of assessment allows for more guidance from the teachers and enables them to contribute
to the process of assessment. It also reduces the weighting of the one-off external
summative component of the examination used for certification purposes (Grima and
Ventura, 2000). The provision of coursework and other alternative assessment methods
have modified to a certain extent the discriminatory effect of examinations which focus on a
narrow range of achievements (Sultana, 1999).

2.2.9.4

The subjects having a SBA component are: Art, Business Studies, Chemistry, Physics,
Biology, Computer Studies, Environmental Studies, European Studies, Geography, Home
Economics, Physical Education and Textiles and Design. A number of teachers have
expressed the desire to have this component in other subjects. However, as Grima and
Ventura (2000) suggested, one first needs to address challenges associated with this
component. These include the low variance in the marks awarded; inflated marks; difference
between teachers’ marks and moderators’ marks; marks awarded in cases of dictated and
copied work; presentation of work below SEC standard; variance in the work presented;
coursework not developed as part of the course of study; coursework presented not
meeting syllabus demands, unmarked work, and current moderation process.
Some of these problems are directly linked to the sparse information that is available with
regard to this component. Most syllabuses just lay out instructions regarding the logistics,
such as that the coursework must be available at the candidates’ school for moderation by
the examiners. The coursework mark must reach the MATSEC office by the specified date.
Private candidates are to submit their coursework at the MATSEC office. Coursework
marks are retained for the supplementary session and for subsequent sessions but the
candidate may at her/his option present new coursework.
Clearly SBA is an area which requires further development in order to ensure that the
educational benefit derived from the active participation of students in learning is not marred
by inconsistent standards and unreliable marking (Ventura and Murphy, 1998. p. 66).

2.2.9.5

Grima and Ventura (2000) proposed a number of suggestions for improvements. They
suggested that the syllabus should provide clear guidelines for marking the coursework, and
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that training of teachers is required to clarify these assessment criteria and their application.
A forum needs to be provided for teachers and moderators to discuss criteria. This type of
training is necessary on a continuous basis in all subjects that include a component of SBA in
order to increase reliability and ensure acceptable standards.
Training can include a change in the moderation process such that it does not remain a oneoff, end of the year judgment but that it should develop into a dialogue between moderators
and teachers (Ventura and Murphy, 1998). MATSEC (1999) later suggested that there was a
need to move away from the external model of moderation towards a reconciliation model.
According to Harlen (1994), when the moderation process does not remain a one-off
judgment but develops into a dialogue between markers and teachers, it becomes a process
of teacher development with a backwash effect on teaching. However, this desire presents
a great danger of examiners “going native” i.e. going along with what is the practice in
schools, thus slowing eroding the evaluative dimension of any examination. At the same
time, feedback from the moderators can play an important formative role in coursework
assessment.
2.2.9.6

A MATSEC subcommittee evaluating SBA also recommended the introduction of
monitoring to ensure that coursework is carried out in a satisfactory manner, is of the
standard expected at SEC level and is assessed consistently within schools and between
schools. The task of the monitoring panel would be to visit schools to evaluate the physical
and human resources available to carry out the coursework; to evaluate the type and
standard of the work carried out and to observe and evaluate the assessment measures and
procedures. This idea was also discussed during the Educational Assessment Workshop of
the NMC Conference of 2000 and it was stated that a monitoring system is essential with
regard to coursework to ensure standards in our schools and safeguard student entitlement
(p. 58). Very little development has taken place with regard to school-based assessment
even though the idea of introducing portfolios as part of secondary education and
consequently SEC certification was included in the NMC (1999). Improvements are
dependent to a large extent on the collaborative efforts of the MATSEC Examination Board
together with the educational authorities, the Teachers’ Union and the schools. As pointed
out by Wain (2005), change is only possible if there is real commitment to such change.

2.2.9.7

Mamo (2003) looked at practical sessions in Physics reporting a strong tendency for
teachers to dictate the practical report. Students said that they never developed the writeup themselves. Further, using the claim that there was a lack of apparatus, it was common
practice for teachers to perform demonstrations on many occasions, rather than have
students carry out the experiments themselves. He also indicated great variation in the
frequency of practical sessions carried out in schools. Teachers commented on the need to
have the syllabus for this component adapted in order to cater for Area Secondary
students. Teachers proposed the introduction of projects. “Such projects would involve a
certain amount of design and thought - it should help to induce learning in students and be
more linked with practical situations…it could be a fire alarm or a crane using simple
motors” (p. 19). Finally, it was suggested that MATSEC should reconsider its position of not
making any provision for private candidates with regard to the practical component of the
science examinations.

2.2.10

Oral/Aural examinations

2.2.10.1

The introduction of the listening comprehension and the one-to-one oral components in
the examination of modern languages helped to increase the validity of these examinations.
Experts agree that a valid language examination should assess the four basic skills necessary
for language communication, namely, speaking, listening, reading and writing. The objective
of the one-to-one oral is to assess speaking while the listening comprehension is meant to
assess listening.
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2.2.10.2

Since the introduction of orals in language examinations, three committees studied this
component. The latest committee was set up in 2003. This committee concluded that orals
are essential and must continue to feature in language syllabi. Initially, re-sits in the oral
component were not available for students who have a valid reason for being absent in the
main session. The situation was rectified but only for English and Maltese since these are the
two subjects available as re-sits in September. Students who re-sit the examination in
subsequent years are required to retake the oral and aural components of the examination.
The 2003 Committee pointed out the need for uniformity among different subjects although
it recommended that the component remain in its present format with group and individual
testing. They also maintained that selection criteria for the teachers who conducted the
orals were still valid yet they suggested that selected teachers need training in the conduct
of oral examinations. Training commenced in 2004 for teachers of English and in 2005 for
teachers of Maltese. The Committee also recommended further study of the monitoring of
oral examinations and the moderation of oral marks. Currently, this does not take place.
They contended that an element of artificiality pervaded oral examinations and that it was
the role of MATSEC to find ways of eliminating this artificiality. In general, they
recommended improvements to this component, which they felt “acted as an incentive to
learn and students tried to improve their speech habits”.

2.2.10.3

The research on this component includes two recommendations for improvement. Cutajar
(2000) proposed providing examiners in Maltese with clearer scoring criteria and training in
using these criteria. Baldacchino (1998) recommended this component be done by school
teachers. She said that appropriate training of school teachers for the job would reduce
examination tension, help to lessen the artificial condition of this part of the examination
and render it more meaningful. Even more importantly, it will probably promote related
class activity. If such a proposal for the role of the class teachers were to be taken up, she
suggested that this component could be carried out in the last term at school. The ideas put
forward in both studies are valid. The criteria mentioned by Cutajar exist, however what
needs to happen is the training to enhance the standardization in the use of these criteria.
As for involving school teachers in the oral component, this is the most natural way of
conducting oral examination. However, it needs to be accompanied by meaningful
monitoring. An alternative to this recommendation would be to have a group of school
teachers who are the examiners responsible for this component, and who carry out this
examination in schools progressively in the last term of Form V. All these suggestions carry
implications which need to be studied with the representatives of all stakeholders involved.

2.2.10.4

In the pre-budget speech of this year, the Prime Minister reported the need for
improvement in the standard of English as one of the country’s priorities. Oral skills
definitely feature in this recommendation. During the meetings with the stakeholders, Heads
of Post-Secondary Schools commented that students were generally weak in oral skills when
they gave presentations in English and that there was a need for students to have more
scope for using spoken English at school. During the interviews, there were diverse views
among the students in terms of how well prepared they felt for this component. Some felt
confident that they were well prepared in oral skills in all their years in secondary school
whereas others were concerned that coverage of the syllabus for the written papers was
what was catered for in their schools.

2.2.11

Revision of Papers

2.2.11.1

The service of a revision of papers is available, against a fee, for candidates who are not
satisfied with the grade awarded to them in any subject. As a result, a candidate’s grade may
be retained or upgraded. In the case of an upgrade, the candidate is refunded the fee.

2.2.11.2

During the interviews with the stakeholders, teachers commented that sometimes the
reports candidates received did not provide candidates with real feedback. However,
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currently, the revision of papers service is meant to confirm or otherwise, the marking of
the scripts and is not intended to give detailed feedback to students. Apparently, many
stakeholders do not understand the objective of this service and insist on more detailed
feedback and the possibility of seeing the script/s.
2.2.12

Students with Special Needs
Currently, MATSEC accepts applications from candidates requiring special arrangements at
the time of registration. These applications are made on appropriate forms, are endorsed by
the Head of School and supported by medical or other professional evidence issued within
the two years previous to the examination. The number of registrations requiring special
considerations is increasing year after year. MATSEC is to strengthen this service (cf.
Inclusive and Special Education Review, 2005). However, the registration dates for such
requirements may need to be moved to an earlier date to give the MATSEC Board enough
time to deal with all the applications appropriately. MATSEC also needs to consider the
issue of the eligibility of the professionals who issue such certification and whether SEC
certificates ought to be endorsed.

2.3

THE MATRICULATION CERTIFICATE

2.3.1

Aims and objectives

2.3.1.1

In 1994, the University decided that as from 1996 the admission requirements
should no longer be passes in three Advanced level subjects with a minimum of
two subjects at Grade C and one at Grade D but a pass in the Matriculation
Certificate examination. The MATSEC Newsletter of October 1994 presented the
aim of this new Certificate examination as follows:
Requirements for entry into university have been adapted to conform with the new
pattern of education that is being generally adopted in Europe and elsewhere at postsecondary level… this pattern requires all students to show competence in a
language, a human studies subject, a science subject and possibly a technology or
applied arts subject as well as evidence of aptitude to integrate the different subjects
in as personal and creative fashion as possible (MATSEC Newsletter, No. 37. October
1994).

2.3.1.2

It is clear therefore that the original aim of the examination rests on the premise that
students seeking admission to University are more likely to develop into mature persons if
their education spans both the Humanities and the Science areas. The examination ensures
that no student “neglected any of the basic fields of knowledge” (Matriculation Certificate
Brochure, 1994, p. 1). To reach this aim students are required to sit for six subjects from
various areas in one session of the examination. The choice of subjects has to include a
subject from Group 1 (a Language), one from Group 2 (a Humanities or a Business subject)
and one from Group 3 (Mathematics or a Science subject), two other subjects chosen from
any of the four groups and Systems of Knowledge (SoK). Two of the subjects are to be
offered at Advanced level, three at Intermediate level. SoK, which is obligatory is rated as an
Intermediate level. The aim of the two Advanced levels is to induce students to deepen
their knowledge of two subjects required for admission to a University course of their
choice. Intermediate levels are meant to broaden the students’ knowledge base and to
ensure that students keep in touch with some subjects after obtaining certification in them
at the SEC level.

2.3.1.3

Systems of Knowledge was introduced as an obligatory subject for admission to University
as from October 1989, well before the introduction of the Matriculation Certificate
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examination. Its proponents explained that the SoK course afforded insights into the
different disciplines, making the student aware of their strengths and limitations. Its syllabus
was drawn up on the assumption that “if the school was to foster in … students a greater
flexibility in adapting to changing patterns of work and life in a post-industrial age, it should
afford them opportunities of going beyond the traditional limits of particular disciplines and
gaining insights into different systems of knowledge.” (Heywood and Serracino Inglott,
1988). In the first years of its existence, the Systems of Knowledge examination consisted of
two written papers only; coursework was added in subsequent years. In 1993, the
examination consisted of two written papers and a project on Technology and the quality of
life, which carried 30% of the global mark. The project introduced students to “an
understanding of what technology is (‘application of knowledge for making and doing purposeful
and useful things’ – UNESCO) and its requirement of other knowledge besides scientific (e.g.
skills in design, evaluation of solutions, etc.) (SoK Syllabus, 1993). In effect, the technology
project aimed at promoting the concept of homo faber and encouraging students to divert
their attention from purely academic work to spend some time in order to gain an
experience of designing, making and evaluating a useful product however simple. Over the
years, SoK continued to evolve and currently the examination consists of one three-hour
written paper, an aesthetics project and a technology project.
2.3.1.4

The introduction of the MC examination had a great impact on the academic stream of
post-secondary education and on admission to University. Chapter four of the report
discusses this impact and other reactions to the new examination.

2.3.2

Award of the Matriculation Certificate

2.3.2.1

In order to qualify for the MC, students must sit for five subjects and Systems of Knowledge
in the same session of examinations. Two of the five subjects must be at Advanced level and
three others at Intermediate level. All subjects are graded from A to E or F, if the student
fails the examination. Each grade is awarded points according to the following list. At
Advanced level, Grade A is awarded 30 points, Grade B = 24 points, Grade C = 18 points,
Grade D = 12 points and Grade E = 6 points. At Intermediate level, Grade A = 10 points,
Grade B = 8 points, Grade C = 6 points, Grade D = 4 points, Grade E = 2 points. Overall,
the students must obtain passes in one subject from each of Groups 1, 2 and 3, in Systems
of Knowledge and obtain at least 44 grade points in order to be awarded the Certificate. A
comparison with the previous requirement of three Advanced levels shows that the old
requirement of A-level grades C, C, and D is equivalent to 48 points. This is more than the
requirement of the 44 points of the Matriculation Certificate. However, the standard has
not been compromised because the difference in points is compensated by the added
difficulty of having to sit for six subjects in one examination session.

2.3.2.2

If students only manage to obtain 40 or 42 points in one year, they are classified as
‘Narrowly Failed’ and the next year they need only sit for one subject to increase the
number of points and satisfy the requirements for the Certificate. Students who obtain 44
points or more but do not manage to pass a required subject will also be classified as
‘Narrowly Failed’ and only sit for one subject in the next session of examinations. Students
who obtain less than 40 points have to re-sit all six subjects in the next year. The ‘Narrowly
Failed’ classification therefore aims at encouraging students to persevere in the studies to
arrive at the maturity level required for admission. As from 2005, the lifespan of the
‘Narrowly Failed’ status has been extended to two years to give students four opportunities
to qualify for the certificate. It is also possible for Narrowly Failed candidates to change the
failed subject to another one from the same group and at the same level. This is beneficial to
those students who are experiencing difficulty with one subject in particular.
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2.3.3

Supplementary Session

2.3.3.1

Candidates who fail to obtain the MC in the main session are given the opportunity to re-sit
one Advanced level, one Intermediate level and SoK in the supplementary session. This
session is held in the first week of September. Results are published by the end of that same
month to enable candidates to improve their results and be admitted to the University on
1st October, the very beginning of the academic year. The supplementary session in
September was introduced for the first time in 1993 (MATSEC Newsletter, No. 32, February
1993). Only candidates who had registered for the main session in May could take a re-sit in
September. In previous years, the first session of Matriculation examinations was held in end
of May – June and a second session was held either between November and December or
between December and January. Candidates could register for the second session without
restrictions.

2.3.3.2

With a supplementary session in September, the benefit of recuperating some students who
did not qualify for the Certificate in the May session is being achieved to a certain extent. This
is however happening at a cost and the impact of this session is discussed at length in chapter
four of this report.

2.3.4

Results
Currently, students receive a transcript with the results of the separate subjects that they
have taken, which they can use to apply for admission to University. Later they are issued with
the Matriculation Certificate with an overall grade A, B, or C to indicate the holistic nature of
the award. Those who fail to qualify for the award of the Certificate are given a single subject
certificate for any passes obtained at Advanced level, which candidates can use for
employment or for joining some other course at tertiary level. No separate certificate is
issued for passes at Intermediate level as these subjects are only considered in the context of
the award of the MC. From the feedback received, many candidates and their parents believe
that it would be fairer to issue certificates that also show passes and the grade obtained in
subjects at Intermediate level. This recommendation was already made in the Zarb Adami
Report (1999) and may be implemented without invalidating the rationale of the MC
examination.

2.3.5

Single Subjects

2.3.5.1

Candidates are allowed to sit for examinations in single subjects at Advanced level only
without restriction. The objective of this facility is to allow young students, who may wish to
obtain a high level qualification to follow further studies in an institution that only requires
passes at this level, and adults who wish to enhance their prospects in the labour market. A
certificate is issued for passes in the single subjects at Advanced level.

2.3.5.2

Some post-secondary schools have asked for an extension of the facility to enable their
students to sit for single subjects at Intermediate level. Currently, this facility is only available
to students who have already obtained the Matriculation Certificate but who require a
particular Intermediate level subject as a special course requirement to join specific courses at
University. However, there are students who are interested in sitting for single subjects at
Intermediate level and the system should make this option available. Currently, employers
cannot ask for subjects at Intermediate level since students are not awarded certificates for
subjects at this level. During the meeting with employers, the point was made that if the
system were to allow students to sit for Intermediate level subjects, then the labour market
would be able to make a demand for Intermediate Level qualifications as well. In the meetings
with Senate and with the MATSEC officials, it was recommended that the Intermediate Level
should not remain exclusively oriented towards entry into University.
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2.3.6

Coursework

2.3.6.1

Coursework is available in a limited number of subjects at Advanced and Intermediate
levels. Its objectives are similar to those of coursework at the SEC level since it provides
the opportunity for the development of important practical skills that cannot be assessed by
the written examination. Indeed, coursework is essential for ensuring the validity of the
assessment of Art, Computing, Information Technology, Geography, Home Economics and
Systems of Knowledge. In the sciences, practical skills are assessed by a practical
examination but one cannot imagine students sitting for this examination without having
extensive experience of practical work during their course. The Matriculation Certificate
regulations refer to the submission date of coursework marks and stipulate that
coursework must be available at the candidates’ school for moderation by the examiners.
Through moderation, the MATSEC Board checks that the objectives of coursework are
being achieved.

2.3.6.2

The regulations also state that during moderation candidates may be called for an interview
relating to their coursework. The possibility of having an oral in connection with
coursework needs to become standardized practice in the light that it can support the
authenticity of the students’ work. This practice is desirable because it also gives feedback
to students and allows them to explain the process of development they went through
when doing their coursework. The idea of having coursework is still seen as valid but it is
suggested that it had to be done under supervision during the school hours. The skills that
students gain when working on coursework are essential and therefore the system had to
find ways of ensuring the authenticity of the work being done. For Computing at Advanced
level, it is recommended that a practical examination replaces the current coursework,
especially since there were several cases of significant discrepancies between the students’
coursework marks and the marks obtained by the same students answering questions on
practical skills in the examination papers.

2.3.6.3

During the meeting with post-secondary teachers, there was agreement that students need
to be given credit for the work they carry out in the various subjects during their course of
study. They recommended at this level that certification is not to remain exclusively
dependent on the one-off performance during the written examination. One possibility is
the introduction of oral examinations for assessing students’ understanding in different
subjects and developing their oral communication skills.

2.3.7

Oral/Aural examinations
Currently, an oral component is available in all languages at Intermediate level and in the
foreign languages at Advanced level (Arabic, French, German, Italian, Spanish, Russian). The
regulations state that re-sits are available in the supplementary session for students who
have a valid reason for being absent in the main session. However, students who re-sit the
examination in subsequent years are required to retake this component of the examination.
The issue that students need to improve their communicative skills and be proficient in both
English and Maltese was discussed at great length in a number of meetings. Although it was
originally assumed that students are proficient in these languages if they are studying them at
Advanced level, it is recommended that the oral component is introduced in these subjects
at this level as well. The content of such a component needs to be thought out carefully
since good communication skills are important for tertiary study as well as for employment
purposes. Employers are seeking people who can communicate and there are widespread
complaints at University that students lack the necessary communication skills. It is
recommended to the MATSEC Review Committee that since the MC deals with
specialization, then there needs to be emphasis on language skills. We need to find ways for
ensuring that students become fluent in their mother tongue as well as in English which is an
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international language. The importance of communicative skills was highly emphasized by
employers and more recently in the Prime Minister’s pre-budget speech.
Teachers suggested that the oral/aural component should be present in all languages at both
Intermediate and Advanced level and that it is to be given more weighting. Consequently, it
was suggested that more than one examiner needs to be present during the examination. A
number of teachers have questioned the reasoning behind studying culture and history of
the language/country as part of the preparation for the oral examination. The point made
was that the oral component is there to assess the student’s communicative skills not to
test content in the subject area. Other teachers felt that it was important to include culture
in an oral examination and recommended that this component be included in languages such as
French and English.
2.3.8

Admission to University

2.3.8.1

As of October 1997, students were required to obtain the MC to satisfy the general entry
requirements for the University of Malta. Although this is to remain as the main route for entry
into University, it is important to consider other routes whereby students can gain access into
tertiary education, if they have followed courses in vocational institutions locally. It is also
important to keep in mind what qualifications are recognized for entry into Universities in EU
institutions, so that our requirements do not hold back students unfairly. The idea that the
route to tertiary education needs to open up in order to allow students from other
institutions (e.g. ITS and MCAST) to move on to tertiary education with more facility was
discussed at length in the meeting with the post-secondary schools.

2.3.8.2

Currently, such a route to University is available to the Hospitality Management students who
finish their Higher Diploma at ITS and are allowed to join the third year students following the
BA Tourism Course. This was described as a unique academic situation locally. The route to
courses in engineering at University is also open to students who obtain a Higher National
Diploma or an Advanced Technician Diploma provided that they supplement their
qualifications with passes in Pure Mathematics or Physics at Advanced level and in Systems of
Knowledge. Similarly, students who obtain the Banking Certificate can join the B.Commerce
course at University if they obtain a pass in Intermediate level Pure Mathematics. With the
continuing development of courses at post-secondary and further education levels, students
with equivalent qualifications in other areas may request admission to University.

2.4

THE ROLE OF THE MATSEC BOARD

2.4.1

Objectives
The MATSEC Board and MATSEC Support Unit were set up to deal with a limited
examination system and limited financial resources (The Zarb Adami Report, 1999). Their
scope grew rapidly both in terms of the number of subjects and candidates taking the
examinations whose attainments are different from those of candidates sitting for the
examination in 1994. Achieving the Lisbon Objectives in education also implies that
MATSEC examinations should become even more accessible to students with a wider range
of abilities. Therefore, this Review Committee believes it is necessary to revisit the original
objectives and the institutional setup supporting the operation of the system.

2.4.2

Role
The role of MATSEC Board is laid out in Statute 4 appended to the Education Act of 1988,
as follows:
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(i)
(ii)
(iii)
(iv)
(v)
(vi)
(vii)
(viii)

2.4.3

to make recommendations to Senate regarding regulations required for the
proper conduct of the examination;
to conduct the examinations in accordance with the regulations made by Senate;
to make recommendations to Senate regarding syllabi, which would be prepared
after consultation with curriculum experts, schools and the Department of
Education;
to make recommendations to Senate regarding the appointment of the Board of
Examiners;
to submit to Senate a general report on the examinations held during the
previous year;
to make recommendations to Senate on all matters related to these
examinations and on matters referred to it by Senate or other University
Boards;
to make recommendations to Senate and Council for the appointment of a
Secretariat, with executive powers, which shall consist of an academic and an
administrative division; and
to make recommendations to Council regarding appropriate funding, including
provision for the Secretariat.

Members
The Statute also specified the membership of the MATSEC Board as follows:
(i)
Rector, as Chairman (or nominated deputy);
(ii)
Three members of the academic staff appointed by the Senate of the University;
(iii)
Three members from the Department of Education appointed by the Director of
Education;
(iv)
One member nominated by and from the members of the Private School
Association;
(v)
The Registrar.
The Statute also stated that: the Secretary of the Board shall be the Registrar or his
nominated deputy; the number of members to form a quorum shall be five; a Vice Chairman
shall be appointed from among the members from the Department of Education; the
members to be appointed for a term of three years; regulations made by Senate and the
syllabi for each subject shall be published at least two years before the date of the
examination to which they refer. The MUT, the Examinations Department and the Junior
College are represented by a member each in an observer’s capacity. The academic staff at
MATSEC also holds observer status. The University as the Certificate Awarding Body
remains the guarantor of the credibility of the examination system, both nationally and
internationally.

2.4.4

Decision Making process
As stated in the law, decisions taken by the MATSEC Board are submitted to Senate for
approval. Senate then has the final say in making decisions regarding MATSEC. In view of the
educational developments and in acknowledgement that students today have a wider option
of tertiary institutions, this Committee is proposing a review of the original provision of the
law leading to a change of Statute 4.

2.4.5

Brief
The original brief of the Board was to develop a new examination system for students
finishing their fifth year of secondary schooling and for students finishing the two years of
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sixth form. It was to set the policy regarding the examinations: to determine and implement
measures with a view to ensuring that the new examinations reflected the current
developments in assessment techniques; to approve syllabi; to ensure validation and
accreditation of the examinations both locally and abroad and to establish links with foreign
boards and to award certification to successful candidates and be responsible for the
financial management of the examinations.
2.4.6

Standards
Regarding the objectives of the MATSEC Board, members expressed two different views.
According to the MATSEC Board members, clarification was needed on the function of this
system of examination to ensure that the examination achieves its aims. One member
explained that the main function of the Board is to maintain standards - “we are the
watchdogs of standards”. In this role, the Board should resist the pressure to make
examinations easier or more difficult. Therefore, although the Board needs to listen to
stakeholders, members needed to ensure they do not remove too much from the syllabi, in
the interest of maintaining standards.
The other viewpoint is looking at the reality we have in schools and building standards that
correlate to this reality.
Agreement was not reached about this issue. However, it was noted that by lowering
standards, one would also be lowering expectations. This could lead to a spiral of even
lower standards being achieved, and correspondingly fewer students striving to achieve their
full potential in the various subjects

2.5

Conclusion
This chapter of the review report provides a critical analysis of the objectives of MATSEC as
currently implemented. It complements the next chapter dealing with the current
operations. Together, these two chapters offer the Committee’s understanding of the
current situation of examinations in Malta and are used as a springboard to discuss the
impact of the system.
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CHAPTER THREE
3.0 MATSEC OPERATIONS
3.1

OPERATION OF THE MATSEC SYSTEM

3.1.1

Aims of the operations review
The operations review of MATSEC offers a synthesized picture of the current system, how
it works on a day-to-day basis and its outcomes. The Review Committee focused its
attention on the following questions:
•
•
•
•
•

What are the events leading to an examination?
How does the support system operate?
What is involved in the conduct of the examinations at SEC, Intermediate and
Advanced levels?
How many persons are involved?
How much does the system cost?

To answer these questions the Review Committee undertook an extensive review of
relevant documentation. Given the current administration of the examinations system, the
required data were scattered among different entities. The Committee has done its best to
triangulate the information received and come to the most accurate estimates possible.
Unfortunately, the multiple data sources do not share a common methods and procedures
mechanism that would make the information easy to access, compile and use.
Information has been offered by different entities. The Review Committee takes this
opportunity to thank all the persons involved in this laborious data collection enterprise for
their collaboration. It is hoped that this part of the report offers a basis for further dialogue
and discussions among all interested parties.
3.1.2

The MATSEC ‘stage’
The MATSEC system is a relatively expensive, delicate and labour-intensive exercise
involving thousands of stakeholders each year. The setup involves the MATSEC Support
Unit, the Examinations Department, paper setters and markers, invigilators, teachers and a
large section of the general public.
Significant stakeholders encounter the MATSEC experience because they participate in a
session of examinations in one way or another. But like an elaborate stage for a
sophisticated theatrical performance, many events have to happen for an examination
session to take place. All tasks of a MATSEC session come at a cost and any change
requested in the performance has implications both in what has to happen behind stage and
in financial repercussions. Consequently, while every attempt should be made to increase
the efficiency and efficacy of the system its aims and integrity must be protected at all costs.
For this purpose, the Review Committee wants to offer the reader an opportunity to
visualise and understand this elaborate system that, in our opinion, is bursting at the seams.
It takes far more than a whole year’s work to organize an examination session. Actually
each examination session (main and supplementary) runs on a two-year cycle. Thus at any
one time the MATSEC Support Unit is working on, at least, two examination sessions
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contemporaneously. The process runs a tight rope attempting to balance crucial values that
give the system its credibility and usefulness. These values include:
•
•
•
3.1.3

Fairness towards the students and the institutional forces that use the system for
benchmarking purposes.
Consensus on standardized procedures and criteria among examiners.
Credibility, confidentiality, integrity and security.

The role of national examinations in education and social systems
The topic of examinations is a high-stakes issue and conjures up emotional reactions from
different audiences. All interested parties attribute great importance to examinations for
overlapping but somewhat different reasons.
Persons responsible for educational policy see examinations as a means for certifying the
performance and ability of students while at the same time being a potential hurdle for
students’ development of self esteem. Opinion leaders monitor students’ examination
performance as they try to forecast the repercussions of such outcomes on society.
Parents push their children to perform well during examinations as a clear demonstration of
their abilities for social, employment and academic purposes. Teachers perceive
examinations as an indicator of their own abilities in enabling an upcoming generation to
learn and develop its intellectual potential. Some teachers involved in private tuition use the
performance of past students as a relative advantage in promoting their own services.
Heads of schools view examination results as an indicator of their school’s success. In
non-public schools, such success becomes a valuable recruiting factor. Employers use the
examination results as one of the predictors for assessing an employee’s potential
performance.
This pervasive presence of the MATSEC examinations in Maltese society is both its
strength and undoing. The MATSEC system itself is constantly under the spotlight.
Furthermore, to the better performing students the MATSEC examination becomes a
coveted badge that all want to wear, for without it, access to further education is
practically denied. For those students who perceive these examinations as a target
beyond their reach, examinations become an instrument of exclusion.

3.1.4

MATSEC as a decision-making tool
Although part of the educational landscape, the MATSEC system provides an external
evaluation of the educational system itself. Results from such evaluations provide credible
indicators for local and foreign consumption. It is therefore imperative that although
many educational entities contribute to its functional operation, MATSEC should be
independent of all of them for the sake of equity and credibility. If standards at MATSEC
are diluted, then the whole educational system in Malta will suffer. MATSEC provides one
possible benchmark for local evaluation. Internationally, higher education institutions use
MATSEC qualifications to admit students to further study. The system is an important
tool for decision-makers in authority to evaluate and assist individual schools in reaching
and raising their standards.
The operational research and dissemination of national data already being made available
by the MATSEC Support Unit is a positive step in this direction. Providing schools with
information about their performance compared to the national average and providing
reports of trend performances in each subject can offer benefits to the MATSEC system
and the schools concerned. The Review Committee would like to encourage and
promote such initiatives.
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The argument for the system’s acquired stability over the years and its entrenchment, while
highlighting the importance of MATSEC, does not promote a status quo. Indeed, this
Review Committee draws attention to a number of potential alternatives in chapter six of
this report. However, any changes need to be undertaken wisely and with foresight
because the consequences are extensive.
3.1.5

A comprehensive system
Over the years, MATSEC developed into a comprehensive system of examinations as
evident in Table 1 below. All said, the table presents a remarkable achievement by our local
educational system. However, it is evident that the present offerings are biased toward
assessing cognitive skills and content.
The SEC system involves around 80% of the 16-year-old Maltese student population. This is
indeed impressive. However, some stakeholders would like to see the system cater for the
entire cohort. Currently one third of the 18-year-old-cohort use the MC system. Although
this is significant, higher targets need to be achieved in view of the Lisbon objectives for
education.
In line with the framework of challenges proposed by the Lisbon objectives, there is a
strong desire that all 16-year-old students would at least reach the SEC level or equivalent
and that at least 85% of these complete upper secondary education successfully.
The above is a very dynamic context. MATSEC cannot rest on its laurels. The MATSEC
Support Unit in discussion with relevant stakeholders must be enabled to introduce new
options to meet the ever-growing development of an international information society and
the requirements of Maltese niche markets in this global society.
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Table 1: Subjects available by level (SEC, Intermediate, Advanced)
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46

Subject
Accounting
Applied Mathematics
Arabic
Art
Biology
Business Studies
Classical Cult. & Civilisation
Chemistry
Commerce
Computer Studies/ Computing
Economics
Engineering Drawing
Eng. Draw & Graphical Communication
English Language
English Literature
English
Environmental Studies
Environmental Science
European Studies
French
Geography
German
Graphical Communication
Greek
History
Home Economics
Information Technology
Italian
Latin
Maltese
Marketing
Mathematics
Music
Philosophy
Physical Education
Physics
Pure Mathematics
Religious Knowledge
Russian
Social Studies
Sociology
Spanish
Systems of Knowledge
Technical Design
(Graphical Communication)
Technical Design (Technology)
Textiles & Design
Subjects
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SEC
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
33

Int.
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖

Adv.
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖

✖

✖

✖
✖

✖
✖
✖

✖
✖

✖

✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖

✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖
✖

✖
✖

✖
✖

✖
✖
✖
✖

✖
✖
✖
✖

✖
✖
✖

✖
✖

31

30
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3.1.6

SEC examinations
One would like to have a more accurate measure of the percentage of students within a
cohort that reaches the SEC levels. Attrition and taking the examination at-a-later-date in
one’s life make it possible to arrive at an approximate guesstimate at best. Elsewhere, the
Review Committee presents tables indicating the number of students sitting for SEC and the
gender bias associated with these figures (See chapter four).
A significant number of students take the examinations at a later age. To establish the exact
number of students who have reached the SEC level is a complex task. Suffice to say that
16-year-old students sitting for SEC have increased from 50.5% of the cohort in 1994 to
81.3% in 2005. Implications arising from these data must be more accurately interpreted in
the context of the discussion on attrition below.
Table 2 below provides detailed information on the age distribution of students sitting for
SEC in the last four years. Percentages of 16-year-old cohort sitting for SEC examinations
are provided for indication and comparative reasons.
Table 2: SEC registration by age 2001-2005
Year

Cohort of
16-yr-olds
at birth

2001

15
yrs

16
yrs

17
yrs

18
yrs

19
yrs

20
yrs

21+
yrs

Total

4

3891
73.3%
4008
76.4%
4137
77.9%
4351
78.6%
4541
81.3%

1960

742

327

129

575

7628

1958

745

381

181

697

7978

1778

671

310

175

684

7764

1701

635

301

140

725

7861

1711

626

284

156

715

8038

5430
2002

7
5245

2003

9
5319

2004

8
5533

2005

5
5584

3.1.7

Matriculation Certificate and Advanced level
Tables 3 and 4 below reinforce the trend of continued growth even for the MC, and
Advanced Level single subject examinations identified for SEC examinations.
A gender gap with a heavy female bias is also present here and appears to be getting wider.
This merits significant attention sustained by further investigation. The Review Committee
cannot provide explanations at this point. However, one is bound to ask whether this is a
reflection of a lower educational level among males. It could also be that while males have
other avenues for proceeding with a life career without engaging in a MATSEC system,
females are less likely to achieve a career path without participating in the MATSEC system.
This situation will have repercussions on the labour market in the years ahead.
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Table 3. Number and percentages of candidates (males and females) registered for MC
examinations, 1997-2005
Year
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

Total number
1309
1630
1721
1862
1981
2018
2059
2233
2455

Males
628 (48%)
756 (46%)
784 (46%)
811 (44%)
842 (43%)
869 (43%)
878 (43%)
976 (44%)
1028 (42%)

Females
681 (52%)
874 (54%)
937 (54%)
1051 (56%)
1139 (57%)
1149 (57%)
1181 (57%)
1257 (56%)
1427 (58%)

Table 4. Number and percentages of candidates (males and females) registered for Advanced Level
SS examinations, 1997-2005
Year
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

Total number
1473
1193
1410
1227
1517
1325
1255
1178
1129

Males
713 (48%)
558 (47%)
610 (43%)
556 (45%)
643 (42%)
586 (44%)
522 (42%)
478 (41%)
471 (42%)

Females
760 (52%)
635 (53%)
800 (57%)
671 (55%)
874 (58%)
739 (56%)
733 (58%)
700 (59%)
658 (58%)

Overall, there is an increase in the number of 18 and 19-year-olds sitting for the MC. Similar
achievements have been registered with Advanced level Single Subject examinations among
older candidates (see Tables 5 and 6 below).
Table 5. MC registration by age 2001-2005
Year

Cohort of
18-yr-olds
at birth

17
yrs

18
yrs

19
yrs

20
yrs

21
yrs

22+
yrs

Total

2001

5651

5

385

65

15

12

1981

2002

5571

3

410

68

24*

2003

5430

1

374

71

29

11

2059

2004

5245

5

405

92

28

17

2233

2005

5314

3

1499
26.5%
1513
27.2%
1573
28.3%
1686
32.2%
1812
34.1%

503

102

22

13

2455

* This years data is aggregated for candidates aged 21 years’ and over
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Table 6. Advanced single subject registration by age 2001-2005

3.1.8

Year

Cohort of
18-yr-olds
at birth

2001

5651

2002

5571

2003

5430

2004

5245

1

96

2005

5314

3

108

16
yrs

1

17
yrs

18
yrs

19
yrs

20
yrs

21
yrs

22+
yrs

Total

125

325
5.8%
271
4.9%
248
4.6%
169
3.2%
161
3.0%

341

177

110

439

1517

270

156

81

424

1325

244

157

96

419

1255

219

148

86

459

1178

230

119

87

421

1129

122
91

An educational assessment system with social concerns
MATSEC strives to maintain standards of academic integrity while respecting the demands
of equity by the highest number of students.
In pursuance of this policy, every year MATSEC accepts requests for special arrangements
from students who feel disadvantaged because of special needs2. All requests have to be
supported by documentation of professional diagnostics. Special arrangements may include
the provision of readers, prompters, communicators or amanuenses. At other times,
students are provided with extra time to counter dyslexia effects.
Indeed such arrangements are, by their very nature, tailored for a small number of persons
and therefore expensive. Yet, these measures ensure that the MATSEC system is
responsive to every individual as far as this is possible without asking for extra payment
from the candidates involved.
Another social measure undertaken by the MATSEC system is to waiver the fees of
students who come from households receiving social assistance. Again, this measure
ensures that students from all social strata are encouraged to avail themselves of the
system.
At the 18+ level, the MATSEC system provides a special arrangement for students who
narrowly fail to obtain the MC by a small margin of points. These students are allowed to
sit for one failed, or low-graded subject, in the next two sessions. In this way they can make
up for the missing points or for the compulsory pass in one of the required groups of
subjects. Furthermore, narrowly failed students are given the option to carry over the mark
they obtained for course-work/oral to the next session.

2

In May 2004, 159 students (122 at SEC and 37 at Adv./Int.) asked for and obtained special arrangements.
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3.1.9

Attrition
Under the current system, a number of our students do not even reach the SEC level. This
is a pressing concern from both an educational and labour market standpoint.3
Obviously one can engage in an elaborate blaming exercise as to why this is so. Indeed,
some blame the education system. During the data collection, the Review Committee
heard arguments blaming the MATSEC system for this state of events. The Review
Committee believes that a number of factors contribute cumulatively towards this outcome.
This report dwells on some important findings.
A number of students drop out of school before age 16. This represents a significantly high
attrition rate even before students come to consider whether they should be sitting for the
SEC examinations. Since percentages of students taking SEC are all based on cohort
comparisons, this circumstance of its very nature provides a warped picture of the situation
and indicates that some issues preventing students from reaching a MATSEC certification
have deeper rooting.
Table 7. Persons who obtained permission to leave the school before age 16
Year
2000
2001
2002

Females
737
697
518

Males
573
602
559

Total
1310
1299
1077

(Ventura, 2005)
Although it is beyond the remit of this report to inquire into the reasons behind such
behaviour, this Committee believes that knowing why students leave schooling before the
age of 16, might point to ways for providing the necessary mechanisms to bring back some
of these persons to acquire certification even at a later date.
Still, other students register for examinations, and then fail to attend the examination
session. Overall, at SEC level, close to 5% of the examination registrations fail to attend.
The situation is more pronounced for certain subjects (see Table 8).
Table 8. Absentees from May 2004 Session Examinations
Subject
English
Maltese
Mathematics
Religious Knowledge

Registration
5941
5143
5371
4744

Non-Sitting
651
212
236
217

%
11.0
4.12
4.39
4.6

If the total passes (Grades 1 to 7) were to be calculated on the basis of the students sitting
for the examination (instead of the cohort at birth), the percentage of students obtaining
the SEC certification would be higher. The following table offers such a comparison for
students sitting for their SEC examinations in May 2004.

“…registered unemployed youths (16 to 24 years of age) represent 29.4% of the total registered unemployed
population as of September 2004. The majority of these fall within the category of low academic achievers. “
(Bartolo Galea, 2004).
1
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Table 9. Absentees and percentages of passes (SEC - May 2004)
Subject

Register Absent
(A)
(B)

Accounting
1335
Arabic
9
Art
737
Biology
1420
Business Studies
765
Chemistry
830
Classical Cult. & Civ.
2
Commerce
34
Computer Studies
1985
Economics
540
English Language
5941
English Literature
2774
Environment Studies
2451
European Studies
110
French
2238
Geography
186
German
423
Greek
0
History
226
Home Economics
588
Italian
2981
Latin
4
Maltese
5143
Mathematics
5371
Physical Education
293
Physics
4402
Religious Knowledge
4744
Russian
11
Social Studies
2210
Spanish
285
744
TD (Graphical Communication)
TD (Technology)
17
Textiles & Design
32
Total
48831

105
0
74
56
20
29
1
1
79
17
651
65
67
3
39
11
15
0
26
28
116
1
212
236
40
126
217
0
95
28
27
13
5
2403

Sitting
(C)

All
Passes

1230
9
663
1364
745
801
1
33
1906
523
5290
2709
2384
107
2199
175
408
0
200
560
2865
3
4931
5135
253
4276
4527
11
2115
257
717
4
27
46428

899
7
543
994
612
679
1
28
1762
380
4570
2110
1863
100
1996
144
332
0
144
531
2420
3
3672
3992
164
3748
3670
11
1518
214
570
4
23
37704

% Passes % Passes
of (A)
of (C)
67.34
77.78
73.68
70.00
80.00
81.81
50.00
82.35
88.77
70.37
76.92
76.06
76.01
90.91
89.19
77.42
78.49
0
63.72
90.31
81.18
75.00
71.40
74.33
55.97
85.14
77.36
100.00
68.69
75.09
76.61
23.53
71.88
77.21

73.09
77.78
81.09
72.87
82.15
84.77
100.00
84.85
92.45
72.66
86.39
77.89
78.15
93.46
90.77
82.29
81.37
0
72.00
94.82
84.47
100.00
74.47
77.74
64.82
87.65
81.07
100.00
71.77
83.27
79.50
100.00
85.19
83.78

In Table 9, the number of absentees for the written examination is derived from the
payment slips that MATSEC passed on to the markers. Truly, it may include some instances
where two students who attended only paper one would be classified as one missing
student (in which case the prevailing situation is slightly worse than that described above).
These figures might not match the published report by MATSEC because a student, who
hands in coursework or attends an oral (in the case of languages) but fails to attend the
written examination, is listed as unclassified (U) in the final result. However, the Review
Committee believes that the present rendition of the situation would facilitate the required
discussion.
Similar discrepancies also appear at the Intermediate and Advanced levels. During the May
sessions, there were 184 (out of 9089 examination registrations) and 317 absentees (out of
5990) for the Intermediate and Advanced level respectively.
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For the September sessions, absentees were as follows:
Table 10. Percentage of registered absentees (September 2004)
Level
SEC
Intermediate
Advanced

Registered
4208
1117
1190

Sitting
4021
1024
1071

Absent
187 (4.4%)
93 (8.3%)
115 (9.7%)

Again, such data impact the current assessment of the MATSEC system’s efficiency because
the percentage of passes is calculated on the number of registrations and not on the
number of students sitting for the examination. Furthermore, the notion of “an absent
student” needs to be clarified even in the MATSEC reports. Currently if a student fails to
attend the oral and written papers, that person is classified as absent. If however the
student presents her/his coursework or attends the orals and then fails to attend the
written examination, then that student is marked as unclassified (U). Such distinctions are
significant for policy analyses. Ways of recuperating such students would differ greatly.
This Review Committee commissioned a preliminary study attempting to profile the
absentees. Initial findings indicate that some students, for one reason or another, do not
find the support required to persevere in their studies. They give up at the last moments.
Further findings are available in the appendices. But more research is called for to establish
why these students fail to attend after they have registered. Who are these students and
do they have any specific characteristics? Why do they resort to such behaviour?
3.1.10

Revision of Papers
Another huge task within MATSEC is the revision of papers. Once results are published,
students can question the result that they received for a particular examination against a
payment of Lm15.00. This is perhaps one of the most salient bones of contention that the
Review Committee heard about in focus groups conducted with a number of stakeholders.
Once a “Revision of Paper” is requested, the MATSEC Support Unit appoints a new marker
to review the examination in question. The new marker is paid Lm 5.00 to assess the
challenged examination, be it at SEC, Intermediate or Advanced level. Should the new
assessment concur with the original assessment, the student is informed of the outcome
through a brief report. If, following the new assessment, results are upgraded, the candidate
is informed and the fee is refunded. There is no option for down grading the original
assessment as is present in foreign boards.
Other Examination Boards offer this service at a much higher price as indicated in the
following table. Assessment & Qualification Alliance (AQA) offers a re-assessment and
photocopy of script for GBP 54.00. EDEXCEL offers a re-marking service for GBP 60.00
and GBP 150.00 for the Ordinary and Advanced level examinations respectively.
Table 11. Comparison of “Revision of Paper” fees
Fee

MATSEC
Lm 15.00

AQA
GBP 54.00

EDEXCEL (London)
GBP 60.00
GBP 150.00

Several stakeholders expressed the desire for a procedure to allow students to see the
markings of the papers. This issue is discussed in greater detail in chapter four.
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This situation is worse during the September session. Examination results are published
around the 28th of September. Then, students apply for a “Revision of Papers” that will take
place during October. They await the outcome to be able to attend an educational
institution whose academic year starts on the 1st of October. This issue has long-felt
repercussions because it is during these first weeks of the academic year that institutions
hold their orientation programmes for incoming students.
Tables 12 to 17 provide details of the number of requests for revision of papers compared
to the number of registrations and the number of upgrades awarded in May and September
2004.
Table 12. SEC Results of Revision of Papers- May 2004
Subject
Accounting
Arabic
Art
Biology
Business Studies
Chemistry
Classical Cult. & Civ.
Commerce
Computer Studies
Economics
English Language
English Literature
Environmental Studies
European Studies
French
Geography
German
History
Home Economics
Italian
Latin
Maltese
Mathematics
Physical Education
Physics
Religious Knowledge
Russian
Social Studies
Spanish
Tech. Des. (Graph. Com.)
Tech. Des. (Technology)
Total

Regist.
1335
9
737
1420
765
830
2
34
1985
540
5941
2774
2451
110
2238
186
423
226
588
2981
4
5143
5371
293
4402
4744
11
2210
285
744
17
48831
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Requests
10
0
15
33
3
9
0
0
13
15
69
28
15
0
6
1
2
5
0
21
0
79
51
9
43
33
0
12
1
0
9
482

%
0.7
0.0
2.0
2.3
0.4
1.1
0.0
0.0
0.7
2.8
1.2
1.0
0.6
0.0
0.3
0.5
0.5
2.2
0.0
0.7
0.0
1.5
0.9
3.1
1.0
0.7
0.0
0.5
0.4
0.0
52.9
1.0

Upgrades
1
0
3
2
1
2
0
0
1
0
1
3
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
3
0
3
1
0
3
10
0
1
0
0
0
36
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Table 13. SEC Revision of Paper requests – Sept. 2004
Subject
Biology
Chemistry
English Language
Maltese
Mathematics
Physics
Total

Registered
164
4
1326
991
1113
610
4208

Requests
1
0
31
26
23
12
93

%
0.6
0.0
2.3
2.6
2.1
2.0
2.2

Upgraded
0
0
0
2
0
0
2

Table 14. May 2004 Outcomes of Requests for Revision of Papers (Advanced)

Subjects
Accounting
Applied Mathematics
Arabic
Art
Biology
Chemistry
Computing
Economics
Engineering Drawing
Eng. Draw. & Graphical
Communication
English
Environmental Science
French
Geography
German
Graphical Communication
History
Home Economics
Information Technology
Italian
Maltese
Marketing
Music
Philosophy
Physics
Pure Mathematics
Religious Knowledge
Russian
Sociology
Spanish
Total

Reg.
606
8
0
100
372
307
256
308
6

Advanced Level
Requests
31
0
0
14
59
46
8
20
1

803
105
45
39
20
75
77
78
316
369
357
6
118
452
614
138
6
265
46
5892

127
3
8
3
0
0
1
4
29
15
7
2
7
23
36
4
0
25
2
475

%
5.1
0.0
0.0
14.0
15.9
15.0
3.1
6.5
16.7

Upgrade
1
0
0
5
2
4
0
2
0

15.8
2.9
17.8
7.7
0.0
0.0
1.3
5.1
9.2
4.1
2.0
33.3
5.9
5.1
5.9
2.9
0.0
9.4
4.3
8.1

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
1
0
0
0
1
0
1
0
1
0
19

* At Advanced level, the number of registrations and requests for revision of papers for the
MC and SS are combined.
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Table 15. May 2004 Outcomes of Requests for Revision of Papers (Intermediate)
Subjects
Accounting
Applied Mathematics
Arabic
Art
Biology
Chemistry
Computing
Economics
Engineering Drawing
Eng. Draw. & Graphical
Communication
English
Environmental Science
French
Geography
German
Graphical Communication
History
Home Economics
Information Technology
Italian
Maltese
Marketing
Music
Philosophy
Physics
Pure Mathematics
Religious Knowledge
Russian
Sociology
Spanish
Systems of Knowledge
Total

Intermediate Level
Reg.
Requests
134
2
114
6
1
0
44
2
167
11
16
2
142
5
108
10
-

%
1.5
5.3
0.0
4.5
6.6
12.5
3.5
9.3
-

Upgrade
0
0
0
0
1
0
1
0
-

93
1160
566
89
68
36
60
30
357
300
633
156
2
571
428
586
520
309
9
2233
8932

3.2
7.7
1.4
2.2
1.5
0.0
1.7
0.0
0.8
4.0
1.4
1.9
50.0
3.2
3.5
2.7
5.0
7.4
0.0
3.5
3.9

0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
1
1
0
7
3
0
0
16
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3
89
8
2
1
0
1
0
3
12
9
3
1
18
15
16
26
23
0
79
347
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Table 16. September 2004 Outcomes of Requests for Revision of Papers (Advanced)
Subject
Accounting
Applied Mathematics
Art
Biology
Computing
Chemistry
Economics
Engineering Drawing
Engineering/Graphical
English
Environmental Science
French
Geography
German
Graphical Communication
History
Home Economics
Information Technology
Italian
Maltese
Marketing
Music
Philosophy
Physics
Pure Mathematics
Religion
Sociology
Spanish
Systems of Knowledge
Total

Advanced Level*
Reg.
Requests
133
7
2
0
15
0
47
7
26
0
67
8
31
1
4
1
296
30
19
1
5
0
4
0
4
0
12
0
7
0
12
0
78
2
43
3
22
0
2
0
12
0
50
7
218
11
12
0
48
0
5
0
1070
78

%
5.3
0.0
0.0
14.9
0.0
11.9
3.2
25.0
10.1
5.3
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
2.6
7.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
14.0
5.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
7.3

Upgrade
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1

* At Advanced level, the number of registrations and requests for revision of papers for the
Matriculation Certificate and Single Subjects are combined.
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Table 17. September 2004 Outcomes of Requests for Revision of Papers (Intermediate)
Subject
Accounting
Applied Mathematics
Art
Biology
Computing
Chemistry
Economics
Engineering Drawing
Engineering/Graphical
English
Environmental Science
French
Geography
German
Graphical Communication
History
Home Economics
Information Technology
Italian
Maltese
Marketing
Music
Philosophy
Physics
Pure Mathematics
Religion
Sociology
Spanish
Systems of Knowledge
Total
3.2

Intermediate Level
Reg.
Requests
13
0
10
0
1
0
27
5
12
0
3
0
7
0
29
1
242
25
41
0
6
0
9
0
3
0
1
1
0
0
8
0
35
1
30
2
3
0
0
0
56
1
49
4
107
12
62
4
48
2
1
0
283
6
1086
64

%
0.0
0.0
0.0
18.5
0.0
0.0
0.0
3.4
10.3
0.0
0.0
0.0
0.0
100.0
0.0
0.0
2.9
6.7
0.0
0.0
1.8
8.2
11.2
6.5
4.2
0.0
2.1
5.9

Upgrade
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0
1
0
0
0
0
2

A TIMELINE OF EVENTS
For the purpose of illustrating a timeline, the Review Committee focused on the
examination sitting of May 2004. The time line of events is offered in a linear fashion. Yet,
to understand the full complexity of the MATSEC operation, the reader must juxtapose the
chain of events for multiple sittings.
An examination timeline starts more than two years ahead of the examination sitting itself.
A group of experts is convened to discuss and prepare a syllabus for every subject at SEC,
Intermediate and Advanced level. Normally a syllabus panel has tenure for two years and
each member on the panel is paid a one-time honorarium of Lm50.00. The syllabus panels
disseminate their decision so that schools and teachers can prepare the candidates to sit for
examinations. These syllabi are offered three years prior to the examination in the case of
SEC subjects and two years before for Advanced and Intermediate subjects.
Besides being sent to every school, syllabi are available for reference at the MATSEC
Support Unit (University Campus), the main public libraries in Malta and Gozo, and schools.
The website of the Curriculum Department within the Education Division also displays the
SEC subject syllabi. However, the Review Committee heard teachers and parents
complaining that they had no access to these syllabi.
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A few months before the examination, paper-setters’ panels are setup to deal with the drawing
up of examinations papers in each subject at the different levels. A chairperson leads each papersetter’s panel. Depending on the subject, a paper-setting panel is normally made up of three
persons. In practically all the subjects, a reviser independently checks the work of the papersetting panels. In the case of SEC examinations, the paper-setters’ panel is paid Lm45.00 for
each paper while a reviser is paid a one-time fee of Lm45.00. For Intermediate level
examinations, paper-setters are paid Lm60.00 for a paper and the reviser is paid a fee of
Lm20.00. In the case of Advanced Matriculation, paper-setters are paid Lm67.50 for each paper
and revisers get a one-time fee of Lm45.00.
The number of papers required for each subject may vary. Where subjects are tested through
oral and aural methods, special papers have to be set besides those assessing the students’
written work. Academic staff at the MATSEC Support Unit vets all the papers before printing.
While papers are being set, the Examinations Department together with the MATSEC Support
Unit register all students, and place them for the examination and/or any oral or practical
required. Similar administrative work is undertaken to meet the requirements of candidates
with special needs. The Examinations Department undertakes to maintain the buildings under its
responsibility and hires halls and classrooms in schools where examinations take place.
Papers are delivered to the examination place in time for the event and scripts are collected for
processing immediately afterwards. Through a conversion process, all scripts are given a different
number, while the student index number is removed from the script. This ensures a double-blind
marking regimen to safeguard the integrity of the examinations. With the assistance of the
Chairperson of the Markers’ Panel, papers are then distributed to the different markers who
return them corrected within a specified time. Paper Markers’ Panels are paid at the rate of
Lm1.26, Lm1.68 and Lm1.89 for each script at SEC, Intermediate and Advanced level respectively.
The Chairperson of the panel, who is responsible for both marking and moderation is paid
Lm100.00 for the first 300 students. Should there be more than 300 students sitting for the
subject, a scaled payment system is in place to compensate for the extra work.
When scripts are received back at the MATSEC Support Unit, the conversion number is
matched with the appropriate student index number and results are tallied. These are then
disseminated to candidates through print communication and an SMS messaging system.
Once the results are published towards mid-July, students are invited to submit any request for a
revision of paper and to apply for the September session. Once a student requests a revision of
paper, the script is given to a new marker who checks that the students’ assessment has been
fairly done and that the assigned total marks have been computed accurately. A student is
charged Lm15.00 for such a process. Under current practice a student is not given access to the
script itself. While the MATSEC Support Unit has discussed the issue on a number of occasions,
as noted above no agreement has been reached even because of the number of cases involved.
The same process is repeated for the September examinations only in a much more condensed
timeframe. Examinations are held in the first week of September. All results for the September
examinations are published around the 27th of September enabling students to submit improved
results before the start of the academic year. This timeline makes it extremely difficult for both
Tertiary and Higher Secondary institutions to plan appropriately for the start of an academic
year. Students requesting a revision of papers are dealt with during October.
Payment for services to paper setters and markers are identical to those in May. However,
since the number of students in September is much smaller than in May, this makes each
examination far more expensive on a per capita basis.
What follows is a detailed timeline of events for the May and September sittings of 2004.
We provide it here so that one may appreciate the operational complexity and work
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involved. Any changes in the examinations must respect a systemic approach to preserve
the integrity and stability of the MATSEC System.
3.3

MATSEC TIMELINE 2003-2005
The following timeline is colour coded (Matriculation Certificate is in blue, SEC is in
maroon) to assist the reader distinguishing between the SEC and Matriculation Certificate.
Although interrelated, both have specific outputs and require separate attention.
3.3.1

October 2003

1st-27th

Draw up and publish the timetable for May 2004 Advanced & Intermediate
examinations
Set up paper setters’ panels
Inform papers setters’ panels of appointment
Publish notice to prospective private candidates re submission of projects
Submission of Advanced Computing and SoK (Technology) project
proposals by private candidates
Edit and publish 2003 Advanced and Intermediate Examiners’ Reports

1st-27th

Draw up and publish timetable for May 2004 SEC exams
Set up paper setters’ panels
Inform paper setters’ panels of appointment
Edit and publish 2003 SEC Examiners’ Reports

3.3.2

November 2003

10th-21st

Registration for SEC subjects
(Applications at schools, Examinations Department. Floriana,
Examinations Centre Victoria, Gozo, and on-line up to 24th)
(7861 SEC – 3560 Males & 4301 Females)
Receive requests from students with special needs

24th-26th

Training seminars for paper setters & revisers
Collate and edit 2003 SEC Statistical Report

3.3.3

December 2003
Collate and edit 2003 MC Statistical Report
Send approval of Advanced Computing and Systems of Knowledge
(Technology) proposals to private candidates.
Publish SEC Statistical Report 2003
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3.3.4

January 2004

5th-16th
28th

Registration of MC & Advanced subjects
Late applications
(Applications at schools, Examinations Department Floriana,
Examinations Centre, Victoria, Gozo, and on-line up to 18th)
(2233 Matriculation Certificate – 976 M & 1257 F)
(1178 Advanced Single Subjects – 478 M & 700 F)
Publish MC Statistical Report 2003

8-9th

Late applications
(Applications at Examinations Department, Floriana and
Examinations Centre, Victoria, Gozo)

3.3.5

February 2004
Draw up and post individual timetables for Advanced & Intermediate oral,
aural & practical examinations
Set up markers’ panels for MC examinations
Liaise with Special Needs Committee, schools and Examinations
Department, Floriana regarding candidates with special needs

27th

Receive SoK technology project marks from schools and projects from
private candidates
Draw up and post individual timetables for oral & aural examinations
Set up markers’ panels for SEC 2004 exams
Liaise with Special Needs Committee and schools regarding candidates with
special needs

3.3.6

March 2004

3rd

Start receiving Advanced & Intermediate examination papers from
chairpersons
Start vetting Advanced & Intermediate examination papers

12th

Receive Advanced Geography, Home Economics and Advanced &
Intermediate IT coursework
Moderate SoK technology school-based assessment marks and examine
private candidates’ projects

3rd
15th-22nd
22nd-30th
22nd-30th

Start receiving SEC examination papers from chairpersons
Start vetting SEC examination papers
Receive SEC coursework marks from schools and projects from private
candidates
SEC English oral (34 examiners Malta & 5 Gozo)
SEC French oral (15 Malta & 4 Gozo)
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3.3.7

April 2004

All days
All days

Vet, edit examination papers
Print and pack examination papers
Seminars on marking

24th
26th
27th
29th

Intermediate English oral (17 Malta)
Start Advanced & Intermediate written examinations session
Music aural & Intermediate Maltese oral exam (9 Malta & 4 Gozo)
Advanced French oral (8 Malta & 1 Gozo)

All days
All days

Vet and edit examination papers
Print and pack examination papers
Moderate coursework (12 SEC subjects)
Seminars on marking

1st
1st
15th-16th
19th-20th
21st-22nd
23rd
23rd
23rd
23rd
26th

SEC English orals (34 Malta)
SEC French orals (15 Malta & 4 Gozo)
SEC English aural (36 Malta & 2 Gozo)
SEC Italian aural (19 Malta & 1 Gozo)
SEC French aural (14 Malta & 1 Gozo)
SEC German aural (5 Malta & 1 Gozo)
SEC Spanish aural (4 Malta & 1 Gozo)
SEC Arabic aural (1 Malta)
SEC Russian aural (1 Malta)
Start SEC written examinations session

3.3.8

May 2004

All days
All days
All days

Advanced & Intermediate examinations session
Index number conversion process Advanced & Intermediate scripts
Pack and distribute Advanced and Intermediate scripts to markers
Continue vetting, editing, printing, and packing exam papers

4th
4th
4th
5th & 17th
10th & 11th
12th
8th & 24th
15th
18th
25th
25th
28th
31st

Oral - Advanced German (3 Malta & 1 Gozo)
Oral - Advanced Spanish (3 Malta & 1 Gozo)
Oral - Advanced Russian (1 Malta)
Oral - Intermediate Italian (8 Malta & 1 Gozo)
Oral - Advanced Italian (8 Malta & 2 Gozo)
Oral - Intermediate French (7 Malta & 1 Gozo)
Oral - Intermediate Maltese (9 Malta & 4 Gozo)
Oral - Intermediate Arabic (1 Malta)
Oral - Intermediate German (2 Malta & 1 Gozo)
Oral - Intermediate Spanish (1 Malta)
Practical - Advanced Information Technology (1 sitting)
Practical - Advanced Chemistry practical (2 sittings Malta)
Practical - Advanced Physics (4 sittings Malta & 3 Gozo)
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All days
All days
All days

SEC examination session
Index number conversion process SEC scripts
Pack and distribute SEC scripts to markers
Continue vetting, editing, printing and packing exam papers

26th,27th,31st
26th,27th,31st
31st
31st

Oral - SEC German (6 Malta & 3 Gozo)
Oral - SEC Spanish (4 Malta & 2 Gozo)
Oral - SEC Arabic (1 Malta)
Oral - SEC Russian (1 Malta)

3.3.9

June 2004

1st
4th
8th
9th
10th
11th

Practical - Advanced Physics (4 sittings Malta)
Practical - Advanced Chemistry (2 sittings Malta)
Practical - Advanced Biology (3 sittings Malta)
Practical - Advanced Biology (2 sittings Malta)
Practical - Advanced Biology (2 sittings Gozo)
Practical - Advanced Chemistry (2 sittings Malta & 1 Gozo)
Awarding Advanced and Intermediate grades
Enter & check Advanced & Intermediate results
Appoint Additional markers for revision of papers Advanced &
Intermediate levels
Moderate Systems of Knowledge (Aesthetics) projects

1st - 11th
1st - 11th
14th
15th
16th
17th
18th

Oral - SEC Italian (19 Malta & 8 Gozo)
Oral - SEC Maltese (31 Malta & 6 Gozo)
Practical - SEC Physical Education (Games, Swimming, Gymnastics)
Practical - SEC Physical Education (Athletics)
Practical - SEC Physical Education (Volleyball)
Practical - SEC Physical Education (Athletics)
Practical - SEC Physical Education (Games, Swimming, Gymnastics)
Awarding SEC grades
Enter & check SEC results
Appoint Additional markers for revision of papers SEC level

3.3.10

July 2004

15th
15th
27th–30th

Publish results – Print, post transcripts, and send results by SMS
Post September timetable, dates for registration and revision of papers
Registration for September Advanced & Intermediate level exams, and
revision of papers at MATSEC Support Unit, University and Examinations
Centre, Victoria, Gozo
(MC, Advanced & Intermediate – 1151: 492 M & 659 F)
(MC, NF, SCR, Banking – 47 candidates)
(Advanced Single subject - 268 candidates: 115 M & 153 F)
(Revision of papers Advanced - 475 requests)
(Revision of papers Intermediate - 347 requests)

13th
13th

Publish results - Print and post transcripts and send by SMS
Post September timetable, dates for registration and revision of papers
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27th–30th

Registration for September SEC exams and revision of papers at MATSEC
Unit, University and Examinations Centre, Victoria, Gozo
(2507 candidates: 1165 M & 1342 F)
(Revision of papers SEC - 482 requests)

3.3.11

August 2004
Receive, vet and edit Advanced & Intermediate examination papers
Print and pack Advanced & Intermediate papers for September

6th-7th

Late applications for Advanced & Intermediate September session
(Applications at MATSEC Support Unit and Examinations Centre, Victoria,
Gozo)
Revision of papers – contact chairpersons and additional examiners, send
reports to students
Send September timetable and allocation of examination centres to
candidates
Send results of individual students to their schools and national results for
comparison
Receive, vet and edit SEC examination papers for September session
Print and pack SEC papers for September

6th-7th

Receive late applications for SEC September session
(Applications at MATSEC Support Unit and Examinations Centre, Victoria,
Gozo)
Revision of papers SEC – contact chairpersons and additional examiners,
send reports to students
Send September timetable and allocation of examination centres to
candidates
Send results of individual students to their schools and national results for
comparison

3.3.12

September 2004

1st-7th
2nd-10th

Advanced and Intermediate examinations
Index number conversion process Advanced & Intermediate scripts
Pack scripts for markers

20th-27th

Receive results, check and award grades

28th

Publish results – print and post transcripts and send results by SMS and
send notice re requests for revision of September papers

1st–6th
2nd–10th

SEC examinations
Index number conversion process Advanced & Intermediate scripts
Pack scripts for markers

20th-26th

Receive results, check and award grades
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27th

Publish SEC results – print, post transcripts, and send results by SMS and
send notice regarding requests for revision of September papers

3.3.13

October 2004

5th

Accept requests for revision of September Advanced & Intermediate
papers (At MATSEC Support Unit and Examinations Centre, Victoria,
Gozo)
(Advanced - 77 requests; Intermediate – 64 requests)
Revision of papers – contact chairpersons and additional examiners, send
reports to students. Advise University about upgrades and issue new
transcripts.

1st-24th

Draw up and publish timetable for May 2005 Advanced and Intermediate
examinations.

5th

Accept requests for revision of SEC (At MATSEC Support Unit and
Examinations Centre, Victoria, Gozo) (93 requests)
Revision of SEC papers – contact chairpersons and additional examiners,
send reports to students. Advise Junior College about upgrades and issue
new result slips.

1st-24th

Draw up and publish timetable for May 2005 SEC examinations.

3.3.14

November 2004
Print certificates and distribute to schools and Examinations Department,
Floriana
Edit and print Advanced and Intermediate examiners’ reports
Print SEC certificates and distribute to schools and Examinations
Department, Floriana
Edit and print SEC examiners’ reports and distribute to schools
Collate and edit SEC Statistical Report 2004

3.3.15

December 2004
Collate data for Matriculation Certificate Statistical Report 2004
Register candidates for the May 2005 SEC examinations
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3.3.16

January 2005
Register candidates for the MC and SS Advanced and Intermediate levels
for May 2005
Publish SEC Statistical Report 2004
Edit and publish Matriculation Certificate Statistical Report 2004
Publish MATSEC Newsletter No. 45

3.4

COSTS
The cumulative costs of the MATSEC system are not just the result of a vast labourintensive operation. Other features like security, integrity, confidentiality, continue to raise
the costs of the system even further. Yet, these features contribute to the system’s stability
and fairness.
What follows is the best approximation of the revenue and expenditure of the system.

3.4.1

Revenue
To register, candidates pay a Lm5.00 registration fee and Lm6.00, Lm8.00 and Lm9.00 for a
SEC, Intermediate and Advanced level examination respectively. Candidates siting for
Advanced level Biology, Chemistry and Physics are charged an extra Lm3.00 each for
Laboratory expenses. Registrations for the May session are processed by the Examinations
Department. The latter charge MATSEC a Lm 1.00 processing fee for each registration
(including the exempt and social cases). Candidates pay the appropriate amount through a
bank transaction. The bank, in turn, charges Lm 0.60 for every registration.
MATSEC fees are significantly less when compared to fees charged by foreign institutions
for similar examinations. Table 18 illustrates this comparison.
Table 18. Comparison of examination fees
Admin Fee
SEC
Intermediate
Advanced

MATSEC
Lm 5.00
Lm 6.00 ea.
Lm 8.00 ea.
Lm 9.00* ea.

AQA
Lm 1.60
n/a
n/a
Lm 48.70 ea.

EDEXCEL (London)
Lm 1.60
Lm 16.70 ea.
n/a
Lm 55.65**

* An extra Laboratory fee of Lm 3.00 is charged for Physics, Chemistry and Biology
** Edexcel’s Accounts examination at Advanced level costs Lm 49.45
During the May 2004 session, MATSEC processed 48831 examination requests by 7861
registrants for SEC. 2233 registrations for MC and 1178 registrations for SS generated
9089 and 5990 subject requests for the Intermediate and Advanced levels respectively.
These requests would have meant a considerable national expenditure in foreign currency
if MATSEC were not available. Details of alternative costs are shown in Table 19. Totals
would have been higher if one were to include also the September session.

OPERATIONS
43

MATSEC: Strengthening a National Examination System

Table 19. Comparison cost-savings

Admin Fee
SEC
Intermediate
Advanced

MATSEC
Lm
56,360.00
292,986.00
72,712.00
* 53,910.00

AQA
Lm
18,035.20
n/a
n/a
291,713.00

EDEXCEL (London)
Lm
18,035.20
815,477.70
n/a
333,343.50

* Does not include the Laboratory fees
In the case of MATSEC, special provisions are made for University employees and social
cases. Persons falling within these categories are exempt from payment. In May 2004,
these exemptions amounted to 395 at SEC and 61 at MC level for a total of Lm 17,929.
It is ironic that in such cases the Examinations Department still charges MATSEC for a
processing fee.
The following is a breakdown of the revenue for May 2004
Table 20. Breakdown of SEC revenue (May 2004)
Item
Normal Entries
Late Entries
Overpayment
Exemptions
Refunds (Cancellations & Social Assistance)
Credit notes
Overpayment
Bank charges (7466 @ Lm 0.60)
Total

#
7754
135
1
395
15
26
1
7466

Lm
329,667.00
5,342.00
5.00
(17,929.00)
(594.00)
(246.00)
(5.00)
(4479.60)
311,760.40

Table 21. Breakdown of MC revenue (May 2004)
Item
Paid Invoices
Exempt entries
Local fees
Credit note
Bank charges @ .60
Cancellations
Refunds
Totals

#

MC

#

2233
29
2233
5
2204

125,992.00
(1646.00)
(2233.00)
(66.00)
(1322.40)
0.00
0.00
0.00

1185**
27
1182
2
1162
5
1

Adv. SS

#

19,816.00 165**
(441.00)
5
(1182.00)
165
(18.00)
(697.20)
160
(69.00)
(35.00)
17,373.80

MC
(NF/B/SCR)*
3,113.00
(137.00)
(165.00)
0.00
(96.00)
0.00
0.00
0.0.00

* NF/B/SCR stand for Narrowly Failed, Banking and Special Course Requirements respectively.
** On checking the original data, MATSEC discovered that 4 students who registered as Adv. Single
Subject should have been entered as Narrowly Failed. Total students should therefore read as
2233, 1178, and 169 for MC, Adv. SS and MC (NF/B/SCR) respectively.
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The MATSEC revenue for September is distributed as follows:
SEC (less exemptions and credit notes)
MC, SS, NF/B/SCR (less exemptions and credit notes)
Revision of Papers for May 2004 & late requests
Late applications (SEC and MC)
Total

36,153.00
26,152.00
19,675.00
600.00
82,580.00

The total revenue listed in Tables 21 and 22, together with the revenue for September 2004
amount to Lm 538,733.80. This represents the Committee’s best approximation of the
total revenue generated by the MATSEC examinations during 2004.
3.4.2

Expenditure
Table 22 illustrates an itemised list of the expenditure involved in the running of MATSEC
examinations. For this purpose some assumptions were made about the Examinations
Department. The Review Committee points out that being part of the University, the
MATSEC Support Unit uses infrastructural and other services not listed in this calculation.
It was extremely laborious to reach a ‘definite’ calculation of all expenses involved. Data
are held at different centres and each entity has its own accounting labels and aggregation
methods. Here we offer the best approximate calculations that we could reach under the
circumstances.
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Table 22. Breakdown of MATSEC examination expenditure for May & September 2004
MAY 2004
Item
Facilities
Exams
Orals
Lab costs & technicians
TOTALS
Examination
Invigilation
Printing Examinations
Printing Exam. Scripts
Printing Exam. Stationery
Syllabus Panel
Setting Panel
TOTALS
Marking
Markers
Chairpersons
Oral/Aural
Oral/Aural Supervision
Project/Practical
Additional markers
TOTALS
May Total
SEPTEMBER 2004
Facilities
Exams
Orals
Lab costs & technicians
TOTALS
Examination
Invigilation
Examination Printing
Setting Panel
TOTALS
Marking
Markers
Chairpersons
Project/Practical
Additional markers
TOTALS
September Total
Examinations Total

SEC

IM

AM

Total

7,040.00
1,392.00

768.50
322.50

8,432.00

1,091.00

1,240.50
108.50
2,523.97
3,872.97

9,049.00
1,823.00
2,523.97
13,395.97

24,927.00
9,251.31

1,925.00
676.40

3,158.00
1,133.96

1,429.80
6,142.50
41,750.61

2557.00
2,410.00
7,568.40

2445.35
6,210.00
12,947.31

30,010.00
11,061.67
7,280.00
525.30
6,432.15
14,762.50
62,266.62

119,198.74
10,484.77
11,157.80
5,045.20
2,221.35
2,410.00
150,517.86
200,700.47

14,960.40
4,192.22
1,340.40
0.00
310.01
1,735.00
22,538.03
29,290.42

29,294.89
3,237.69
296.40
0.00
2,643.21
2,375.00
37,847.19
52,855.44

163,454.03
17,914.68
12,794.60
5,045.20
5,174.57
6,520.00
210,903.08
286,565.37

660.00
0.00

346.50
0.00

957.00
0.00

1,963.50
0.00

660.00

346.50

957.00

1,963.50

2,416.00
877.19
735.00
4,028.19

483.00
123.14
2,020.00
2,626.14

1,216.00
237.43
5,332.52
6,785.95

4,115.00
1,237.76
8,087.52
13,440.28

10,131.78
1,591.20
0.00
465.00
12,187.98
16,876.17

1,720.26
2,500.00
0.00
320.00
4,540.26
7,512.90

5,439.63
2,500.00
0.00
390.00
8,329.63
16,072.58

17,291.67
6,591.20
0.00
1,175.00
25,057.87
40,461.65

217,576.64

36,803.32

68,928.02

327,027.02
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Table 23 provides a synthesis of the total expenditure incurred for the provision of the
MATSEC examination system. The Committee points out that this is a conservative
estimate as both the MATSEC Support Unit and the Examinations Department use the
infrastructural services provided by their respective Institutions. This type of in-kind
support would require more time to itemise and is beyond the scope of this Review. Yet,
there is enough evidence to show that the MATSEC system runs at a deficit and this needs
to be addressed.
Table 23. MATSEC system expenditure
MATSEC Expenditure
Examinations Total

327,027.00

MATSEC Support Unit
Academic salaries
Edexcel fees
Non-academic salaries
Operational Expenses
Printing
Office stationery
Total

66,497.00
4,065.00
141,651.00
23,164.00
4,492.00
6,053.00
245,922.00

Examinations Department
Personal Emoluments
IT support for EMS
Office Services
Application fees (May)
Total

61,810.00
9,204.00
3,513.00
11,441.00
85,968.00

Grand Total

658,917.00

MATSEC has a deficit of (Lm120,183)
(Lm120,183). This is no surprise given the expenses involved in
the provision of examinations. Table 24 gives the price of an average examination per
candidate and range of costs for Advanced, Intermediate and SEC levels, for both May and
September
Table 24. Average and range of cost of examinations in the May and September session 2004

SEC
Intermediate
Advanced

Average cost
17.29
9.37
16.2

May 2004
Minimum
3.62
2.43
5.21

Maximum
239.02
115.31
75.87

SEC
Intermediate
Advanced

September 2004
Average cost
Minimum
16.66
3.15
39.33
2.49
39.66
5.26

Maximum
82.52
207.84
180.5
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As evident from the above, the current provision of re-sit examinations is extremely
expensive. Once a paper is offered, certain fixed-cost obligations have to be met and if the
number of candidates sitting for the paper is low, the cost per candidate would be
prohibitive. This would explain the high figures for certain examinations for both the May
and September sessions.
3.4.2.1

Human resources
The MATSEC system revolves around a huge pool of persons in different capacities.
MATSEC needs to develop further this human resource through training and constant
updating both in content expertise and in the areas of assessment.
Table 25. Human resources involved
Task
Syllabus Panel
Paper Setters’ Panel
Orals/moderators
Markers’ Panel
Total

SEC
115
115
136
229
595

Int.
128
92
64
93
377

Adv
124
95
28
97
344

These figures exclude personnel at the Examinations Department, the MATSEC Support
Unit, invigilators and other University personnel who assist the MATSEC Support Unit in a
support capacity.
It becomes increasingly clear that maintaining and monitoring for integrity and quality with
such a multitude of persons becomes extremely difficult in as much as it is necessary.
Matters become even more difficult when one keeps in mind that these persons are
recruited to assist in the MATSEC system on a part-time basis. Furthermore, in some
subjects (especially at the Advanced Level) the available choice of personnel is rather
limited.
3.5

INSTITUTIONS
The administration of an examination session requires a huge sustaining operational
structure. The MATSEC Support Unit at the University of Malta is primarily dedicated to
the support of MATSEC. The Examinations Department within the Ministry of Education,
Youth and Employment dedicates about two fifths of its resources and operation to support
the MATSEC examinations. The Examination Centre in Gozo also contributes to the
implementation of a MATSEC session. The Examinations Department is charged with the
care of the buildings, recruiting invigilators, and accepting registrations for the May session.
The MATSEC Support Unit is charged with bringing together the Syllabus Panels, Paper
Setters, Markers, and all the administration of data in connection with result publication and
issuing of certificates. The MATSEC Support Unit publishes the syllabi in print and
electronic format. These are then sent to the schools. Furthermore, the MATSEC Support
Unit organizes training for different groups and publishes reports detailing the relevant
statistics about each examination.
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3.5.1

Examinations Department
The Examinations Department dedicates the equivalent of 2 full-time Education Offices and
a Principal Officer, six support staff together with the Gozo staff on a part-time basis to
service the MATSEC system. The entity acts as an Agency of MATSEC and is responsible
for the logistics and upkeep of dedicated examination facilities
For the past seven years (since late 1998) the Examinations Department has collaborated
with the MATSEC Support Unit in the running of the MATSEC examinations. This
collaboraton entails a large amount of preparatory work before the actual days of the
examinations, daily support during the examinations, and extensive follow-up after the last
day of the examinations.
During the year, several meetings are held between officials of both parties, that is the
MATSEC Support Unit and the Examinations Department, and there is a frequent
interaction between the two entities. The Director (Examinations) also attends the
MATSEC Board meetings in the capacity of an observer, thus keeping abreast of all the
discussions and changes in policy taking place.
During May Session (for SEC, Intermediate and Advanced levels) the Examinations
Department fulfills the following tasks:
- Registrations: including receiving payments
- All data inputting in database, then data is forwarded to MATSEC
- Preparation of general accommodation (including orals and written)
- Dealing with heads of school.
- Planning of orals booklet
- Collecting projects of private candidates.
- Distribution of invigilators in examination centres.
- Distribution of examiners for orals.
- Preparation of candidate lists and index numbers.
- Post candidate timetables
- Re-allocate and provide the necessary arrangements to candidates with special needs
- Support the Physical Education practicals
- Support daily distribution of examinations papers and script collection.
- Checking and dispatch of scripts (daily task during oral and written examinations.
- Issue payments to oral examiners; to all invigilators; for hiring of halls.
- Distribution of certificates to private candidates.
The tasks for the September session (Re-sits for SEC, Intermediate and Advanced levels)
includes:
- Help MATSEC Unit in gathering applications.
- Prepare accommodation.
- Appoint and distribute supervisors in examination centres.
- Help in distribution of examination papers.
- Allocate and provide the necessary arrangements to candidates with special needs
- Collect scripts.
- Check and dispatch scripts.
- Issue payments to all invigilators and hiring of halls.
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3.5.2

MATSEC Support Unit
The Support Unit is located in a separate building at the University entrance. The Unit is
responsible for the events leading to, implementation of, and aftermath of all MATSEC
examinations. This also includes the operational research and its publication for all relevant
stakeholders. A detailed breakdown of the tasks appears in Chapter four.
The operational budget of the MATSEC Support Unit amounts to over Lm 520,000 annually.
Besides payment for invigilators, examiners, and printing (these are being included with
examination expenditure) the budget includes:
Academic staff salaries
Non-academic staff salaries
Overtime
Operational Expenses
Office supplies

3.5.3

Lm 66,497
Lm 92,734
Lm 9,869
Lm 23,164
Lm 6,053

School: State, Church and Independent
The schools are also involved in the operation of the MATSEC system. Not only do several
schools provide accommodation for candidates during the examination, they also facilitate
the registration of their students for the May session of the examinations. Schools further
provide school-based assessment marks in twelve subjects at SEC level and in five subjects
at Advanced and Intermediate level. These marks provide a significant contribution to the
overall global mark on which the final grades are awarded.

3.6

CONCLUSIONS

3.6.1

Urgent: A required database
Collecting the data for this report has been an arduous task made simpler by the assistance
that the committee received by all. But the MATSEC Support Unit could be far more
effective and proactive in providing the required information if it had the appropriate tools
to do its work. We therefore suggest that there should be one major database for all
student data and costs related to the MATSEC session.
Failure to implement such a database would not only deprive the educational system of a
monitoring and tracking mechanism but would, eventually, break down the MATSEC system
and bring it to a halt. Furthermore, MATSEC requires a tracking and storage mechanism
that it may learn from its collective memory, something it has been accruing for more than a
decade. It is futile to undertake educational experiments unless, as a nation, we can benefit
from the reflections derived from them.

3.6.2

On to an Impact Review
This chapter attempted to summarise information about the operational and financial
workings in the MATSEC system. It describes the events leading to the examination
sessions in May and September and the setup that supports its operation. The report
highlights the dependence of the system on a large number of operators. The financial data
clearly show that the system is being subsidized by over Lm120,000 annually. This may be a
small price to pay for a credible and reliable system of national examinations. The next
chapter indicates that the system can be improved and extended, which implies that it needs
further funding.
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CHAPTER FOUR
4.0 IMPACT REVIEW
4.1

INTRODUCTION

4.1.1

For most students, teachers, parents, examiners and administrators MATSEC examinations
are associated with stress, “headaches” and too much work. All forms of assessment induce
some apprehension in those actively involved in the process. Granted that assessment by
examination is particularly stressful, it is therefore important to avoid unnecessary stress
and an unsustainable workload. This is not happening, however, and the Review Committee
has come across several instances of practices that increase stress rather than keep it within
manageable proportions. These instances will be discussed in the following sections.

4.1.2

Generally, teachers and schools administrators believe that MATSEC examinations have
given confidence to their students and that SEC and MC examinations are well adapted to
their needs. The MATSEC system has been successful in attracting a high percentage of the
16-year-old cohort to the examination to the extent that many educators now contend that
it is unacceptable that about 33% of this cohort either do not register for a single SEC
examination or do not manage to obtain a grade 5 in any subject. Some form of assessment
is needed to certify the attainment of all school leavers at least in the basic subjects,
however meagre their attainment may be.

4.1.3

From the point of view of the world of work, employers gauge the impact of MATSEC
examinations indirectly from their interviews with young applicants for a job. They note that
certain school leavers seem to lack self-confidence even though they possess the necessary
qualifications. These young people seem passive, submissive, inarticulate, and find difficulty
demonstrating their competencies during an interview. It is debatable, however, whether
this behaviour can be attributed to the impact of MATSEC examinations or to some other
general characteristic of the education system. These issues will be discussed in the
following sections.

4.2

GENERAL ISSUES

4.2.1

Time frames

4.2.1.1

Currently, oral examinations are held as early as the end of March (depending on the date
of Easter) and written examinations start in late April. This timeframe is having a negative
impact on the length of the last year at school. Excluding the Christmas holidays, the time
devoted to mock final examinations in February and other school activities that affect the
time available for teaching, the last year at school is reduced to around 23 weeks for
secondary and 25 weeks for post-secondary schools. As a result of the shortened school
year, teachers and students at both SEC and MC levels complain that either there is not
enough time to cover the syllabus or the syllabus is too long or a combination of both.
These factors influence students’ workload and stress levels. It is claimed that this situation
compels teachers to force feed their students with the knowledge required for the
examination. Students, in turn, resort to cramming rather than meaningful understanding.
The common perception is that they only need to regurgitate knowledge during the
examination.
Two suggestions are usually made to counter these constraints: a reduction of the contents
of the syllabi and a postponement of the start of the examinations by a month. Their
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implementation would have serious implications. Dilution of the syllabi would affect the
standards of achievement in the various subjects and consequently affect the next level of
education and possibly international comparability. Delaying the start of the examinations
would have an impact on the feasibility of keeping to the current timeline of examinations,
especially for the supplementary session.
4.2.1.2

Several students and parents expressed the opinion that students are subjected to many
examinations in a relatively short span of time. They claimed that the crowded schedule,
with examinations in the morning and afternoon, increased stress and students become too
tired to perform optimally. They therefore suggested a better spread of examination by
having either “two or three days between each examination” or “examinations every other
day”.
Besides neglecting the obvious implications of spreading out the examinations, these
suggestions take little account of factors which show that a lot of stress is self-inflicted.
Large proportions of students (49.6% of 16 year-olds in 2004) sit for ten, eleven, twelve or
more subjects at SEC level when, at most, only passes in six subjects at Grade 5 or better
are required to qualify for post secondary education. In addition, some students also sit for
examinations offered by foreign boards. One should point out that students sitting for
eleven SEC subjects take twenty-two written examinations of two hours each in a span of
about four weeks. They also have listening comprehension and oral examinations in the
languages that they choose. While a small proportion of students may cope effortlessly with
these commitments, it is not surprising that many others become over-stressed.

4.2.1.3

Many teachers claim that by issuing the SEC call for applications as early as November, the
MATSEC system forces students to choose between registering for Paper IIA and IIB when
they are not yet well prepared to make a choice which matches their abilities. It is argued
that consequently a number of students make the wrong choice of Paper II. However, one
cannot envisage a delay in the registration for SEC examinations considering the time
required to process applications, input the information, check it and use it to prepare and
post timetables for oral examinations and lists for the submission of course work marks by
schools. Furthermore, a similar process gets underway in early January when the
registration for the MC and Advanced level single subjects takes place.

4.2.1.4

The need to issue re-sit results by the end of September limits the number of subjects
offered for examination in the supplementary session. All re-sit examinations must take
place in the first week of September, scripts need to be marked, and the results entered and
checked in the next two or three weeks before publication. These demands explain why at
SEC level only the four required subjects for joining the sixth form can be offered for resits, that is, English Language, Maltese, Mathematics and a science subject (one of Biology,
Chemistry, and Physics). For MC, all examinations at Advanced and Intermediate levels are
set in September but students can only re-sit one Advanced level, one Intermediate level
and SoK. All Advanced and Intermediate level examinations are offered at the same time.

4.2.1.5

The organisation of a supplementary session benefits a number of students who manage to
obtain passes that allow them to qualify for further studies but it also creates unfair and
discriminatory situations. For example, at SEC level a student who passes with Grade 5 or
better in the four required subjects and in another subject but who needs a pass in a sixth
subject to qualify for sixth form does not have the opportunity to re-sit the missing subject
since it is not offered in September. On the other hand, a student who in the May session
obtains passes in just two subjects but fails all the four subjects required for sixth form has
the opportunity to re-sit these subjects and qualify for sixth form. Similarly, at MC level a
student who in May fails two Intermediate level subjects can only re-sit one of them and
may be prevented from qualifying for the Certificate and entering University in that year
because of the tight scheduling of the supplementary session. This student may feel
discriminated against when s/he knows that a student who fails three subjects in May: an
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Advanced level, an Intermediate level and SoK may recuperate all the failed subjects in the
supplementary session and gain admission to University.
4.2.1.6

An analysis of the numbers and percentages of students who actually benefit from a re-sit in
September at SEC and MC level provide quantitative evidence on the impact of the
supplementary session. Table 1 presents the averages of the data for four years (2001-2004)
to the nearest integer for the re-sits offered at SEC level. The first column shows the
subject and the second column shows the number of eligible candidates, that is, candidates
who had obtained a result lower than Grade 5 or were absent from the examination in May.
The third column gives the number and percentage of eligible candidates who actually
registered for the supplementary; the fourth column gives the number and percentage of
eligible candidates who obtained Grades 4 or 5 in the September session. Only Grades 4 or
5 were considered because the supplementary session was originally intended for students
who needed to satisfy the compulsory requirements for sixth-form admission.
Table 1. SEC Supplementary examinations: Annual averages (2001-04)
Subject
English Language
Maltese
Mathematics
Biology*
Chemistry*
Physics*

Eligible
Candidates
2760
1887
2366
509
253
1589

Registered
Candidates
Number & (%)
1475 (53.4%)
909 (48.2%)
1153 (8.8%)
141 (27.7%)
7 (2.9%)
702 (44.2%)

Grade 4 and 5
Results
Number & (%)
302 (11.0%)
253 (13.4%)
260 (1.0%)
24 (4.7%)
1 ( 0.3%)
133 (8.4%)

* Candidates can re-sit one of these subjects only if they did not obtain Grade 5 or better in any
one of them in May.
Data in Table 1 indicate that only about half or less of eligible candidates take a re-sit in
September and then only between 11.0 and 13.4 percent of them manage to obtain the
required qualification for admission to sixth-form. These percentages are significantly
smaller, if one considers the total number of registered candidates of the May session (i.e.
about 6000 in English Language, 5000 in Maltese and Mathematics and about 6200 in
Biology, Chemistry and Physics together). From this perspective, in a particular year, the
average percentages of candidates who benefit from the September session are about 5% in
English Language, Maltese and Mathematics and about 3% in a science subject. Considering
that the time for study and revision between the publication of the result in mid-July and the
September sitting is very short, the small percentages of candidates who obtain Grade 5 or
better in September indicates that these candidates had the potential to obtain a good grade
in May. This begs the question of whether these candidates could be recuperated in a
different way rather than by a re-sit in September, for example, by allowing more time for
learning, studying and revision before the main session of examinations.
4.2.1.7

At the MC level, the situation is more complex because students can benefit from the re-sit
by qualifying for the award of the Certificate and gaining admission to University or by
upgrading their result in an Advanced level subject, by which they would satisfy the
admission requirements to a particular Faculty or course of studies.
Table 2 shows the numbers of candidates who have qualified for their MC in May and
September for the years 1997-2005 (MATSEC, 2005). These data show that annually
between 12.5 and 15.6 percent of the registered candidates, qualify for their MC in the
September Supplementary Session.
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Table 2 : Candidates qualify for the MC 1997-2005
Year
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

Candidates
N
1309
1630
1721
1862
1981
2018
2059
2233
2455

Qualified in May
N
%
775
59.2
787
48.3
878
51.0
950
51.0
1043
52.7
1106
54.8
1089
52.9
1063
47.6
1136
46.3

Qualified in Sept
N
%
197
15.0
255
15.6
238
13.8
275
14.8
247
12.5
280
13.9
306
14.9
319
14.3
331
13.5

Total Qualified
N
%
972
74.3
1042
63.9
1116
64.8
1225
65.8
1290
65.1
1386
68.7
1395
67.8
1382
61.9
1467
59.8

The next table gives the number of candidates who applied for the September
Supplementary Session and the number of candidates who as a result qualified for the MC
for the years 1997-2005 (MATSEC, 2005). Table 3 below shows that between 24.3 and 30.5
percent of the candidates sitting for examinations in the Supplementary Session qualify for
the certificate in that session.
Table 3: Candidates who qualified for the MC in Supplementary Sessions 1997-2005.
Sept.
Session
Year
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

Number of
Candidates
N
646
937
836
914
1016
970
1006
1151
1310

Candidates who qualified
in September
N
%
197
30.5
255
27.2
238
28.5
275
30.1
247
24.3
280
28.9
306
30.4
319
27.7
331
25.3

4.2.1.8

Additional data about the impact of the supplementary examination was obtained from a
study for the MATSEC Review Committee (Farrugia, 2005) which followed the progression
of a group of 319 candidates who failed to obtain their Matriculation Certificate in May 2004
and were awarded the Certificate following the September 2004 Supplementary Session.
The study showed that 22 of these students (6.9%) did not apply for entry to University; 17
students (5.3%) were not accepted for the courses they applied for; one student (0.3%) was
accepted but withdrew the application. Sixteen students (5.0%) withdrew from the course
during the first semester while another 19 students (6.0%) withdrew from the course during
the second semester. This means that out of the original 319 candidates who qualified for
their Matriculation Certificate in the September Supplementary Session, 244 candidates
(76.5%) actually completed the first year of a University course. For the other 23.5 percent,
the supplementary session did not have a positive impact on their progression to University.

4.2.1.9

At University, 91 out of the 244 students who completed their first year, failed between
two and 60 credits during this year. The other 153 students out of the 319 who obtained
the MC by means of the September supplementary session were able to complete all their
first year credits successfully. This amounts to 48 percent of the students who qualified for
entry to University in the September supplementary session. Taking these 153 successful
students out of the 2233 candidates registered for the Matriculation Certificate in the year
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2004, one finds that 6.9 percent of the candidates who registered for the MC for 2004
actually obtained their Certificate in the supplementary session and subsequently completed
their first year at University successfully.
4.2.1.10

The tight schedule of examinations has a serious impact on examiners, especially those who
set and mark examinations in both the May and September sessions, and on the
administration (MATSEC Support Unit and Examinations Department). For examiners and
the academic staff of the Support Unit there is the stress of maintaining a high standard in
paper setting and marking while respecting rigid deadlines and avoiding errors. The stress is
exacerbated by the limited summer holidays that they can take, if any. This pressure cannot
be suffered over many years. Burnout, the need of a well-deserved rest after a strenuous
academic year, and more rewarding academic pursuits have led to a number of university
lecturers abandoning MATSEC thus creating problems of finding qualified examiners in
various subjects especially at Advanced level. In September, administrative staff experience
extra stress due to the organisation of the re-sit sessions at the same time as dealing with
the revision of papers exercise. Both tasks are time consuming and demand constant care
to avoid errors or not to let any detail escape notice. It is worth noting that at this stage
Support Unit staff become directly responsible for receiving and processing applications for
re-sits, grouping students according to examination halls and issuing timetables besides
vetting and overseeing the printing and distribution of examination papers, preparing scripts
for marking, and then entering and publishing results. Revision of papers entails the
registration of applicants, contacting chairpersons and additional examiners, processing and
posting reports.

4.2.2

Syllabi

4.2.2.1

Prior to the setting up of the MATSEC system, schools followed syllabi drawn up by foreign
examination boards except for a few subjects such as Maltese, Religious Knowledge, Italian
and Social Studies at Ordinary Matriculation level. The introduction of MATSEC required
the development of syllabi for the numerous subjects at SEC, Intermediate and Advanced
levels under the direction of MATSEC officers. This task is carried out by panels consisting
of members from the Education Division, private schools and the University who have
learned to work together, sometimes expressing very divergent opinions about the subject
content appropriate at different levels but eventually arriving at a consensus. This process
has brought about the development of new professional skills and teamwork by all
concerned.

4.2.2.2

In drawing up syllabi, wherever appropriate, panels have taken into consideration the local
context and needs. These considerations have affected various subjects including languages,
sciences, commercial and technical subjects. Syllabi for new subjects, including
Environmental Studies, European Studies, Physical Education and Design & Technology at
SEC level and all Intermediate level subjects needed particular adaptations to local needs.
These adaptations are evidenced in the publication of a number of locally produced
textbooks. This is a welcome development in the local production of curriculum material at
these levels even though most of these textbooks have focused on methods of answering
questions set in examination papers.

4.2.2.3

One of the concerns of the MATSEC system arises from the insular frame of mind prevalent
in the Maltese educational system. The limited contact with foreign educators experienced
by local educators and the general lack of knowledge of developments abroad among many
teachers and parents contribute to the risk that syllabi stagnate and important innovations
are ignored. Awareness of the constraints inherent in our geographical isolation is essential.
Its impact could lead to MATSEC setting examinations on subject content which is no
longer relevant in a global educational environment. No real mechanism to counter this
limitation exists and neither is there a mechanism of accountability for that matter.
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Theoretically, a syllabus panel can keep to the same syllabus content for many years since
the panel members are the experts in that subject and claim exclusive authority in it.
Similarly, but to a lesser extent, they can also keep the same assessment methods
unchanged for many years. It seems that the academic staff at the MATSEC Support Unit,
the subject education officers at the Education Division, the National Curriculum Council
and the University Senate must share the responsibility for innovation, which normally
impinges on school curricula, methods of teaching, assessment and admission to university.
This fragmentation of responsibility and authority needs to be addressed.
4.2.2.4

Another risk is that schools and parents put pressure on syllabus panels for a dilution of the
subject content of syllabi and a lowering of the expected standards. Such is the possible
effect of articles in the local media claiming, for example, that “the MATSEC exams are an
awful barrier unless the student has a very good memory, attends endless private lessons or
is one of the academically gifted minority.” A similar impact can ensue from letters such as
the one written by teachers of subject X stating that “ the X paper is a failing experience for
the vast majority of students … if this pattern continues future students [will be]
discouraged from choosing X at A-level.”

4.2.3

The Language of the Examination

4.2.3.1

With few exceptions4, there have been no in-depth investigations of the impact of language
on the students’ performance in various examined subjects. During its meetings with various
stakeholders, the Review Committee came across the view that students who are weak in
English are doubly penalised because they fail in English Language and find problems in
understanding the language in other papers such as Mathematics, Physics and other subjects
in which they may be proficient. Others contend that setting examinations in English
reduces their validity since the language acts as a barrier, effectively hindering students from
demonstrating what they really know and can do. A basic estimate of the readability levels
of various examination papers can serve as a preliminary check of this claim.

4.2.3.2

A more detailed study of readability levels is needed. Principal Subject Area Officers already
draw the attention of paper setters to language use. However, more vigilance is required on
language use in setting examination papers.

4.2.3.3

Regarding language, the general policy of the MATSEC Board is that students should answer
in the language in which the questions are set unless otherwise indicated in the syllabus and
the examination paper. Actually, except for the language examinations, which are set in the
target language, most examinations at SEC level and practically all examinations at Advanced
and Intermediate level are set in English. The exceptions are SoK at Intermediate level and
Environmental Studies, Religious Knowledge and Social Studies, which are set in Maltese and
English, and students may answer in either language. However, in Religious Knowledge and
Social Studies students are only allowed to use one language. In Environmental Studies,
normally taught by more than one teacher, students can answer some questions in English
and others in Maltese. In SEC History, which along with Religious Knowledge and Social
Studies was one of a few subjects offered at Ordinary level Matriculation level years before
the creation of the MATSEC, questions are set in English and students may answer in either
English or Maltese, as has been the case for the last 25 years or so. These exceptions
contribute to some indecision on the part of students who occasionally ask supervisors

4

The 1996 MEd thesis by Martin Farrell entitled ‘English in Physics’ discusses the language problems that Maltese
students may encounter in Advanced level Physics examinations. Dr Antoinette Camilleri Grima (1995) has
published a book on the use of language in the teaching of various subjects which treats the issue of codeswitching in detail.
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during the examination whether they can answer in Maltese when this is not allowed by the
syllabus for the subject. There is the possibility that such requests will increase and become
more persistent in the future.
4.2.3.4

One of the reasons why requests to answer in Maltese might increase is that so far there is
a flexible policy on which language to use for teaching subjects in schools. The NMC
enunciates the principle that bilingualism is the basis of the educational system and states
that the precise and confident use of Malta’s two official languages, Maltese and English,
must be achieved by all students by the end of their schooling experience. Each school is
then asked to develop a linguistic strategy which reflects the particular linguistic needs of its
students. Accordingly, the NMC recommends, but does not specify, that certain subjects
should be taught in English and others in Maltese.5 It also permits code-switching when
students cannot understand. In effect, the NMC allows schools, or rather individual
teachers, to adopt their own policy. The policy depends on the individual’s response to the
dilemma of whether to teach the subject matter in the language the students are most
familiar with - usually Maltese with a sprinkling of English terms - or whether to spend
precious time explaining the language of communication before teaching the concepts and
principles of their subject and insisting that students answer in the same language. For the
time being, this lack of an agreed policy is having a relatively small impact on examinations
but its impact on the students’ abilities in the use of English and Maltese may be quite
negative. The recent Pre-Budget Consultation Document, Better Quality of Life, expresses a
clearer policy with its demand that “educational institutions at all levels effectively aim at
and attain an excellent quality in spoken and written English by all.” This commitment is
needed to ensure that Malta retains and builds upon the competitive advantage offered by
the command of English and the strong element of multi-lingual skills of most of its
knowledge-based workers (p. 68). Assuming widespread agreement with this policy,
MATSEC can use it as a guide for decisions about its own language policy.

4.2.4

Revision of Papers

4.2.4.1

Currently, the MATSEC Board offers the service of revision of papers to candidates who
are dissatisfied with their result. Candidates pay a Lm15 fee for each request for revision,
which is refunded if their result is upgraded. The Board appoints an additional marker to
review the scripts and decide whether the scoring is fair. If the new marker judges that the
grade should be changed, he/she informs the chairperson of the markers’ panel, who calls a
meeting for all markers of the script in question to reach a consensus on the grade to be
awarded keeping in mind that only upgrades are allowed. The additional examiner then
writes a report with comments about the candidate’s performance in the examination
depending on the decision of the augmented markers’ panel. If the candidate claims that he/
she may have been assigned marks that pertain to some other candidate and brings evidence
to support the claim, the Chairperson of the MATSEC Board may make arrangements for
the candidate to see the relevant script for the sole purpose of identification.

5

The NMC document (p. 82) recommends that Maltese, Social Studies, History, Religious Knowledge and PSD
should be in Maltese; foreign subjects are to be taught in the language in question; and the remaining subjects
should be taught in English.
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4.2.4.2

Over the last six years the number of requests after the May session has increased as
shown in Table 4. This increase has been at a faster rate than the increase in the number of
candidates taking the examinations up to 2003 but the number of requests has stabilised
since then.
Table 4. Number of Requests for Revision of Papers 2000-2005
Year
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005

SEC
215
261
322
503
482
512

Intermediate
218
203
181
332
347
336

Advanced
269
316
387
440
475
467

Total
702
780
890
1275
1304
1315

(MATSEC, 2005)
4.2.4.3

In recent years, there have been persistent requests from various quarters for the Board to
allow all candidates access to their marked scripts claiming a lack of confidence in the
process of revision and the need of transparency. There have been complaints that reports
for revision of papers do not provide feedback to candidates about their strengths and
weaknesses, and they do not offer advice about improvements. Additionally, it is claimed
that the reports are of limited utility because they do not reach the candidates before the
re-sits.

4.2.4.4

So far, the MATSEC Board has not adopted the practice used by foreign examination
boards of downgrading results if this is deemed necessary after a revision of papers.

4.2.4.5

After due consideration of these requests and complaints and following a consideration of
the procedures followed by foreign examination boards, the MATSEC Board decided to
retain its current procedure for revision of papers as it provides enough safeguards to
ensure fairness. In its considerations, the Board discussed what the right of access to
marked scripts entails and its implications if the Board were to give this facility to all
candidates who, for any reason, are not satisfied with the revision of papers report. The
following meanings of access were considered:
• The candidate is allowed access to his/her script in the presence of a clerk in order
to identify his/her script and to be assured that all answers were marked and marks
added up correctly.
• The candidate accompanied by another person views his/her script in the presence of
a clerk.
• The candidate is given a photocopy of the script, which can then be discussed with
his/her teacher who can give advice for improvement.
• The candidate and an accompanying person view the script and discuss the marks
awarded with a member of the academic division of the MATSEC Support Unit.

4.2.4.6

The impact of adopting any one of the procedures mentioned above would exacerbate the
difficulties already encountered by the procedure in current use as follows:
• Logistics: There would be a significant increase in the administrative burden, in the
time and human resources required during a period when the MATSEC Support
Unit’s staff would be preparing for and administering the September supplementary
session.
• Litigation on marking: Candidates would demand the right of appeal from the scoring
and the revising panel’s assessment especially when the mark awarded happens to be
on or close to a borderline between a grade and a higher grade.
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•

Litigation regarding cut-off points for each grade: Students and parents may challenge
the application of different cut-off points for the various grades awarded in different
subjects and between different sessions of the examination for each subject even
though these may be necessary for technical and professional reasons.

4.2.4.7

Further discussion about new procedures for the revision of papers needs to clarify the
meaning of access to scripts, to regulate the right of appeal very clearly, and to take action
about the logistics involved especially by allowing more time for the exercise, for example
by moving the supplementary session to a later date.

4.2.5

Private Tuition

4.2.5.1

Although difficult to quantify, the comments by parents suggest that private tuition is rife.
They describe it as a chronic disease and part of the culture of Maltese educational system.
They realise that it reflects a shift of responsibility in the sense that parents press their
children to take private tuition instead of insisting with them to spend more time studying at
home. It is accepted that sending children for private tuition is financially taxing, yet parents
insist that it is necessary because the scholastic year is not long enough to cover the “vast”
syllabi at school. Apparently, parents and students are prepared to accept the extra mental,
physical and financial stress that private tuition induces because of the perception that
students will be better prepared for the examination.

4.2.5.2

As a result of private tuition, many students spend considerable time traveling, waiting and
attending private lessons rather than using their time to study at home. School teachers
note that students neglect school work and do the work set by private tutors instead when
it becomes difficult to cope with both. Possibly students are not taught and given practice in
study skills and therefore they think that the only way to understand a concept or a
principle is to hear it repeated perhaps in a different way by the class teacher and the
private tutor. It seems, that in most cases private tuition is given in fairly large classes and
little individual attention is given except perhaps in the marking of the students’ work and
individual comments given by the tutor.

4.2.5.3

Another potential reason for the perceived need of private tuition is the pressure on
students to obtain the highest possible grade. At SEC level, some parents expect their
children to obtain nothing less than Grade 1 at SEC level; and indeed they ask for a revision
of papers if Grades 2 or 3 are awarded. Similarly, at Advanced level students wishing to join
the medicine course at university, expect to obtain at least a Grade B in Biology and
Chemistry and in an Intermediate level subject in May since the September sitting is
considered as a separate session. After EU accession, more students are exploring
admission to prestigious UK or other European universities. This goal induces extra
pressure on them because of stiff competition since they only stand a chance of succeeding
if they obtain the highest grades in the MC. These aspirations are laudable. However, one
must also consider the consequences of pursuing them, including the stress, the anxiety, the
cost and the wisdom of relying on private tuition for the extra coaching that is thought to
guarantee success. There can be psychological consequences for trying very hard and failing
to obtain Grade 1 or Grade A even when one still manages to obtain good grades.

4.2.6

Research

4.2.6.1

MATSEC examinations have been the focus of research of a number of dissertations. B.Ed.
(Hons) students have investigated various aspects of the examinations especially at SEC
level. Several theses have also been presented at Master’s level on various subjects and a
few theses at Doctoral level have focused on SEC Physics, Sec English Language, and
Intermediate Pure Mathematics. Data published by MATSEC have also been used in a
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number of papers published in journals or read in conferences. The MATSEC Support Unit
has carried out research on aspects of the examination such as the predictive validity of SEC
examinations, the impact of coursework marks on the final grade obtained by students,
trends in the choice of Papers IIA and IIB at SEC level. There is scope, however, for much
more research and development of all aspects of the examinations. Indeed research is
essential for providing a strong basis for the improvement of current practices and the
introduction of innovative methods of assessment.
4.2.6.2

Some of the research findings appear in the Quality Review part of this report. Their use
has been limited. Except for sporadic references to findings during examiners’ meetings,
there has been no systematic attempt to use the research information to improve current
assessment practices.

4.3

THE SEC EXAMINATION

4.3.1

General Impact of SEC

4.3.1.1

One of the original aims of SEC examinations was to cater for as wide a spectrum of
abilities of secondary school students as possible. The policy of secondary education for all
was put into effect in October 1970 and its system of certification consisted of either the
School Leaving Certificate obtained after five years of schooling or certification by external
examination boards. In the latter case the boards were either UK boards offering GCE
Ordinary level6 or the University of Malta Ordinary Matriculation Certificate. In both cases
examinations were targeted to reach the top ability groups, which effectively meant the top
20-25 percent of the student cohort. Therefore, 75-80 percent of Maltese secondary school
students had little hope of obtaining external certification in the subjects they studied at
school. SEC was charged to redress this situation and accordingly the examination set out
to cater for about 80 percent of the cohort of 16-year-olds, 80 percent of whom were
expected to obtain passes with Grades 1 to 7.

4.3.1.2

The impact of SEC on certification can be gauged by considering the 16-year-old cohort
statistics, including the number and percentage of student registrations during the period
1994-2005, the registrations in the main subjects, and the number of passes with Grade 5 or
better during the period 2001-2005. This grade has been selected because it is the minimum
required for students who wish to continue with studies at a higher level. Table 5 presents
the number and percentage of candidates who were 16 years of age in each year from 1994
to 2005 and the total 16-year-old cohort.7

6

7

The Certificate of Secondary Education (CSE) which was offered by UK boards from the mid-1960s to certify
the next 40-60 percent of the student cohort was never introduced in Malta because of the substantial
weighting given to SBA in this examination.
The 16-year-old cohort in any year is taken as the number of births 16 years earlier obtained from data
provided by the NSO. More precise values of the cohort should include any changes over the years, which may
be either additions, for example of children in families of returned migrants and children of foreign residents,
or attrition due to migration and death. However, this report assumes that the cohort data presented here are
not significantly different from the more precise.
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Table 5. SEC Registrations of the 16-year-old Cohort by Gender
Year
1994 (1978 cohort)
% of cohort
1995 (1979 cohort)
% of cohort
1996 (1980 cohort)
% of cohort
1997 (1981 cohort)
% of cohort
1998 (1982 cohort)
% of cohort
1999 (1983 cohort)
% of cohort
2000 (1984 cohort)
% of cohort
2001 (1985 cohort)
% of cohort
2002 (1986 cohort)
% of cohort
2003 (1987 cohort)
% of cohort
2004 (1988 cohort)
% of cohort
2005 (1989 cohort)
% of cohort

Registrations
by16-year-olds
2850 (5641)
50.5%
2992 (5823)
51.4%
3104 (5602)
55.4%
3528 (5592)
63.1%
3865 (5912)
65.2%
3972 (5651)
70.3%
3911 (5571)
70.2%
3891 (5430)
71.7%
4008 (5241)
76.4%
4137 (5314)
77.9%
4351 (5533)
78.6%
4539 (5584)
81.3%

Males

Females

1263 (2914)
43.3%
1306 (3045)
42.9%
1377 (2932)
47.0%
1525 (2924)
52.2%
1731 (3014)
57.4%
1780 (2907)
61.2%
1801 (2901)
62.1%
1754 (2818)
62.2%
1928 (2778)
69.4%
1899 (2720)
69,8%
2003 (2817)
71.1%
2103 (2813)
74.8%

1587 (2727)
58.2%
1686 (2778)
60.7%
1727(2670)
64.7%
2003 (2668)
75.1%
2125 (2898)
73.3%
2192 (2744)
79.9%
2110 (2670)
79.9%
2137 (2612)
79.0%
2080 (2467)
84.3%
2238 (2594)
86.3%
2348 (2716)
86.5%
2436 (2771)
87.9%

This table shows a steady upward trend in the number and percentage of 16-year-old
candidates registering for SEC examinations. There are however notable gender differences
with a constant discrepancy in favour of female candidates which fluctuated between a low
13.1 percent difference in 2005 and a high of 22.9 percent in 1997.
4.3.1.4

Table 6 shows the number and percentage of 16-year-old students who registered for
English Language, Maltese, Mathematics and Physics during the period 2001-2005.
Table 6. SEC registrations of the 16-year-old cohort for core subjects
Year
2001%
of 1985 cohort
2002%
of 1986 cohort
2003%
of 1987 cohort
2004%
of 1988 cohort
2005%
of 1989 cohort

English
Language
3712
68.4%
3836
73.2%
3985
75.0%
4152
75.0%
4324
77.4%
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Mathematics

Physics

3492
64.3%
3573
68.1%
3703
69.7%
3863
69.8%
3995
71.5%

3435
63.3%
3602
68.7%
3755
70.7%
3929
71.0%
4089
73.2%

3049
56.2%
3056
58.3%
3124
58.8%
3301
59.7%
3385
60.6%

MATSEC: Strengthening a National Examination System

The increase in the registrations in core subjects over the last five years is encouraging. Yet
it is worrying that only three quarters or less of 16-year-olds register for examinations in
the core subjects, excluding Physics. The data also indicate that our youngsters are already
well aware of the importance of English Language and seek to obtain certification in it.
4.3.1.5

Table 7 shows the number and percentage of 16-year-old students categorised by the
number of passes with Grade 5 or better in SEC examinations in 2001-2004.
Table 7. Passes with Grades 1 to 5 of the 16-year-old Cohort
Year
(cohort)
2001
(1985 cohort)
2002
(1986 cohort)
2003
(1987 cohort)
2004
(1988 cohort)

Candidates
with passes
in 6+
subjects
2073
38.2%
2176
41.5%
2198
41.4%
2299
41.6%

Candidates
with passes in
1-5 subjects

Candidates
with no
passes

Students
not taking
the exam

1307
24.1%
1386
26.4%
1286
24.2%
1375
24.9%

511
9.4%
464
8.8%
653
12.3%
677
12.2%

1539
28.3%
1237
23.6%
1177
22.1%
1182
21.4%

These figures indicate that the percentage of the cohort who obtained passes with Grade 5
or better in the last three years was 66.6 percent. Of these, an average of 41.5 percent
managed to obtain the minimum of six passes. Another 25.1 percent obtained between one
and five passes that qualified them to pursue further studies in academic subjects at a higher
level. The other third of the cohort did not manage to obtain at least one pass at Grade 5
either due to failure or because they did not even sit for the examination. Of course, many
of the former students obtained passes at Grades 6 and 7 which are useful to join certain
post-secondary courses and for employment. However, the SEC examination is not
reaching about one fifth of the 16-year-old cohort and this deficiency needs to be
addressed.
4.3.1.6

The SEC reports for 2003 and 2004 published by the MATSEC Support Unit give statistics
about 16-year-old students who obtained the minimum requirements for entry into sixthform. The requirements are passes with Grade 5 or better in English Language, Maltese,
Mathematics, a science subject and at least two other subjects. In 2003, 2056 (or 38.9%) 16year-olds qualified for the MC course, consisting of 828 (30.4%) males and 1238 (47.8%)
females. In 2004, 2086 (or 37.7% of the cohort) qualified, including 875 (31.1%) males and
1211 (44.6%) females.

4.3.2

Papers IIA and IIB

4.3.2.1

All SEC examinations consist of two papers: Paper I is a core paper taken by all candidates.
Paper II has two versions. On registration, candidates choose either Paper IIA, which can
qualify them for grades 1 to 5, or Paper IIB which can qualify them for grades 4 to 7.

4.3.2.2

The choice between Paper IIA and IIB has had a great impact on students, teachers and
parents. There are divided views on this issue. One perspective is that there should be just
one graded Paper II. Others believe that Paper IIB offers an opportunity to many students
to gain certification which they would otherwise perceive as inaccessible. The registration
data in the previous section supports this point of view as well as the additional observation
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that the majority of students opt for Paper IIB in almost all subjects. However, one must
also consider the reasons why students make this choice.
Some schools advise students to opt for Paper IIA for reasons of prestige. The Review
Committee heard that this approach creates the perception of a stigma if they opt for Paper
IIB. Other schools are non-committal and leave a free choice but in practice prepare
students only for Paper IIA. In a free choice situation, some students may turn to their
parents for advice. When this happens, students coming from families with high educational
capital may be privileged over others and, in all cases, this difficult and demanding decision
impacts on family life. Other students adopt a ‘play safe’ approach and choose Paper IIB
which can qualify them for Grades 4 or 5 even though they may have the potential to take
the more challenging Paper IIA. In this case, the impact of the system has been described as
forcing students to work hard to avoid failure rather than to seek success. Fewer students
have resorted to this practice since 2002 when the range of grades awarded for Paper IIA
was extended to include Grade 5. It has also been argued that students with low academic
self-esteem may follow the self-fulfilling prophecy and opt for Paper IIB thus the system is
effectively barring them from demonstrating their true potential.
4.3.2.3

The system has a significant impact on teaching. In the final preparation of students for the
examination, teachers described situations where they had to teach classes with students
who had registered for Paper IIA and others for Paper IIB. The management of this diversity
created a dilemma for them because they could not give the required attention to one
group and neglect the other.

4.3.2.4

Students and teachers have remarked that a decision about the choice of Paper IIA or IIB is
particularly difficult because it is made too early. Currently, registration takes place in
November, that is, within six or seven weeks of the beginning of the final year at school
when coverage of the syllabus is incomplete and students would not have yet shown their
full potential in the subject. However, when one considers the examinations timeline
(chapter three of this report), it is difficult to imagine postponing registration to a later date
unless the main session is postponed.

4.3.2.5

Some students and teachers have queried whether Papers IIA and IIB in some subjects were
at all different from one another. They claim that the difference between the two papers has
become minimal. Indeed, students and teachers claim that in one or two cases Paper IIB is
actually more difficult than Paper IIA. This happens especially when Paper IIA offers a choice
between questions and all questions are compulsory in paper B. Some paper setters have
also shown concern about the system. They find it problematic to set papers of significantly
different levels of difficulty in their subject. Internal checks carried out by the MATSEC
Support Unit show that the concerns of students and teachers are real and that paper
setters need more support to prepare papers that assess different abilities in the same
subject and yet ensure that there is comparability of the overlapping Grades 4 and 5.

4.3.3

Coursework

4.3.3.1

Currently, the assessment of 12 subjects comprises a coursework component assessed by
the schools. This component assesses skills that cannot be assessed by written
examinations. Its weighting ranges from 10 percent of the global mark in Geography to 15
percent in Art, Biology, Business Studies, Chemistry, Computer Studies, Environmental
Studies, European Studies, Physics and Physical Education, and 40 percent in Home
Economics and Textiles & Design. The general comment by the schools is that coursework
has left a positive impact on teaching and learning. In some cases, coursework is being
carried out primarily to satisfy examination requirements but it is recognised that this type
of work helps students acquire practical knowledge and skills. The marks candidates obtain
from coursework also encourage them to face written examinations with confidence.
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4.3.3.2

However, the Review Committee has come across claims that not all the coursework is
carried out by students, some of the work set is below the standard expected at SEC level,
and teachers give inflated marks. A small number of teachers complain that while they set
appropriate work and assess it scrupulously, teachers in other schools do not always do
likewise. However, they find it difficult to support these claims with concrete evidence. The
MATSEC Board addresses these concerns through a moderation process, the main purpose
of which, is to ensure uniformity as far as possible in the award of marks for work of the
same standard. Moderators visit schools, inspect the students’ projects, lab books or
portfolios and judge whether they agree with the teachers’ marks. Judgment is based on the
standard of work and on the marks awarded for a given standard, keeping in mind the
experience of inspecting the work of students in different schools and the criteria used for
marking the work of private candidates who present their work directly to MATSEC. When
verification of authenticity of private candidates’ work is needed, such candidates are asked
to attend an interview about their work. These interviews are usually conducted in the
presence of officers of the MATSEC Support Unit.

4.3.3.3

Generally, the impact of moderation has been positive, schools have accepted it and indeed
some schools actually demand it. However, moderators’ reports indicate that more work is
needed to ensure fairness and consistency among schools in the setting and assessment of
coursework. Unfortunately, a number of constraints limit the improvements that can be
implemented for more effective moderation. For example, the examination timetable and
the occurrence of the two-week Easter vacation restricts the available period for
moderation to a few days. This happens because schools are asked to send in their marks in
the third week of March and moderation starts soon after. However, it needs to be
concluded before the beginning of the written examinations as students insist that they have
their coursework returned to them in time for their final preparation for the examinations.
Another restriction is that most moderators are full-time teachers and they have limited
time slots which they can devote to school visits. Given these constraints, only a sample of
schools and coursework can be moderated although the current system of rotation of
schools ensures the coverage of practically all schools over a small number of years. Given
also the short time that moderators can devote to moderation, the inspectorial model of
moderation is the most feasible. This model gives rise to complaints of limited and delayed
feedback to teachers, which they receive as general comments in the examiners’ reports
months after the moderators’ visits. Moreover, teachers expect to receive specific
comments relating directly to their individual practice and school context.

4.3.3.4

The proportion of marks allocated for coursework is generally small (except for Home
Economics and Textiles & Design for which coursework contributes 40% of the global mark
of the examination). Yet these marks have a significant effect on the award of grades to
candidates. It is therefore important to ensure that coursework marks are fairly and reliably
attributed. An improvement of the current system of moderation could include the
following:
• the publication of specific criteria for the setting and marking of coursework;
• teacher training in the use of the criteria as part of their continuing professional
education;
• the adoption of a reconciliation model of moderation whereby moderators meet
teachers, possibly from different schools, and together they discuss the work
presented as coursework and its assessment;
• the monitoring of coursework during the school year to view the work in progress,
advise teachers, and suggest corrective action where necessary;
• exemplars of work to be shared with teachers.
The MATSEC Board can implement the first suggestion after consulting teachers and subject
experts. The last two suggestions present formidable logistical challenges but these must be
faced without further delay and especially if portfolio assessment is introduced in all
subjects, as recommended in the National Curriculum. The way forward is to start with a
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serious discussion of all the issues involved (conditions of work, timing, staffing, funding)
followed by an action plan agreed among all stakeholders, including employers (the
Education Division and the Private Schools Association) and teacher union representatives,
in consultation with the MATSEC Board.
4.3.3.5

An alternative approach to including coursework in the examination certificate is to make a
clear distinction between school-based assessment and the assessment by the written
examination. In this approach, the certificates awarded to students report two grades: one
grade for the coursework and another grade for the written examination. This system
places the responsibility of the validity and reliability of coursework grades on the schools
while MATSEC would be responsible for the grades of the written examinations. The
MATSEC Board had put this suggestion to the National Curriculum Council for its
consideration.

4.3.4

Oral / Aural Examinations

4.3.4.1

Oral examinations are held in eight languages, namely, Arabic, English, French, German,
Italian, Maltese, Russian, and Spanish. The oral examination differs from one subject to
another and may include listening comprehension, role-play, picture interpretation, general
conversation, and conversation on a cultural theme. The inclusion of an oral component in
addition to the written papers ensures that students are assessed in the four basic language
skills, that is, speaking, listening, reading and writing. This combination of components
increases the validity of language assessment. However, it also increases the administrative
burden and introduces sources of variance and assessment, and consequently unreliability.

4.3.4.2

Comments from teachers indicate that orals give students self-confidence in language use.
This opinion needs qualification, however, because a substantial proportion of students do
not attend the oral examination or part of it and forfeit 10 – 15 percent of the global mark
capriciously. The following data from the May 2004 oral exams illustrates the extent of
absenteeism from orals.
Table 8. Number of Candidates and Absentees from Oral examinations in May 2004
Subject
SEC level
Arabic
English Language
French
German
Italian
Maltese
Russian
Spanish

Total number of
Candidates
9
5941
2238
423
2981
5143
11
285

Number of
Absentees
1
265
64
54
369
548
1
50

Percentage
Absentees
11.1
4.5
2.9
12.8
12.4
10.7
9.1
17.5

(MATSEC, 2005)
From the proportions of absentees in German, Italian, Spanish and, rather unexpectedly, in
Maltese, one doubts that many students do feel confident in communicating orally in these
subjects. These data suggest the need for further research focused on the oral component
of language teaching, learning and assessment to find the reasons for this behaviour.
4.3.4.3

The logistics of oral examinations deserve attention. For each subject, the listening
comprehension component is conducted as a group test with students divided into groups
of 25. The number of sessions required to cover all students depends on the number of
examiners who are willing to conduct the examination. Several versions of the examination
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paper are prepared and examiners are trained to deliver the text and ask the questions as
uniformly as possible. Students’ written responses are then marked by a different set of
examiners. Taking the May 2005 English Language listening comprehension examination as
an example, the examiners prepared five versions of the examination paper and six sessions
were held on a Saturday involving 46 examiners (38 in Malta and 8 in Gozo) each of whom
conducted six one-hour sessions on that day.
Examiners report that it is difficult to set texts of comparable difficulty, while some students
who compare their experiences complain that the examiners’ delivery is not uniform as
regards speed, repetition, pronunciation, clarity, and response to students’ behaviour. The
MATSEC Support Unit has considered using technology to overcome some of these
difficulties, however, a cautious approach has been adopted due to the doubtful reliability of
technical solutions and the practical difficulties encountered when recorded audiotapes
were used in one particular subject. The Support Unit should experiment with newer and
more reliable technologies.
4.3.4.4

The one-to-one oral component for each subject requires even more organisation than
required for listening comprehension and the possibility of variation from one oral to
another is even greater. For English Language alone, 10-picture interpretation and 16 roleplay exercises are prepared and each candidate takes one of each. When all languages are
taken together, the number of sessions runs into thousands (e.g. 17,307 orals in 2005) and
need to be completed in the shortest time possible. Individual timetables avoiding clashes
have to be prepared, printed in booklets and posted to each student. Several versions of the
oral schedules are prepared and examiners are trained in oral techniques and the use of
assessment criteria.

4.3.4.5

Parents complain that students are asked to attend different centres for the listening
comprehension exams and orals. Each oral takes about 10 minutes but students spend
hours traveling and waiting, which is seen as a waste of time. Some students and parents
complain that examiners have not used similar procedures and criteria raising questions
about fairness. These complaints are difficult to investigate and emphasise the challenge of
assessing orals skills consistently and reliably.

4.3.4.6

Examiners complain that remuneration for conducting the listening comprehension and oral
examinations is not adequate and the 35 percent tax rate exacerbates matters. This
complaint could also account for the barely adequate response to the Support Unit’s calls
for applications for oral examiners. The cost of running quality oral assessments is significant
and examiners, teachers and administrators must therefore maximise the educational
benefit derived from them.

4.4

THE MATRICULATION CERTIFICATE EXAMINATION

4.4.1

General Impact

4.4.1.1

Before the introduction of the MC examination, students seeking entry to University
studied three GCE Advanced level subjects. Most students chose three subjects narrowly
related to a university course they aimed to follow. The choice usually consisted of three
sciences or three languages and arts subjects. The positive aspect of this early specialisation
was its sharp focus on the preparation of students for undergraduate studies. Its negative
side was that the narrow specialisation at 16+ happened at the expense of a broader
education that students in other countries were accustomed to and which was considered
more suitable for students at this stage of educational development. To counter this
discrepancy, in 1989, the university introduced SoK as a compulsory subject for admission.
Through its trans-disciplinary approach, all students obtained a heightened awareness of
both humanistic and scientific approaches to knowledge.
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4.4.1.2

The previous system of three A-levels allowed students to sit for their examinations one by
one at any time during their two-year post-secondary course. Many students sat for one Alevel at the end of the first year of studies. Even more students took their examinations in
the winter session (December - January) of their second year, with the result that
absenteeism was rife especially at the beginning of the second year of studies. Some
students passed at their first attempt; many failed and tried to catch up on what they had
missed. Not surprisingly, this practice caused substantial disruptions in post-secondary
education. It disappeared abruptly soon after the introduction of the MC examination,
which students had to pass in one session, including a main and a supplementary sitting in
the same year.

4.4.1.3

The introduction of MC examination reinforced the broadening of the post-secondary
curriculum by requiring students to take five subjects - two Advanced and three
Intermediate levels - from three subject groups, together with SoK. With its wider choice
of subjects, the MC also introduced flexibility in the choice of courses that students could
follow at university. Effectively, the three Intermediates were meant to replace one of the
Advanced level subjects so that each Intermediate subject was gauged as equivalent to one
third of an A-level. Actually, the new curriculum was introduced with the understanding that
the two-year sixth form course spanned 60 weeks of teaching, Advanced level subjects
required 6 hours a week of lectures and tutorials, and Intermediate levels thus required 2
hours a week, or 120 hours over two years. Intermediate level syllabi were devised with
this estimate in mind. The Advanced level syllabi kept the same amount of content and
practically the same assessment schemes as before. Yet using 2004 and 2005 as examples, it
transpires that the maximum teaching weeks a student got before the examination was only
55 weeks. These include weeks with holidays.

4.4.1.4

Although the MC examination seemed to be more demanding than the previous three Alevels, the number of candidates for the Certificate has increased annually since the first
sitting in May 1997, as shown in Table 2 above. In similar fashion, the number of students
qualifying for the Certificate (in May and September) increased steadily over the first six
years but has remained almost stationary since then.

4.4.1.5

The introduction of the MC examination proceeded smoothly with little dissent from
students, parents and teachers and it is now generally accepted. Yet one still finds
stakeholders who mention its negative impact as follows:
• Fewer students opt to study certain Advanced level subjects because they are now
required to study two rather than three A-levels. This has negatively affected the
number of students in some language and science courses at University. On the
other hand, students now choose the Advanced levels they really want to study at a
higher level. It has been claimed that students joining the engineering course are now
less well prepared for the course than when they had to study Pure Mathematics,
Applied Mathematics and Physics all at Advanced level. However, faculties have now
realised the advantage of having Intermediate level subjects, which they have
incorporated in the requirements for admission to their degrees.
•

Despite the broadening of the curriculum, which ensures that students study subjects
from the humanities and the sciences, SoK is still compulsory. Its syllabus is too vast
and it takes an inordinately long time for the students to prepare for this exam making
it much more demanding than some Intermediate level subjects. Furthermore, the two
SoK projects take too much of the students’ time and students do not obtain enough
support from schools for the technology project. Therefore, they have to rely on help
from their family or other external sources. In an indeterminate number of cases, the
students’ contribution to the project is minimal and it loses its educational value, or
worse, students cheat and present a project which is not theirs, with consequent
negative educational value. Moderation of project work to minimise such behaviour is
not sufficient and needs to be strengthened.
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In spite of the requirement to study a language, students’ ability to communicate orally and
in writing is not being developed sufficiently. Several university lecturers expressed this
concern and comment that this deficiency reflects badly on the students’ preparation and
eventually on the University when graduates apply for employment. Indeed, it has been
pointed out that employers in Malta and other European countries give preference to
prospective employees who can communicate effectively and efficiently. Therefore, it has
been suggested that the course leading to the MC should strive to develop students’ abilities
to communicate better in English and Maltese. A case has also been made that all students
who aspire to join university courses should be ICT literate. These are educationally valid
suggestions but of course, curriculum space, time and the necessary resources need to be
found in order to meet these challenges.
4.4.2

Curriculum Content and Standards

4.4.2.1

The general impression of students and teachers is that the sixth form curriculum is too
crammed. They do not find enough time to cover the Advanced and Intermediate subjects
adequately as most syllabi are too vast. The result is that the system produces students who
can parrot answers but cannot think things out because there is not enough time for
discussion in class, research in the library and reflection at home. The claim that the
curriculum is too overloaded has to be examined in the light of data on curricula at a
comparable level followed by students in other countries that is presented as an Appendix.

4.4.2.2

Students and parents perceive a large gap between the content and standards of SEC level
and Advanced level subjects. The general impression is that private tuition is essential for
Advanced level subjects. In some subjects, students also perceive a discontinuity between
the content of some SEC level and Advanced level subjects. They believe that either SEC
level does not provide an adequate foundation or Advanced level subjects are pitched at too
high a level.

4.4.2.3

The MATSEC Support Unit has investigated the adequacy of the SEC level as foundation for
Advanced and Intermediate level (Farrugia and Ventura, 2005). The study evaluated the use
of the SEC level results as predictors of success at the higher levels. A selection of the
Advanced level data is presented in the following Table. The data only refer to science
subjects and to candidates who sat for SEC examinations in 2001 and proceeded to sit for
Advanced and Intermediate levels in 2003. The data show, for example, that 77.4 percent of
students who obtained Grade 3 in SEC Biology in 2001 went on to obtain Grades A to C at
Advanced level in the same subject in 2003. Very few students who obtained Grade 5 in the
SEC subjects succeeded in obtaining high grades in the Advanced level. Their numbers are
indicated in parentheses. Overall, the data show that the SEC examinations have high
predictive validity although it varies from one subject to another.
Table 9. Percentage of candidates obtaining Grades A to C at Advanced level in May 2003 against
their SEC grades in May 2001

Biology
Chemistry
Computing
Mathematics
Physics

1
100
88.9
100
76.2
86.5

2
92.3
80.7
100
43.1
82.7

Grade at SEC Level
3
4
5
77.4
41.7
36.4 (4)
36.8
13.0
20.0 (1)
87
54.5
66.7 (2)
34.4
21.8
0
61.3
34.2
0
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7
0
0
0
0
0
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0
0
0
0

MATSEC: Strengthening a National Examination System

4.4.2.4

There is also a general perception that the Intermediate levels are more demanding than
originally intended. While the original aim was to keep certain subjects ‘ticking over’ during
post-secondary education, the syllabi that were produced introduced too much new
material. Moreover, not only are the syllabuses too long but the fact that students have to
grapple with the concepts, principles, and methods of three different subjects, besides their
two A-levels, makes each Intermediate level worth more than one-third of the A-level
which it replaced. In spite of these opinions, the Review Committee only received two
suggestions on the re-structuring of the Matriculation Certificate to address these
challenges. The Junior College Board, which represents the majority of students and
lecturers at this level suggested that the composition of the MC examination should remain
the same, SoK to remain compulsory and English to become a required subject. The other
suggestion concerned a modular approach.

4.4.2.5

Currently, students who do not wish to follow a course at University may only sit for
subjects at Advanced level. The full range of Intermediate level subjects is only available to
students sitting for the MC. Other students who follow certain post-secondary courses are
allowed to take a specific Intermediate level subject to supplement their qualifications in
order to satisfy admission requirements to particular university courses. For example,
students taking the Certificate in Banking course at MCAST are allowed to sit for
Intermediate level Pure Mathematics. This gives them the opportunity to join the B.
Commerce course in the Faculty of Economics, Management and Accountancy. Over the
years, other students have requested the MATSEC Board to open Intermediate level
subjects for all. So far, the Board has been cautious because of the impact this might have
on attendance in the post-secondary schools and on the increased incidence of private
tuition as students are tempted to sit for Intermediate level subjects after one year of study.

4.5

PROVISION FOR CANDIDATES WITH SPECIAL NEEDS

4.5.1

Policy of Inclusion

4.5.1.1

Ever since its establishment in 1991, the MATSEC Board has built on the practice of the
Matriculation Board of the University in the provision of arrangements for candidates with
special needs. The policy of the Board is to make arrangements to compensate for any
certified disability which candidates with special needs may have and which, without these
arrangements, would not permit them to show their true competence in the examination.
Current practice is that schools request special arrangements for each special needs student
on a prescribed form giving details of the request, the subjects for which the arrangements
are required, the arrangements that have been made during school examinations, and
specialist certificates and reports. These requests are then passed on to the Special Needs
Committee (SNC) of the University, which is responsible for assessing the requests and
determining the arrangements that need to be made. Representatives of the MATSEC Board
only have observer status on the SNC.

4.5.1.2

The following data from the last five years illustrate the range of special needs that have
been considered by the SNC and given special arrangements by the MATSEC Board. Table
10 presents combined data about students at SEC and MC levels.
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Table 10. Number of Candidates Requesting Special Arrangements
by Presenting Condition, 2001-2005
Condition
ADD / ADHD
Emotional/ Behavioural Difficulties
Hearing Impairment
Mobility Difficulties
Spastic / Cerebral Palsy
Specific Learning Difficulty / Dyslexia
Speech Impairment
Visual Impairment
Hand Injury / Handwriting
Others
Totals

2001
0
3
7
5
4
23
4
7
6
12
71

2002
2
0
13
3
6
42
17
4
6
7
100

2003
5
3
10
18
5
70
13
3
4
4
134*

2004
5
6
17
6
2
74
5
9
2
13
139

2005
13
13
11
6
5
75
15
8
15
12
173

* one student presented more than one condition
This Table indicates that the number of requests for special arrangements is on the increase
as schools and parents are becoming more aware of certain conditions. Another
contributing factor to the increase is that more students with special needs are being
included in mainstream schools, which raises their expectations of success. It is also clear
that almost half of the requests come from students with specific learning difficulty or
dyslexia. This condition presents particular difficulties of diagnosis, which are discussed
briefly in a following section.
4.5.1.3

When determining the arrangements for special needs the SNC generally follows the
guidelines issued by the Ministry of Education8 and the guidelines of the Joint Examination
Boards of the UK9 for cases not covered by the local guidelines. The special arrangements
that are granted depend on the condition and its severity and include extra time, the
provision of a reader, supervised rest periods, a scribe (amanuensis), large print, allocation
to a quiet room, modified carrier language of the examination paper, special seating, and
arrangements for taking examinations in hospital (locally and abroad).

4.5.2

General Impact

4.5.2.1

As the number of requests for special arrangements increased, the MATSEC Board
standardised the procedures for making requests and informed schools and guidance
teachers about them. Schools now know that there are appropriate forms for making
requests, to be submitted along with the student’s application to sit for the examination.
However, in spite of several meetings with guidance teachers and the availability of request
forms that clearly state which details need to be submitted and when, many requests lack
essential information on which to make a decision and several requests arrive very late. Late
submission happens because, at times, the large number of SEC candidates who apply for
testing and certification of their condition stretch the few psychologists and dyslexia experts
of the Education Division to the limit. In order to minimise this pressure, the SNC and the
MATSEC Board have decided to accept psychological assessments that go back years and
tests for reading age carried out in the two years preceding the examination. Indeed, it

8

9

Ministry of Education (2002) Guidelines for Special Examination Arrangements for Candidates with Particular
Requirements. Malta.
Joint Council for General Qualifications (2005) GCE, VCE, GCSE & GNVQ Regulations and Guidelines Relating to
Candidates with Particular Requirements. UK: AQA, Edexcel, OCR, WJEC/CBAC, CEA. This publication is
updated each year
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would be beneficial for all if the identification of students with particular needs were to be
carried out as early as possible. If this happens, action could be taken well before students
decide to register for SEC. Late submission of requests and incomplete forms also put
pressure on the MATSEC Support Unit staff, who have to seek further information from the
applicants. Undue pressure is put on the members of the Special Needs Committee who
devote hours to meetings, some of which may have to take place quite close to the date of
the examination. Some of these problems may be minimised by better dissemination of
information by the MATSEC Support Unit, strengthening of the school psychological
services, and more attention to detail by the schools when making requests for special
arrangements. It is also important to establish a strictly observed closing date for
applications from candidates with long-standing conditions, such as visual impairment,
specific learning difficulties (dyslexia) and attention deficit disorders.
4.5.2.2

The requests relating to dyslexia present particular difficulty because of the divergent views
of what constitutes dyslexia, how it is diagnosed and the problems of assessing its severity.
The Review Committee agrees with the views expressed in the Inclusive and Special
Education Review (2005, p.72) that ‘the phenomenon of a perceived rising trend of dyslexia
requires specific analysis, both as regards its extent as well as the manner in which it is
being – or not being – addressed’. Supporting evidence about the existence of these
problems has been obtained from analyses of the performance of students who request
special arrangements during MATSEC examinations. The analyses show that some of the
students certified as dyslexic obtain excellent results in languages that are well beyond
expectations and their scripts hardly show signs of dyslexia. Reactions to these occurrences
include suspicion of misdiagnosis (this works against genuine cases of dyslexia), insistence on
the need to tighten the diagnosis of dyslexia and to take action against those who abuse the
system (e.g. refuse certificates from certain practitioners and report them to their Council),
and endorsement of the certificate. For Advanced level candidates, the MATSEC Board has
decided to take into consideration the results obtained in English Language at SEC level in
addition to certificates from specialists. No special arrangements are granted to students
with Grade 3 or better in this exam and those who obtain grade 4 are only awarded 50% of
extra time given to dyslexic candidates who obtain Grade 5 or lower.

4.5.2.3

The administrative load and the logistics have increased proportionately with the increase in
numbers of students requiring special arrangements. Detailed records of requests and
concessions of special arrangements need to be kept; scribes, readers and prompters need
to be recruited; extra rooms need to be hired and allocated, sometimes on a one-to-one
basis. These arrangements have put an extra burden on the Department of Examinations,
which provides the services to students with particular needs on instructions from the
MATSEC Support Unit. Furthermore, it is clear that new challenges will have to be met in
the near future as students with special needs turn to computer technology and IT
resources to overcome their disadvantage during schooling and expect to use to same
resources during examinations.

4.6

ADMINISTERING MATSEC EXAMINATIONS

4.6.1

Examination Centres

4.6.1.1

Since 1995, the Examinations Department has taken over most of the logistics of the
examinations from the MATSEC Support Unit, including the May registration which is also
offered on-line, the allocation of students to examination centres and supervision during
examinations. Most of the Malta centres are located centrally in Hamrun, Blata l-Bajda,
Msida, Paola, Birkirkara and Valletta so that all can be reached conveniently by public
transport. However, students and parents complain that they are asked to attend different
centres for their examinations. They would prefer to sit all their examinations in one
centre. Similarly, the Gozo centre is centrally placed in Victoria yet parents complain that
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public transport does not run long enough to serve students when they finish their
afternoon sessions.
4.6.1.2

Students and parents complain that some centres do not offer the right environment for
taking examinations. Ventilation, natural lighting, a comfortable ambient temperature, toilet
facilities and safety considerations are sometimes of a lower standard when compared to
other centres. These comments hold especially for the old buildings in Valletta, which have
been used for ages. Over the years, these examination centres have been upgraded,
however they still need improvement. They may either be re-designed to present a more
congenial environment or, in the case of the Biagio Steps hall, it may be abandoned as an
examination centre altogether. The use of a large alternative examination centre for all
examinations, such as the counting hall at Ta’ Qali, has been explored and rejected for
several reasons: congestion of traffic, security, managing large crowds of students and
parents.

4.6.2

Supervision of Examinations

4.6.2.1

The supervision of MATSEC examinations involves a large number of supervisors and
invigilators recruited by the Examinations Department. In May 2004, 29 supervisors and 429
invigilators were used during the five-week period of examinations. Supervisors are
responsible for the administration during the examination, including the allocation of
invigilators to examination halls, receiving and checking packets of examination papers for
each hall under their responsibility, keeping to the scheduled time of examination, ensuring
that certified candidates are provided with the special arrangements granted by the SNC,
dealing with irregularities and reporting significant irregularities. Given these delicate tasks,
persons selected to act as supervisors should be reliable and have received instructions and
training from Examination Department officials. Part of the current training includes a
follow-up meeting after the conclusion of the examination session to discuss procedures
and particular incidents that may have occurred.

4.6.2.2

The task of the invigilator is to monitor a group of about 25 candidates during the
examination and to see that the candidates abide by the regulations relating to proper
conduct during examinations. Given the need of a large number of invigilators and their
turnover from year to year, it is not always possible to interview, select and train new
persons for the task. However, supervisors explain to the invigilators under their
responsibility what is required of them, monitor their work and take action where
necessary. During its meetings, the Review Committee heard complaints about invigilators
who did not understand enough students’ needs and others who were not alert enough.
Although their task does not require particular skills, invigilators are the frontline operators
of the MATSEC system as they are the persons with whom candidates have direct and
immediate contact. They therefore need to be knowledgeable about the various situations
that arise during an examination and what action to take. In their approach they should be
vigilant without being oppressive. Training of invigilators is therefore also necessary.

4.6.3

Practical Examinations

4.6.3.1

At SEC level, practical examinations are held in Physical Education and Art. The practical
examination in Physical Education presents particular difficulties due to the multiple options
available, the need to use venues in different localities, equipment that needs to be loaned
and transported, and the short time available for assessment. Students are required to
choose three areas from athletics, swimming, gym & dance and games and each area has its
own selection of events. For example, in athletics, candidates select a running, a throwing
and a jumping event. The venues include the University Sports Hall, the University 5-aside
football ground, the National Swimming Pool, the Sports Hall at Cottonera, and the
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Athletics Track at Marsa. The wide choice renders timetabling and the avoidance of clashes
a complex task. Besides careful planning by the MATSEC Support Unit, a lot of traveling and
time is involved as students have to go from one centre to another, perhaps on different
days, to take part in an event or an exercise that may last two or three minutes at most.
The assessment and the recording and collation of marks for the different events is also
laborious as it requires the co-ordination of the work of different examiners. So far, the
Support Unit has managed to cope with these tasks but if the number of candidates
increases substantially, it will be necessary either to use a different procedure for organising
the PE practical examination or outsource the task to a separate body.
4.6.3.2

At MC level, practical examinations are held in Art, Information Technology (private
candidates only), Music, and the Sciences (Advanced level Biology, Chemistry and Physics).
Considerable preparation and expenses are involved in organizing the science practicals.
Students pay an extra Lm3 per science subject to defray some of the expenses for the
apparata, chemicals, materials, hiring of labs and technical assistance needed for each
practical. While practical examinations assess essential experimental skills, they introduce
variability in the assessment of groups of students taking the examination. Thus practical
science examinations for Maltese students are held in the laboratories of the Faculty of
Science rather than in the students’ school laboratories. This practice ensures uniformity of
examination conditions and procedures as far as possible, yet it introduces a number of
constraints. Since laboratory capacity is limited, a number of different practical exercises
need to be set for groups of students thus creating non-uniformity in assessment. This
applies particularly in Chemistry, for which a different practical examination is set every day,
with a morning and an afternoon session, for three days. Confidentiality is ensured by
sequestering students taking the examination in the afternoon session for about an hour to
avoid communication with candidates leaving the lab after the morning session and to allow
cleaners and technicians to restore the lab to the same conditions applying in the morning
session. Since it is difficult to set three different Chemistry practical examinations of
equivalent difficulty, action is taken to standardise the results obtained on different days. For
students from Gozo, practical examinations are held in the science laboratories of the Sir
M.A. Refalo College for Further Studies, which the students use during their course of
studies. The practicals are set out on the day of the examination by an examiner and a
technician appointed by MATSEC and supervised by them to reproduce the conditions
applying at the university labs as far as possible. Notwithstanding these logistic and technical
difficulties, the current practice of holding science practical examinations centrally under
controlled conditions is preferred to delegating the administration of examinations to the
post-secondary schools. However, if the number of students taking Advanced level science
increases substantially, this policy may need to be rethought.

4.7

THE MATSEC SUPPORT UNIT

4.7.1

Structure and Function

4.7.1.1

The MATSEC Support Unit was set up in 1991 to execute the policies of the MATSEC
Examinations Board approved by Senate and to administer the examinations. The Unit has
two divisions: the academic and the administrative with a total of 20 members of staff of
whom 14 are administrative (two clerks, three executive officers, three administrative
assistants, an administrative officer and a principal administrative officer who co-ordinates
the work, a computing officer from the Registrar’s Office, who services the Unit, a beadle
and a cleaner) and six are academic staff (a director, three principal subject area officers, a
research and development officer, and a part-time consultant). Given the small scale of the
Unit and the seasonal nature of the examination sessions both divisions are fully integrated
and supportive of one another; this mode of working cannot be otherwise. Administrative
staff supports the academic functions throughout the year but especially between
November and March, when the examinations are not being held. The academic staff
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assumes a more administrative role especially during the examination period, that is,
between April and October. The positive impact of this structure is that members of staff
are to a certain extent familiar with the diverse functions of the Unit and therefore can see
how their specific tasks integrate with those of others. On the negative side, there is not
enough time for training and continuing development of both administrative and academic
staff. It is also very difficult to find time to analyse in sufficient depth specific aspects of
assessment and administration of the examinations and to take follow-up action.
4.7.1.2

The administrative functions of the Support Unit are wide-ranging as explained in the
following brief descriptions of its main tasks. All of them demand maximum responsibility,
alertness, confidentiality and security. Most of them have to be carried out expeditiously
and checked with the utmost care in order to avoid embarrassing mistakes that could dent
the credibility of the whole system.
• Computing tasks involving the recording of registrations, recording and publication of
results, and the issue of certificates.
• The preparation of camera-ready examination papers, over-seeing their printing, and
packaging them by centre and examination hall.
• Written, oral and electronic communications with students, parents, schools,
examiners, university departments and the Examinations Department; publication of
the MATSEC Newsletter.
• Keeping financial records, purchasing examination materials and other supplies.
• Distribution of examination papers to exam centres, collection of scripts, conversion
of index numbers to office numbers.
• Packing of examination scripts, distributing them to markers and keeping records of
them.
• Providing administrative and clerical support to the academic division.

4.7.1.3

Trustworthy administrative staff members able and willing to work under considerable
stress are not easy to come by. Fortunately, the current administrative team is used to the
hard work involved and is prepared to shoulder the onerous responsibilities. Over the
years, they have proved to be dependable and efficient yet they feel that their work is not
recognised sufficiently and expect the full trust of senior staff. During the examination
period they work under considerable stress due to overload and short deadlines, which
increase the possibility of mistakes. Only a few carefully selected part-time clerical staff are
recruited to do overtime work for short periods. Besides normal office work, staff have to
answer the incessant phone calls, over which there is practically no control and which
sometimes require on the spot decisions that can have serious consequences. Staff have to
attend to callers who often turn up at the office without appointment and demand attention
and solutions to problems. Besides interrupting the work, some callers cause great stress
because of their agitation. Given the extent of the examination timeline, most of the
entitlement of the annual vacation leave must then be taken during the November December period.

4.7.1.4

The academic functions of the MATSEC Support Unit are equally wide-ranging. The
functions relate to the examination process and its improvement as well as research and
development of new forms of assessment. All are important for ensuring the integrity,
credibility and recognition of MATSEC examinations. The main tasks comprise:
• Co-ordinating and keeping records of meetings of the subject syllabus panels at SEC,
Intermediate and Advanced level; editing and preparing syllabuses for submission to
the MATSEC Board and Senate and eventual distribution to schools and libraries;
answering queries about syllabuses.
• Nominating members of examination panels (chairpersons, paper setters, revisers,
markers, additional markers) for confirmation by Senate; vetting and final
proofreading of examination papers.
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•

•
•
•

Organising meetings and seminars for examiners and teachers; addressing students,
teachers and parents on invitation from schools; disseminating information to
guidance teachers; participating in radio and television programmes on examinations
and assessment.
Co-ordinating grade awarding meetings; checking of results; vetting revision of papers
reports.
Editing of examiners’ reports and preparing them for printing and distribution to
schools and libraries.
Publishing statistical reports on SEC and MC examinations; researching various
aspects of the examinations (e.g. the impact of school-based assessments on final
results; students’ performance in essay writing; trends in the choice of Paper IIA and
IIB; predictive validity of SEC examinations; performance of students with special
needs)

4.7.1.5

In carrying out their duties, academic staff members feel they shoulder a lot of responsibility
but lack comparable authority. The small pool of qualified human resources who they can
nominate as examiners exacerbates this deficiency. Most examiners and syllabus panel
members co-operate fully but a few may need to be replaced or disciplined because they fail
to attend meetings, keep deadlines and generally flout the rules. When this happens, the
academic division usually finds it very difficult to find replacements especially at MC level.
Staff of the academic division also complain of constant interruptions from phone calls and
unexpected visits from students and parents seeking advice, especially during peak
examination times. Time for research and in-depth analysis of the system is very limited and
constrained by the reduced clerical assistance since support staff, quite rightly, take their
vacation leave after the examination sessions. Vacation leave for academic staff is also a
problem because their duties, including teaching duties, are spread over the whole year and
it is not possible for them to take their full leave entitlement.

4.7.1.6

Academic staff have acquired their expertise partly through training and on-the-job
experience, and partly through contact with other examination boards and active
participation in conferences on assessment. Innovation and adaptation of new forms of
assessment to the Maltese context however require more training and experience with
foreign examination boards, such as Edexcel and Cambridge International Examinations with
whom there have been links already. It is therefore important for MATSEC to develop a
plan and allocate funds for a systematic continuous development programme for its
academic staff. Besides duties with MATSEC, the academic staff also have a TR1 (teaching
and research) commitment with the University as part of their duties. This commitment
involves lecturing and supervising students’ dissertations, which keeps the staff in touch with
their specialist subject. It should also enable them to better satisfy the criteria for
promotion to higher grades of the academic scale at University. In this respect, staff engaged
at MATSEC should not be disadvantaged for promotion compared to their counterparts in
other university entities.

4.8

CONCLUSION
Diverse stakeholders experience the MATSEC examination system differently. This chapter
attempted to portrait these experience. While taking heed of these different voices, a
sound examination system needs to ascertain a level of quality throughout its operation.
Various aspects of quality assurance will be the subject of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FIVE
5.0 QUALITY REVIEW
5.1

INTRODUCTION

5.1.1

There are no generally agreed criteria by which to evaluate a system of assessment. At its
fourth annual conference in November 2004, the European Association of Educational
Evaluation (AEA – Europe) recognised this deficiency and set up a working group to
propose a set of criteria that can cover various forms of tests and examinations. Until a
general discussion is held and agreement is reached, the review committee decided to use
the checklist accompanying a set of key characteristics of good examination systems
published by the World Bank (www1.worldbank.org/education/exams/nature.asp). The
document identifies five key characteristics and various indicators for each characteristic as
described in Section 5.2 below.

5.1.2

The MATSEC Review Committee took other measures for determining quality as listed
below. This Quality Review reports the main outcomes of these initiatives in the following
sections, while the appendices carry full reports on each initiative taken. Initiatives taken
include:
(a) A quality assurance exercise in conjunction with officials from Cambridge
International Examinations (CIE).
(b) A study of all available reports, dissertations and theses relating to the MATSEC
system.
(c) Engaging an external assessment consultant who visited Malta over a week and had
several meetings with stakeholders.
(d) Engaging an external testing consultant to offer advice on methods of assessing the
quality of examination processes used by the MATSEC Board.

5.2

IS MATSEC A GOOD EXAMINATION SYSTEM?

5.2.1

The World Bank document on Public Examination Systems identifies five key characteristics
of good systems and suggests indicators which can act as a checklist for evaluating the
quality of a system. The checklist has been applied to the MATSEC system with the
following results:

1. Fitness for Purpose: The examination papers and the marking system should produce scores that
are both reliable and valid.
Indicators

MATSEC Examinations

1.1 Acceptance by teachers and
students that the examinations are
set according to the syllabus i.e. few
complaints.

Since 2002, MATSEC has introduced the role of a reviser,
that is, an extra examiner for each subject and level to
check the work of the paper setters. The reviser follows a
checklist which requires a verification that the paper is set
according to syllabus. This innovation has resulted in
fewer complaints about compliance with the syllabus.

1.2 Statistical evidence of the
examination’s technical quality (e.g.
level of difficulty).

Descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations)
provided by examiners show a good fit between question
difficulty and candidates’ abilities in practically all
examinations. Evidence obtained from undergraduate and
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graduate research indicates high levels of validity and
reliability. The MATSEC Support Unit plans to use Rasch
models to strengthen and extend statistical analyses and
improve paper setting and marking.
1.3 Adequate control measures resulting
in few errors in examination papers.

Besides the control exerted by the reviser, two academic
officers of the Support Unit separately vet each
examination paper using a checklist. Training of papers
setters also includes a discussion of errors noted in vetting.
These measures have drastically reduced claims of errors.

2. Equity, Integrity and Public Confidence: The conduct of the examination system should be
deemed fair and achieve a high level of public acceptance.
Indicators

MATSEC Examinations

2.1 The public has confidence in the
results of the examination system.

Confidence is evident by the increase in the number of
students who sit for MATSEC examinations. Schools,
employers and the public show confidence by accepting
results as a reliable indication of attainment. Relatively
few requests for revision of papers are made. Results are
also accepted by foreign educational institutions and
employment agencies.

2.2 High level of trust in the honesty of
the examination agency.

The level of trust was best expressed in an inquiry report
chaired by Magistrate S. Meli which commented that it was
satisfied with the integrity and the academic standards of
examiners and staff at the MATSEC Office (Meli Report,
1999).

2.3 High level of trust in the honesty of
supervisory staff.

There is high level of trust in the administrative and
supervisory staff of the Examinations Department. They are
responsible for supervising a wide range of examinations,
including all public examinations and examinations by
MATSEC and similar examinations offered by foreign
boards.

2.4 Little evidence of candidates
resorting to the use of ‘unfair means’
(cheating).

Examinations are supervised adequately and disciplinary
action is taken against the few students caught using unfair
means.

2.5 Examination authority has
procedures for rechecking of marks
and an appeals procedure

MATSEC offers the service of revision of papers at a
reasonable price. The revision involves a rechecking of
marks and re-marking followed by a report.

2.6 Special support is available for
disadvantaged candidates

The Special Needs Committee (SNC) of the University,
which is independent of MATSEC processes all requests by
candidates for special support. The support approved by
the SNC is then provided by MATSEC for the examinations
indicated.

2.7 The question paper does not contain
culturally inappropriate questions, or
questions in a language with which
some students are relatively unfamiliar.

Written instructions to paper setters and revisers request
them to check that none of the items is culturally
inappropriate or written in unfamiliar language. MATSEC
officers also check that examiners adhere to these
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instructions and make any necessary changes with the
examiners’ approval.
2.8 The grading system is applied equally
to all students.

No distinction among students is made in the awarding of
grades, with the exception of grades 4 and 5 in SEC
examinations. A difference is made in the ranges of marks
required for these grades by candidates who opt for Paper
2A and Paper 2B respectively as these papers are of
unequal difficulty.

3. Efficiency and Cost-Effectiveness: The examinations authority should deliver the required
services making the best possible use of physical, financial and human resources. Examinations should
be administered according to agreed schedules and, in particular, results should be issued on time.
Indicators

MATSEC Examinations

3.1 Examination fees do not place an
excessive burden on parents and
students.

Examination fees have been established with due regard to
costs and affordability by practically all candidates. The
MATSEC Board exempts candidates whose parents
receive social benefits and other candidates in need on the
advice of the Department of Social Services. MATSEC fees
are significantly lower than the fees that Maltese
candidates pay for examinations at the same level/s set by
foreign boards.

3.2 Examination authority can
demonstrate cost-effectiveness
through accounting procedures. It can
give a breakdown of costs including
staffing, question paper preparation,
printing, distribution, supervision,
correcting, research publications, and
exam costs by other agencies.

The MATSEC Support Unit is fully accountable to the
Finance Department of the University, which administers
all accounts. Each year, the University auditors are given a
detailed breakdown of all revenues and payments involved
in the MATSEC examinations.

3.3 The examination authority is
efficiently staffed.

The MATSEC Support Unit is understaffed. Yet it manages
to fulfill its multifarious tasks effectively and efficiently
because members of staff put in the extra hours. Further,
members have to lend a hand in every process involved
irrespective of their designated task. The issue of burn-out
is a real danger for MATSEC in the immediate future. A
stronger staff complement is needed to expand on aspects
that determine quality and additional services that would
be beneficial to the students and educational community.

3.4 Examination papers are printed in
the most cost-effective way without
compromising security.

Examination papers are currently being printed and
packed at the University under constant supervision of
MATSEC staff. This arrangement gives MATSEC maximum
control on the quality and cost of the printing and
security.

3.5 Pre-examination administration is
carried out in a timely manner.

Administration concerning the publication of timetables,
registrations, allocation of candidates to exam centres and
posting of individual timetables have always been carried
out satisfactorily and on time.
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3.6 Results are issued in time and in an
appropriate form for decisionmaking (e.g. selection for a higher
level of education).

May session results are published by mid-July. This allows
ample time for decisions on selection. The results of the
supplementary session, which takes place in the first week
of September, are published by the end of the same
month some three weeks after the end of examinations
and a few days before the start of the new academic year.

3.7 Reports on examination
performance given to schools in time
for it to influence instruction.

Examiners’ reports are edited and formatted by the
MATSEC academic division. They are approved by the
MATSEC Board, printed and sent to schools by
November or early December. Ideally, such reports
should be in the schools by the beginning of October,
although this is not possible within the current timeframe.
Nevertheless, the current situation allows for these
reports to reach schools during the first term and
therefore allows them enough time to take any
appropriate action.

4. Transparency: The examination process should, as far as possible, be open to public scrutiny.
Examinations should not be shrouded in mystery.
Indicators

MATSEC Examinations

4.1 Non-confidential materials including
regulations, syllabi, and sample/past
examination papers are widely
available.

Regulations and syllabi are sent to all schools in CD
format and to the main public libraries and the university
library as a hard copy. SEC syllabi are also available on the
website of the Department for Curriculum Management
of the Education Division. The MATSEC Support Unit is in
the process of constructing a website to include other
material such as subject specific examiners’ reports, the
annual statistical reports, instructions to candidates, and
timetables. A private distributor has been given the
responsibility of making available in bookshops past
examination papers.

4.2 The Board involves teachers in the
examining process e.g. in syllabus
construction and in marking.

At the Matriculation Certificate level every postsecondary school is invited to send a representative on
each subject syllabus panel. At the SEC level, the syllabus
panels comprise two members from the Education
Division, a member from private schools, and two
members from university. The members from the
Education Division usually include the subject education
officer and a subject co-ordinator. The member from
private schools is usually a teacher. Teachers are involved
in oral and aural examinations. They are also involved in
marking but teachers who teach candidates for the
examination are appointed as markers only if other
markers are not available. Teachers who give private
tuition to candidates are excluded from marking scripts.
Class teachers are also involved in marking coursework.
Their school-based assessment marks are added to the
marks obtained from the written examinations.

4.3 Reports, including statistical data on
examination performance are available.

Statistical data on examinations have been published in the
MATSEC Newsletter ever since the inception of these
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examinations. Since 2001, separate detailed reports have
been published on the SEC and the MC examinations.
These have been widely distributed to schools and
libraries and highlights of them are published in the media.
These reports will be posted on the web in the near
future.
4.4 Marking system and criteria for
grade awards are available.

Mark allocations for each question are available on
examination papers and the general criteria for grade
awards are included in syllabi. To date, marking schemes
have only been published once. There is a case for posting
marking schemes on the website.

4.5 Criteria for employment of full- or
part-time officials are published.

Calls for recruitment of MATSEC officials are published.
These include job descriptions and conditions of
employment. A selection board appointed by the Council
of the University makes recommendations after
interviewing applicants. A call for applications is issued
annually for the employment of teachers interested in
carrying out oral and aural examinations. To date, paper
setters and markers have been recommended by the
MATSEC Board without the publication of a call for
applications.

4.6 Examination authority maintains
records of administrative practices,
results and marking schemes.

Files of administrative practices are kept and a code of
practice has been compiled and is updated as new
practices are introduced. Records of results are kept both
in electronic format and as hard copies. In fact, the
MATSEC archives have Matriculation results that go back
more than 100 years.

5. Beneficial Effect on Classroom Practice: The examination system should promote good
teaching and learning practices. It should provide systematic feedback to teachers.
Indicators

MATSEC Examinations

5.1 Examination encourages the
development of higher-order
thinking skills and does not place
emphasis on recall of facts.

Several syllabi specify the proportion of marks allocated to
higher-order thinking skills. Moreover, training sessions
for chairpersons of paper setters’ panels emphasize the
use of specification grids in the construction of
examination papers. These grids indicate subject content
and different levels of cognitive skills (i.e. recall,
understanding, application, analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation). This practice needs to become standardized in
all subjects where the use of such a grid is appropriate.

5.2 Examination promotes development
of performance skills e.g. listening and
speaking (languages), practical skills
(sciences), production (art, drama).

MATSEC examinations have promoted these skills in all
modern languages, in the sciences (except at Intermediate
level where practical skill features to a limited extent), and
in art, home economics and textiles and design.

5.3 Examination pressure does not
exclude the development of noncognitive skills (e.g. physical,
aesthetic appreciation).

Examination pressure seems to be affecting the
development of non-cognitive skills negatively in a
significant proportion of candidates. Relieving the pressure
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requires the collaborative action of the examination
board, schools, parents and other stakeholders.
5.4 High quality subject reports for
teachers and other interested parties
(e.g. textbook boards) regularly
distributed.

5.2.2

Examiners’ reports are published regularly. However, the
value of these reports could increase significantly if
supplemented by meetings and workshops with teachers.
The organisation of such meetings has always been
problematic.

Considering this analysis against the indicators, it is clear that the MATSEC system of
examinations features as a fairly good system. There are no indicators against which it fares
very badly. However, the system is not perfect and improvement is needed in various areas.
These concern especially the areas of transparency and the promotion of beneficial effect
on classroom practice.
The following section discusses the quality share exercise that was carried out in
collaboration with Cambridge International Examinations, which permitted participants to
analyse at a deeper level the various processes involved in the MATSEC examination
system. The exercise also provided an awareness of the practical measures needed for
improvement.

5.3

THE CAMBRIDGE QUALITY SHARE EXERCISE

5.3.1

During the MATSEC Review process, the Cambridge International Examinations (CIE)
invited the MATSEC Board to pilot the self-audit quality assurance instruments they were
developing for international examinations boards. The invitation was accepted immediately
and the Cambridge Quality Share exercise took place over two days, namely, 14-15th
February 2005. The exercise was conducted in collaboration with two senior officials of CIE
and involved around 50 persons. The participants included MATSEC personnel, members of
syllabus, paper setters’ and markers’ panels, personnel from the Examination Department,
and members of the Special Needs Committee. The process involved groups of individuals
working through the self-audit documentation developed by CIE. During this exercise, the
following eight areas were examined.
1.
Syllabus Production;
2.
Question Paper and Mark Scheme Production;
3.
Marking;
4.
Coursework;
5.
Grading;
6.
Post-Result Services;
7.
Security of Examinations, and
8.
Special Requirements.
For each of these areas, groups had to assess whether the MATSEC examinations system
adopted Best Practice, Good Practice, Some Good Practice and Practice to be Developed against
the criteria set out for the particular components of an examination system. The report is
presented in the Appendices and the results of the analyses are presented in graphical form
in Figure 1 below.

5.3.2

Overall, the experience of using the quality assurance instruments was generally reassuring.
It showed that the MATSEC system has the basic structure for developing quality
examinations in all aspects. The strongest aspects of the local system relate to those areas
that have developed over time, namely Syllabus Production; Question Paper Production;
Security of Examinations and Special Requirements. The current practice of the Grading
Process is more recent but it is in line with what is being recommended internationally. The
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two areas that are expanding most rapidly are Post-Results Services and Special
Requirements. There is a need for a reconsideration of the structure, procedure and
resources needed in both these areas to meet increasing demands. Further development
and more quality control is mostly needed in the areas of the Marking Process and
Coursework. Proper training, rather than information giving sessions, is needed for
markers, additional markers, moderators of coursework and invigilators who
supervise students during the examinations. Training of paper setters needs to be
reinforced and expanded to include the analyses of past papers, the writing of examination
papers using a specification grid as well as the writing of comprehensive mark schemes.
5.3.3

Common to all areas is the need for a time for reflection after each phase of the
examination process is completed and then to plan and take necessary action in a realistic
time frame. With the current time line, which extends over more than one calendar year,
there is little time available for this process to be carried out satisfactorily by the senior
officials of the examination board. Given that this is a crucial part of this process, a choice
needs to be made. MATSEC must either seriously consider a restructuring of the present
time frames, or else recruit more personnel who would be responsible for tasks related to
quality assurance. To date, such tasks have been added on to the responsibilities of the
senior staff members and any new quality assurance processes would have to be assigned to
them if the personnel is not increased. Either way, it is important to free up some precious
time for this element of quality assurance to be incorporated into the system.
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Figure 1: Assessing MATSEC practice against international criteria for good examination practice
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5.4

THE ZARB ADAMI AND THE MELI REPORTS

5.4.1

The quality of MATSEC examinations has been under close scrutiny by students, parents
and the schools ever since their inception. After a series of complaints in the media in 1998
and 1999, two Boards were established within a year to investigate these complaints and
alleged mistakes and/or irregularities in the examinations conducted by the MATSEC Board.
The following summary of the reports highlight some of the quality issues that were treated
by the Boards.

5.4.2

A MATSEC Analysis Facilitating Board chaired by Maurice Zarb Adami was commissioned in
October 1998 by the Minister for Education to evaluate the MATSEC system in the light of
a number of complaints raised by the public following the May 1998 session of examinations.
Complaints from candidates, parents and teachers ranged from problems in the running of
examinations to errors in examination papers and in results. Allegations of political
involvement were also rife and as a newspaper editorial noted “the imminence of a general
election [on 5 September 1998] had coloured some of the reactions”. In its report,
presented in January 1999, the Facilitating Board made twenty-five recommendations and
concluded that there was an urgent need to increase physical, financial and human resources
if the MATSEC system was to operate more efficiently. Eventually some of the
recommendations were acted upon and resources were allocated.

5.4.3

After the examination session of the following year, the MATSEC Board itself asked the
Rector of the University to set up a supervisory board to investigate all complaints and
allegations of a serious nature with respect to the examinations conducted by MATSEC. In
June 1999, the University set up this supervisory board, with Magistrate Silvio Meli as
chairman and commissioned it to conduct investigations on its own initiative or following
complaints brought before it by interested parties or which may have appeared in the
media. It was also asked to recommend remedial and disciplinary action to the Rector, and
to carry out any other such duties related to MATSEC as may be directed by Senate.

5.4.4

The supervisory board interviewed a number of persons and investigated eight complaints in
detail. These were discussed individually in its report, which was published in August 1999.
In its conclusions, the supervisory board described the examinations as “serious, adequately
controlled and trustworthy” and commented that the whole process provided for security
at the MATSEC Support Unit. It also commented favourably on the integrity and the
academic standards of both examiners and employees at the MATSEC Office. The board
noted that the Support Unit was manned by a small number of people who, given the
environment they worked in, were performing miracles and deserved a better treatment.
However, it warned that the system risked collapsing if responsibilities were to continue
piling up and recommended that a serious financial investment was needed which did justice
to the crucial role of the organisation.

5.5

RESEARCH STUDIES ON MATSEC EXAMINATIONS

5.5.1

All the studies related to MATSEC conducted by University students in part fulfillment of
the following courses: Bachelor of Education (Hons.), Postgraduate Certificate in Education
(P.G.C.E.), Diploma in Educational Administration and Management and Masters of
Education were reviewed. Most of the dissertations focused on SEC examinations, with
Mathematics and Physics being the two most popular subjects for investigation. Doctoral
studies have also been carried out on MATSEC examinations and these have focused on
SEC English Language, SEC Physics and Intermediate Mathematics. A complete list of
relevant dissertations with abstracts may be seen in the bibliography.

5.5.2

A popular trend in research on SEC examination is the analysis of the candidates’
performance in terms of gender, age and type of school. Such an analysis has taken place in
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a number of subjects e.g. Chemistry, English Language, English Literature, Maltese
Mathematics and Physics (Abdilla, Briffa and Mifsud, 1998; Camilleri, 2001; Camilleri and
Zammit, 2000; Chetcuti, 1999; Cumbo and Schembri, 2005; Debono and Polidano, 2001;
Falzon and Zahra, 2003; Parnis and Sciberras; 2000; Sammut, 1999; Zammit, 2001; Zammit
Cuomo, 2002). This type of analysis has also been carried out on a limited number of
subjects at Intermediate and Advanced levels by Camilleri and Zammit (2002) and Schembri
and Schembri (2004).
5.5.3

Dissertations on the differentiated paper system at SEC level generally indicate that the IIA
and IIB system should be retained. In general, students are in favour of the differentiated
SEC paper system, irrespective of their gender and school type (Falzon, Grima & Zahra,
2005). Students feel that this system is giving them the opportunity to choose a paper which
matches their competence, even though their choice does not always reflect this. Teachers
feel that paper choice motivates the more able candidates as well as the weaker ones, for
example in English (Baldacchino, 1998) and Physics (Pace, 2002). Dissatisfaction with the
differentiated system has also been reported in Mathematics by Azzopardi and Camilleri
(1998) and by Vella (1996) who concluded that on the one hand, good students were opting
for the IIB paper to play safe whereas, on the other, weaker students were opting for Paper
IIA which was beyond their competence.

5.5.4

A number of dissertations have also looked into the issue of ‘inappropriate’ paper choice in
Paper II on the basis of the mark obtained in Paper I. Different procedures and sample sizes
have been used and therefore the results are not very comparable in terms of proportions.
In Mathematics, such an analysis has been carried out by Schembri (1997), Azzopardi and
Camilleri (1998), D’Anastasi (1998), DeBono and Polidano (2001) and Maric (2003) who
included Chemistry and Maltese as well as Mathematics. Zammit (2001) carried out a similar
analysis in Chemistry. The most recent study by Falzon, Grima and Zahra (2004), shows
that in Mathematics, with the introduction of Grade 5 in Paper IIA, the proportion of
candidates making an ‘ínappropriate’ choice has become smaller. There were no gender
differences in this proportion and the candidates came from the three school types.

5.5.5

A number of dissertations have looked at the issues of reliability and validity in the local
examinations. Avallone (2000) found the Physics Intermediate examination to be high in
reliability and reported a Cronbach alpha coefficient of 0.8. Similarly, in SEC Chemistry,
Zammit (2001) reported an alpha coefficient of 0.88. In this study, the item analysis revealed
that the language used was easily understood by a great majority of the candidates. In SEC
Physics, Abdilla, Briffa, Mifsud (1998) reported that reliability was also found to be high. The
alpha coefficient was greater than 0.8 for all three papers. In addition, they reported high
content validity with a large number of tasks and a variety of skills which resulted in a
spread of scores. Similarly, Cumbo and Schembri (2005) similarly reported high reliability
with an alpha coefficient of 0.91 for Paper I and IIA and 0.93 for Paper I and IIB in the May
2003 SEC Physics examination. The content validity was found to be fair when the topics of
the syllabus were compared to each question and topic of the examination papers. A
number of studies have been carried out in SEC Mathematics. Fenech and Pisani (1998)
reported that the mental paper was carefully thought out for distinguishing different skills.
They concluded that this paper added to the validity of the examination. Bonanno, Gatt,
Grech (2000) also reported that the mental and core papers included a balanced amount of
easy, moderately difficult and difficult items. Debono and Polidano (2001) found that the
paper difficulty in Mathematics was satisfactory with Paper IIA being the most difficult,
followed by Paper I and then IIB. Other studies on SEC Mathematics have confirmed these
findings (Schembri, 1996; Vella, 1996; Sammut, 1998; Camilleri, 2001). Other studies have
reported that the majority of teachers and students perceive SEC examinations to be
reliable or fairly reliable (Abdilla, 2004). The same is the case with parents (Pizzuto, 2004).
In SEC English Language, Baldacchino (1998) reported that descriptive statistics and
correlation matrices raised questions about the reliability and validity of the listening and
speaking components while factor analysis indicated that these components related to a
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specific ability mostly uncorrelated to the main one being measured. Spiteri (2000) studied
current procedures used in SEC English in detail and recommends improvements on the
current processes. In SEC Physics, Abdilla, Briffa, Mifsud (1998) and Pace (2002) reported a
low correlation between the practical school-based component and written examination
papers. The need to have good quality mark schemes to increase the reliability of marking is
recommended in a number of dissertations (e.g. Sammut, 1999 for English Literature; and
Fenech & Pisani, 1998 for Mathematics) together with the training of markers (Spiteri,
2000).
5.5.6

A small number of studies have commented on or looked into the issue of syllabi. Abdilla
(2004) and Pizzuto (2004) report that at SEC level, teachers and students are generally
satisfied with the syllabi. Other studies have compared the SEC syllabi with those of foreign
boards (e.g. Mathematics: Grima, Magri and Refalo, 1995; Music: Bonello, 1997; Physical
Education: Mifsud, 2004). A few dissertations have focused on developing resources to be
used in schools in the following SEC subjects: Art (Carter, 2004) Computing (Curmi, 2001;
Haber and Vassallo, 2001; Briffa 2003) and Physics (Dimech & Mifsud, 1999). At
Intermediate level, Avallone (2000) reports that most teachers (73%) have problems with
the breadth and depth of the syllabus for Intermediate Physics. She recommends that the
syllabus should not remain an adaptation of Advanced level Physics with reduced content.

5.5.7

A number of studies have looked at coursework in the SEC examinations. Rotin (2000)
highlights areas of concern about this component in Home Economics, indicating that in
order to make time for coursework, students are missing out on practical sessions. She
reports that the amount of marks allocated to course work, 15 per cent of the total mark,
is not sufficient in this subject. In Physics, Xuereb (1996) reports that teachers are satisfied
with the 15 per cent of the global marks allocated to the school-based component. In this
study, teachers also report that their main objective in carrying out this component is to
equip their students with problem-solving skills. The issue of coursework, which can
differentially affect the performance of the candidates depending on its weighting, has also
been studied by Gatt and Inglott (2001). Similarly, Chetcuti (1999) in her empirical study
looks at coursework as part of an envisaged multiple mode of assessment which allows
students to show what they know and can do. Mamo (2002) also reports that Physics
teachers would like to include aspects other than experiments in this school-based
component.

5.5.8

The assessment system under review inevitably determines what takes place at the
classroom level. This has been widely investigated by Buhagiar (2005) in Intermediate
Mathematics classes. Pizzuto (2004) and Abdilla (2004) have both concluded that the
introduction of the MATSEC system has resulted in examinations that are better suited to
local candidates. At the same time, the examination system itself has several negative effects
on the candidates and many complain of stress (Camilleri, 1999). The system creates
tensions since the outcome of the examinations is used for selectivity purposes and affects
students’ self-esteem. Indeed, students judge themselves on the basis of success in the
examination and career choices and opportunities are subsequently determined by success
in these examinations (Chetcuti, 1999).

5.5.9

Finally, there are a number of dissertations that carried out error analyses in particular
subjects at the different levels. Such research provides feedback for teachers and learners in
the different subjects. In SEC, this analysis has been carried out in Arabic (Bonello, 1990),
Italian (Zammit, 1991), Maltese (Azzopardi, 1987; Abdilla and Aquilina, 2002), and Physics
(Mifsud Bonnici, 2004; Cumbo & Schembri, 2005) and in Advanced Matriculation it has been
carried out in Maltese (Diacono and Cassar, 1987).

5.5.10

There is value in all the research that has been carried out by tertiary students. Therefore,
while we acknowledge that the rigour of such research varies considerably in the different
studies, all research was considered in this part of the review although we have been
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selective in what has been reported in this section. The research under review has provided
some insight into the quality of some of the examinations and the findings are generally
reassuring. There is, however, scope for much more systematic research in order to
address significant issues that have been raised in this report. Such research, possibly under
the direction of the academic staff at MATSEC can make a significant contribution to the
improvement of the quality of our examinations.
5.6

A VIEW FROM THE OUTSIDE

5.6.1

The Review Committee invited and instigated open feedback from all local stakeholders as
this would account for the perception and impact of examination on Maltese society.
However, the Committee felt that this exercise would be complemented and enriched by
input from a foreign expert familiar with similar systems of examinations in operation in
other countries. Therefore the Committee invited Professor Roger Murphy from the
University of Nottingham, UK, an assessment expert and director of two research centres
that focus on evaluation, to give his outsider’s view of the current MATSEC systems.
Professor Murphy has supervised two Maltese doctoral students and was also in Malta
during the early stages of the setting up of MATSEC. It was felt that his expertise and
familiarity with the Maltese context would enable him to make a valid contribution to the
review process. On his accepting the invitation, documents were posted to him providing
the background information needed to address the particular issues on which we wanted his
feedback.

5.6.2

Professor Murphy’s visit took place during the week starting 8th August 2005. During his
visit, he held meetings with members of the MATSEC Review Committee, the academic
staff at MATSEC, officials from the Education Division and MCAST, the Heads of the PostSecondary institutions and the Minister of Education, Youth and Employment. He also met
with a number of lecturers in his own time. Following his visit, he presented a report giving
his views as an outsider on the local examination system. The full report is found in the
Appendices.

5.6.3

In this report, Professor Murphy analysed the educational context in which MATSEC
operates. He then discusses seven specific issues on which he was asked to comment by the
review committee, namely, the involvement of teachers in paper setting; the May and
September sessions; the differentiated papers in the SEC examination; the structure of the
Matriculation Certificate; the resources of the MATSEC Support Unit; how the
examinations can be improved, and the measures needed to establish appropriate standards
in examinations. Professor Murphy concluded his report with ten medium term
recommendations for MATSEC and four system-wide recommendations for Malta.

5.7

UPGRADING THE ANALYSIS OF EXAMINATION PERFORMANCE

5.7.1

The MATSEC Review Committee decided to seek advice on possible statistical procedures
that may be carried out on the performance of students in SEC, IM and AM levels in order
to assess the quality of our examinations. Dr. Jason Lamprianou was seen as a most suitable
person to assist us in this task. Dr Lamprianou works as a consultant with various
international examination boards and assessment bodies in addition to being employed by
the University of Manchester and the Cyprus Examination Board.
Dr. Lamprianou’s visit took place during the week starting 12th September 2005. During that
week, he ran a three-day workshop with a number of MATSEC personnel, examiners and
other interested individuals.
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5.7.2

During this workshop, Dr Lamprianou introduced the participants to the use of Rasch
models for the analysis of tests and examinations and the software packages available
worldwide to run the analysis. There was hands-on experience on how to run such
analyses, how to interpret the results and how to write a meaningful report based on the
observations made. By the end of the week, the participants learned how to evaluate: (1)
the quality of examination items set and (2) the fitness of purpose of our examinations.
They also learned about the possibility of test equating in order to ensure comparable
standards over the years. The processes learned could be used for post-mortem analysis,
the development of item banks, and for teaching and learning purposes in the schools. Dr.
Lamprianou’s very practical approach and wisdom drawn from years of experience in
developing and working with such models were greatly appreciated by the participants. His
visit has led the MATSEC Support Unit to decide to pilot the Rasch method of analysis on a
limited number of examinations.

5.7.3

Following his visit, Dr Lamprianou presented a report to the MATSEC Review Committee,
wherein he made recommendations for improvement to the current system. This report is
found in the Appendices. His recommendations include improvements to the marking
process, the checking and inputting of the results, the monitoring of the markers and the
analysis of the candidates’ performance that assist in making valid judgments about particular
examination papers at the different levels.

5.8

CONCLUSION
In this part of the report, the Review Committee focused on issues of quality. It results that
the system in place is functioning satisfactorily. This section also provides possible ways
forward. In the following chapter, alternatives that would enable MATSEC to move forward
are presented.
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CHAPTER SIX
6.0 ALTERNATIVES
6.1

THE CURRENT SYSTEM
The creation of a MATSEC setup in 1991 to provide for examinations at ages 16 and 18
years, and its incremental growth ever since, proved to be both apt and beneficial to the
Maltese educational context. MATSEC’s humble beginnings with successive overcoming of
administrative and content-specific challenges contributed positively to the Maltese
educational system. Today, the system is well developed, enjoys local and foreign
credibility, and offers students, teachers and parents an objective towards which they can
aim and use to measure performance. This Review Committee would like to acknowledge
and appreciate the persons who contributed to MATSEC’s creation and development.
The very existence of this review process and ensuing report evidence the pervasive and
rooted presence of MATSEC in our educational, social and labour market context.
This development has not been without its challenges. Indeed, the Review Committee has
used a number of reports provoked by such challenges to the system.
It is not uncommon to hear and read arguments in favour of reducing the requirements at
SEC, Intermediate and Advanced levels. These arguments often result from consideration
of students’ perceived excessive requirements to rise to a certain level of performance.
Mindful of such arguments, this Review Committee tried to balance such considerations
with the need to maintain a level playing field for our students who are compared to
counterparts in a global system. Our students cannot measure themselves solely against
local standards. Rather, they need to compare their development and knowledge base to
that of other students in other countries. International equivalency authorities have
accepted the Maltese 16 to 18-year-old certification system and this Committee believes
that such standards ought to be safeguarded.
This is not tantamount to saying that the MATSEC setup is a perfect system. It needs
modification to respond to national and international changes and to the development of
content-specific expertise. However, changes should be taken with a view to safeguarding
both the interests of students who are sitting for the examinations, and international
standards against which our students’ performance is rated.
On the basis of evidence that the Review Committee collected and generated through a
number of reports during the past 18 months, this Committee would like to put forward
these proposals:

6.2

BASIC PRINCIPLES
The MATSEC setup has evolved as an independent benchmarking system separate
from the schooling system. Such a separation is pivotal and ought to be sustained and
developed even further.
Government through the Ministry of Education, Youth and Employment is responsible for
policy and direction. The schooling system is charged with students’ learning and formation.
The MATSEC setup provides the Maltese citizen with a way of knowing the extent to which
the system achieved some of the desired outcomes. In this way, policy, its implementation
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and MATSEC, are intertwined in an elaborate system of checks and balances. Separate
roles are critical for ethical and credibility reasons and ought to be preserved as such.
MATSEC must pursue its current objectives to be fair to all students as far as this is
humanly possible given the available resources. In attempting to provide for universal
accessibility and individual needs, all decisions must protect the integrity of the system. In
being all things to all people one risks building a system that revolves around particular
individuals. This would undermine the credibility and usefulness of the whole system.
The role of MATSEC is the assessment of competence of individuals and it consistently
reports this level of achievement through a grading system. It is the market or the
educational system itself that evaluates the value of standards obtained by students. Thus it
is an employer (or an educational entity where the candidate seeks entry) who decides that
a candidate with a specific grade is suitable for the required job specification or education
programme.
Different stakeholders are divided about MATSEC being a social welfare service or selffinancing activity. Policy makers need to be clearer about this, because actions taken from
either standpoint vary. Currently, MATSEC straddles both, walking a very tight-rope
position. The Review Committee believes that MATSEC is crucial to education and the
whole Maltese economy. Consequently, MATSEC should operate on a non-profit basis
allowing for further development of the system as will be indicated below. Indeed, any
improvement to the whole system is a benefit to the Maltese population and as such ought
to be sustained by the users.
6.3

A FUTURE DIRECTION FOR MATSEC
In concluding its work, the Review Committee presents the following recommendations.
Some changes can be implemented by MATSEC itself. Others require the good will of the
policy-makers. It is the intention of the MATSEC Review Committee to promote the
strengthening of this major asset in our educational system.

6.3.1

MATSEC Structure and Operations

6.3.1.1

The Review Committee recommends that the current MATSEC setup evolves into an
independent cost-centre to become the Maltese entity responsible for the provision of
national examinations in Malta.

6.3.1.2

MATSEC should continue to fine-tune the current system of examinations through periodic
critical self-examination based on internal and external review systems.
There should be periodic (annual) external audits of the system by reliable foreign
professionals working in testing services. Such visits provide an internal formative
evaluation system to decision-makers within MATSEC and add credibility to the service
being provided to education, business and industry. Furthermore, it allows MATSEC to
keep abreast with international developments in the field.

6.3.1.3

The chain of command to MATSEC and within MATSEC ought to be clarified
and strengthened. The current situation whereby the MATSEC Board has been
accountable to the Senate of the University has provided for the academic standards and
credibility that the MATSEC system enjoys. However, the University of Malta is not the
only stakeholder interested in the assessments of students. Today, and more so in the
future, other institutions of tertiary education make use of MATSEC examinations.
Therefore, while the University Senate ought to have a substantial representation in the
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MATSEC Board, other institutions can be invited to sit on the Board. Further, two
members of the National Curriculum Council or eventually the Malta Educational
Directorate ought to be also present on the Board of MATSEC. Thus the MATSEC Board
would further enhance its credibility and distance itself from undue interference by any
single institution.
6.3.1.4

This Review Committee is against splitting MATSEC into a separate examination
system for SEC and Advanced levels as suggested by some of the stakeholders who met the
Review Committee. Such a measure would increase expenses, fragment already scarce
resources and exacerbate further the problem of assuring continuity among the SEC,
Intermediate and Advanced levels in each subject.

6.3.1.5

The amount of work undertaken by the MATSEC unit staff is impressive. The Review
Board admires the dedication of such a small core of personnel who do their utmost to
ensure the continued operation and functioning of the system. Yet it is unrealistic to expect
MATSEC to continue operating with the current complement. Persons with expertise
in assessment, measurement and statistical analyses are urgently required if the
system is to develop any further. Operations Research10 must be taken seriously and
urgently to enhance quality assurance. Other persons are to be recruited as support staff
both in clerical and IT support capacities. The current situation is untenable.
In-house statistical expertise should enable MATSEC to use robust techniques to upgrade
quality assurance procedures. For example, Rasch models could be easily used for the
construction of item banks, improved marking, test equating, and monitoring standards of
both setters and markers.
Recruiting more professional personnel must take into account the need for time spent on
the monitoring the system and training different stakeholders. It is extremely difficult to
expect enhancement of the system without devoting the time for monitoring, quality
assurance and planning.

6.3.1.6

The creation of both an administrative and a marking database that integrate all the
disparate information of the MATSEC operation should be undertaken immediately with the
necessary proviso for security and confidentiality. One cannot operate MATSEC using
multiple databases with unfriendly software, lacking interconnectivity, and expect to have
immediate results to queries generated by operational and decision-making requirements.
The Review Committee appreciated the immediate co-operation of the Ministry of
Education on this issue in offering to share the cost for the creation of an administrative
database. This is a priority and will serve the research and administrative requirements of
the MATSEC system.

6.3.1.7

The current arrangement to have SEC chairpersons coming from both University and the
Division of Education, while having all chairpersons at Advanced level coming from the
University of Malta needs to be revisited. As the MATSEC system continues to develop,
more students undertaking the Advanced subjects will be finding their way to other
institutions of tertiary education. It is therefore imperative that MATSEC focuses more on
the assessment of levels of competence rather than qualify students for entry to the
University of Malta. Furthermore, the current arrangement gives rise to a number of
constraining factors that, at times, are deleterious to the examination process. Therefore,
while keeping the current arrangement as a general guideline, the MATSEC Board ought to
have the possibility to consider the appointment of other chairpersons.

10

The Review Committee commissioned a seminar with a testing services consultant to illustrate how the use of
Rasch models could enhance with quality of paper setting and marking. This type of work is an urgent
requirement for the enhanced credibility of the system.
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In principle, the Review Committee recommends more involvement of teachers in
MATSEC processes. Teachers could be involved in the syllabus production, item banking
and assessment processes. The Zarb Adami Report (1999) had recommended the
possibility of secondment of teachers to the MATSEC unit. However, the Review
Committee also heard of practical difficulties experienced implementing this objective.
Understanding the issues involved, the Review Committee would still reiterate its
recommendation to the MATSEC Unit, safeguarding the management and decision-making
requirements of MATSEC
6.3.1.8

MATSEC must establish a plan for the continuing professional development of
academic and administrative personnel to counteract the insularity of our system.
The plan is to include stronger links and possibly attachments with foreign examination
boards, membership of international assessment bodies, seminars and workshops with the
participation of local and foreign consultants.

6.3.1.9

MATSEC should consider the implementation of a graduate assistantship scheme
offering part-time employment to persons currently undergoing post-graduate studies who
would assist with the operational research required by MATSEC. Some of the better
candidates could be encouraged to stay with MATSEC after they finish their studies.

6.3.2

Examinations

6.3.2.1

This Review Committee acknowledges that currently the MATSEC system has grown to
cover a vast number of subjects at different levels (see discussion in chapter three). This
variety offers significant choices to our students as they discern the area where they can
contribute to personal, social and national development.
Currently, examinations are focused on theoretical content. As a national examination
system, MATSEC should aim to offer a number of vocational subjects for
certification in the near future. These examinations, based on balanced mixture of good
theory and practical performance, require the same rigorous preparation that exists in the
traditional subjects. These subjects necessitate the development of facilities that would
make it possible for students to demonstrate performance within these areas.
Together with the current array of subjects, MATSEC should gradually introduce vocational
subjects and a computerised examination system offering a certification of basic
competencies (see further below).

6.3.2.2

The Review Committee proposes that the April-June session be moved to June-July.
Such a move provides for a longer academic year for teachers and students enabling better
coverage of the syllabi. Better preparation will hopefully increase the number of passes at
the June session. The current September supplementary session will then be
moved to November-December allowing MATSEC to offer a full examination
session to its stakeholders. Such a measure would do away with current constraints of
offering only a limited number of subjects to our Matriculation Certificate candidates. It may
also make it more likely for mature students sitting for single subjects to return to formal
certification in a graduated manner.

6.3.2.3

Over a period of 10 years the MATSEC system has increased its reach from about 50
percent of a cohort to almost 80 percent. While acknowledging this as a major
achievement, the Review Committee is concerned that a number of students terminate
their secondary education without any formal certification. A significant number of students
exhibit intent to sit for an examination but then fail to turn up for the written exams.
Others appear to have given up on the system even earlier than that and either drop out of
school altogether or else do not sit for the examinations. Providing for other grades to
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cater for competency at the lower levels of the scale is not an option. Such a move would
devalue the current system and this is also the opinion of local industry as has emerged
from discussions.
The Review Committee, therefore, proposes the introduction of a computerised
examination system certifying functional competencies in five subject-areas
namely Maltese, English, Mathematics, Science and Information Technology.
These are considered by the Review Committee to be basic functional competencies
required in today’s society. Each subject would have three consecutive levels of
competencies (for better discrimination of competencies) and the student would be given a
certificate after the completion of each level to provide for better motivation.

Level

Maltese
I
II
III

English
I
II
III

Mathematics
I
II
III

Science
I
II
III

IT
I
II
III

Each subject should be open to any person, independent of age at any level. Thus, a person
who feels capable of getting certified at level three should not have to enter the system at
level one. The Division of Education, the Employment Training Corporation and industry
itself can collaborate to have early school leavers or potential dropouts of the education
system certified at least at this level.
6.3.2.4

Under the current system students who would like to obtain a MC require four passes at
Intermediate level (including SoK) and two passes at Advanced level. The subjects are
distributed in such a way as to ascertain that individual students have some knowledge of
both the humanities and sciences.
The Committee supports the idea of having students obtain a wider basis of
knowledge at this phase of their life especially given the specialised tracks that they would
immediately acquire in their further education.
However, the Committee is not convinced that there is an adequate benchmark and
consensus as to what constitutes an Intermediate level. The Committee became aware
of a tension between content experts who view the Intermediate examination as a bridge
between a SEC level and an Advanced level and consequently required candidates to cover
certain topics, while others complain that the amount of material expected from the
student corresponds to almost another Advanced level subject. Therefore, the Committee
recommends that the MATSEC Board exercise its vigilance lest what is expected of
students becomes a deterrent to students opening up their perspectives rather than
motivating them to enjoy the newly acquired knowledge.
The Review Committee recommends that MATSEC offer Intermediate Level
examinations as an option of single subjects to all students. This ought to
encourage students who want to enrich their study with a broader level than SEC.
However it is to be noted that passes in single Intermediate subjects cannot be counted
towards a MC.

6.3.2.5

The Systems of Knowledge examination has created a number of controversies. The
Committee heard conflicting and disparate opinions about the examination from students,
parents, teachers and the MATSEC Board itself. Certain stakeholders consider the
technology project of no or little value. The Committee does not share this viewpoint. On
the contrary. a “hands-on” project helps students improve their conative and practical
problem-solving abilities and is in line with current educational trends emphasising pragmatic
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problem-solving approaches. The Review Committee, in line with the policy to have
students acquire a wider knowledge base before entering into a professional track, supports
the need for a practical project. Should Systems of Knowledge be reduced to another
cognitive examination, it would be hard to justify its presence as a required subject for all
students at the Intermediate level.
However, the Committee also notes the existing discrepancy about students’ expected
outcomes. There is no clear agreement among those responsible as to what
constitutes an acceptable project, the intended learning process and outcomes.
This situation needs to be remedied at once. The MATSEC Board must issue better
guidelines to all the stakeholders about what is expected and how it will be graded.
Unfortunately the schooling system does not currently facilitate such a development. There
is very little preparation for this type of knowledge acquisition. One hopes that the
introduction of Design and Technology at SEC level for all will greatly improve this
situation. In the meantime, MATSEC’s focused guidelines on the implementation of the
project should also serve as an indication of the type of recruitment required by schools
preparing students for the SoK.
Students should be allowed to focus on one technology project assessed by a 15-minute
oral conducted by at least three persons, including the supervisor, and a 3000-word written
report reflecting on and evaluating the process and outcome of the project-production. The
Review Committee believes that such an exercise will help students develop reflective and
writing skills required at tertiary level. The student would submit both works at a predetermined date and then be expected to discuss issues about this work during the oral.
6.3.2.6

The present differentiated paper system (i.e. Paper IIA and IIB) should be maintained.
Efforts need to be strengthened to ensure that Paper IIA is in fact more demanding than IIB
in the different subjects.

6.3.2.7

The Review Committee recommends a standardisation process among the oral
examinations of different languages. Benchmarks and exemplars need to be
established in the context of training for examiners. MATSEC would do well to introduce
contemporary technology for better assessment of listening comprehension.

6.3.2.8

MATSEC should streamline the requirement of coursework and school-based
assessment in the subjects where it is already offered. Furthermore, MATSEC needs to
establish and disseminate clear criteria for assessment, provide instances of good practice
and, in collaboration with the appropriate authorities, train teachers and seek ways of
monitoring and improving the moderation of coursework.

6.3.2.9

The Review Committee heard various interested parties in the discussion about
certification of competencies in the English language. There is currently a vociferous
discussion as to what constitutes proficiency in English with two separate systems of
examinations developing even within the University of Malta itself. In some faculties within
University, having certification by MATSEC is not enough to enter the programme of
studies and other certification is required. This discussion has even reached the University
Senate. The current system is untenable and requires resolution for the benefit of all. The
MATSEC Board, with the support of Senate, needs to create the mechanism so that, as
quickly as possible, all the interested parties come to some consensus as to what
constitutes a level of competency at SEC, Intermediate and Advanced levels. In the case of
English language one needs to keep in mind that the subject can be an area of specialisation
for some, while a functional subject for communication and self-expression for others.
Modification of the syllabi ought to reflect such changes.
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The MATSEC Board can opt to publish, in the case of language examinations that contain a
language and a literature component, separate scores for each component with a total
score for the whole paper. If this is implemented, in the near future one could even
undertake studies to understand how the performance in languages affects academic and onthe-job performance. Furthermore, entities that require specific competencies from their
recruits would also be able to target better the person they require for specific job
opportunities.
6.3.2.10

At Present, candidates requesting special arrangements are assessed using foreign-originated
tests. The Review Committee suggests that MATSEC work with relevant stakeholders to
develop standardised tests suited to the local environment. Such a step would offer a more
valid assessment of candidates with special needs.

6.3.2.11

The Review Committee suggests that the “Revision of Papers” service be improved to
reflect better transparency for all students. If the timelines of the main session and the
supplementary session are moved as already suggested above, then it would make it
possible for students to have better access to feedback about their performance.
MATSEC should offer three levels of feedback in its revision process. A clerical check
would convince the candidate that there was no summation error in the final computation of
all the components of the paper in question. A summary revision would provide the
candidate with a two-liner feedback of her/his performance indicating strengths and weakness.
A full revision would entitle the candidate to a fleshed out report of her/his performance
together with a copy of the paper so that the student may discuss it with a tutor.
When a candidate requests a revision of paper under the current stipulations, the grade can
only be improved. The Review Committee recommends that following a revision of
papers as indicated above, a grade should be allowed to move up or down.
This new practice should be introduced with caution lest MATSEC be inundated with issues
of logistics and litigation that would in turn absorb energies required for the better
operation of the whole system. Should a student request a copy of the examination script,
this should be taken as the waiver of further appeals on the matter.

6.3.3

Communications with stakeholders

6.3.3.1

The Review Committee proposes establishing a Communications setup within MATSEC
to handle all customer care and more specifically, the information requirements of students,
parents, teachers and others requiring information.
The Communications setup (Customer Care person) should also be responsible for the
continued maintenance of a website. The site should make available information about all
methods and procedures used by MATSEC in its operations (including criteria for choice of
paper setters and markers), the syllabi for the different subjects, examination reports,
timetables, grade descriptors and price structures. The Communications setup (Customer
Care) of MATSEC should keep an open dialogue with its audiences through a complaint and
questions-answer system on the website.

6.3.3.2

On a number of occasions schools have been sent information about the performance of
their students in comparison to the national average. This type of information ought to be
disseminated on a regular basis explaining the sampling error involved in such calculations.
MATSEC might want to invest some time assisting school administrators interpret such
data. This practice will become more relevant if the concept of benchmarking is
implemented within a cluster of schools. Moreover, such data assist one and all in
monitoring and improving the educational system and student entitlement.
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6.3.4

Financial operation

6.3.4.1

The financial operation of the MATSEC setup works on a break-even basis if one does not
account fully the support in kind granted by both the University of Malta and the
Examinations Department.
But the MATSEC Unit is fundamentally understaffed. The professional staff
attached to the MATSEC Unit currently hold dual posts (with MATSEC and a teaching/
research commitment with some University entity) in order to qualify for the Academic
Work Resources granted to University employees with teaching duties. Furthermore, this
dual appointment is required lest MATSEC personnel be locked into a dead-end career
path.
While offering a salutary contact with the students and a source of dissertation potential,
this may lead to potential conflicts of interest and accountability. The Committee suggests
that while contact with the University departments ought to be maintained at a lower
commitment level, the MATSEC Unit ought to have an internal budget for the training
requirements of its professional members together with an internal scale of promotion
potentials.

6.3.4.2

The Review Committee welcomes the remuneration adjustments over the recent years to
reflect a more just distribution of payments to the paper setters and markers of the
examinations. However, under current circumstances examiners feel that they are not
being paid enough for the work they do and the Committee would suggest a slight
increase in the compensation offered especially given the conditions and constraints under
which the markers have to operate (Markers are bound not to offer private tuition). It is
already problematic recruiting enough markers in certain subject areas and if the problem is
accentuated then the Educational System risks losing all that has been acquired over the
years.
One possible alternative would be for Government to tax this remuneration at 15 percent
rather than the 35 percent that markers currently pay. This would create an incentive
without increasing the cost.

6.3.4.3

Specialists are required to widen the area of operational research for the
improvement of MATSEC. Additional academic and clerical staff must be recruited to
allow the current staff more time for monitoring, reflection, development and training.

6.3.4.4.

Given all the above, the Committee would like to suggest that the fee for examinations
be increased by Lm 2.00 for each subject entry to make up for the current shortfall and
the structural changes required in the MATSEC setup.

6.3.4.5

Taking into account what is already stated in 3.2.11, the fee for the revision of papers
should be structured as follows:
Clerical Check
Summary Revision
Full Revision

Lm10.00
Lm25.00
Lm50.00

In each of the above the full fee will be refunded should the revision award an upgrade to
the candidate.
Under current conditions many are opting to ask for a revision of paper, not because they
feel that the score obtained does not reflect their performance, but because “there is
nothing to lose”. This is creating an untenable situation since it does not allow those who
genuinely require such a service to get the full attention they deserve.
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6.4

CONCLUSION
These recommendations are being presented as a comprehensive plan for the strengthening
of MATSEC. Many of the recommendations are interdependent, and require a holistic
implementation.
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