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The main aim of this booklet is to exemplify standards for those teaching Cambridge IGCSE / IGCSE (9-1) First 
Language English 0500 / 0990, and to show how different levels of candidates’ performance (high, middle or low) 
relate to the subject’s curriculum and assessment objectives.

In this booklet, candidate responses have been chosen from March 2020 scripts to exemplify a range of answers.

For each question, the response is annotated with a clear explanation of where and why marks were awarded or 
omitted. This is followed by examiner comments on how the answer could have been improved. In this way, it is 
possible for you to understand what candidates have done to gain their marks and what they could do to improve their 
answers. There is also a list of common mistakes candidates made in their answers, where relevant.

This document provides illustrative examples of candidate work with some examiner commentary. These help 
teachers assess the standard required to achieve marks beyond the guidance of the mark scheme. Therefore, in 
some circumstances, such as where exact answers are required, there will not be much comment.

The questions and mark schemes used here are available to download from the School Support Hub. These files are:

March 2020 Question Paper 22

March 2020 Paper 22 Mark Schemes

Past exam resources and other teaching and learning resources are available on the School Support Hub:

www.cambridgeinternational.org/support

Introduction

http://www.cambridgeinternational.org/support
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How to use this booklet
This booklet goes through the paper one question at a time, showing you the high-, middle- or low-level response for 
each question. The candidate answers are set in a table. In the left-hand column are the candidate answers, and in 
the right-hand column are the examiner comments.

Example Candidate Response – Question 1, high Examiner comments
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Question 1

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

Effective opening focused on 
task and audience. Varied and 
precisely used vocabulary and 
sentence structures.

The candidate focuses on the 
specifi c audience and on one of 
the most important ideas in the 
texts.

This answer picks up on the 
cynicism implied in both texts 
about how technology companies 
exploit their customers.

1

1

2

2

3

3
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Question 1

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

Effective opening focused on 
task and audience. Varied and 
precisely used vocabulary and 
sentence structures.

The candidate focuses on the 
specifi c audience and on one of 
the most important ideas in the 
texts.

This answer picks up on the 
cynicism implied in both texts 
about how technology companies 
exploit their customers.

1

1

2

2

3

3

Answers are by real candidates in exam conditions. 
These show you the types of answers for each level.
Discuss and analyse the answers with your learners in 
the classroom to improve their skills.

Examiner comments are 
alongside the answers. These 
explain where and why marks 
were awarded. This helps you 
to interpret the standard of 
Cambridge exams so you can 
help your learners to refine 
their exam technique.

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For reading, the candidate recognised the purpose of Text B as being a marketing device. The candidate identified 

how the success of new technology companies depended on some wasteful and potentially sinister ideas. 
However, the response missed some opportunities to examine the implicit points made about the effects of the 
Internet of Things specifically and how young people in particular are affected by it.

This section explains how the candidate could 
have improved each answer. This helps you to 
interpret the standard of Cambridge exams and 
helps your learners to refine their exam technique.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• For reading, the most common mistake was the lifting of points from both texts and providing only a general 

discussion rather than an evaluation of the ideas. For example, technology in general, rather than the advances 
made in the Internet of Things, was the focus of many responses. Another common error was candidates taking 
the ideas in the texts at face value. For example, candidates did not take Text B as being part of a marketing 
strategy which categorised consumers in an attempt to sell technology to them which was not needed and had 
serious drawbacks. Where candidates saw each text as being separate and not linked in any way, this also led 
to some contradiction. For example, the idea that people were easily taken in by new technology in Text B was 
contradicted by the slow uptake of figures shown in Text A. Lists the common mistakes candidates made 

in answering each question. This will help your 
learners to avoid these mistakes and give them 
the best chance of achieving the available marks.

Often candidates were not awarded 
marks because they misread or 
misinterpreted the questions.
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Question 1

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

Effective opening focused on 
task and audience. Varied and 
precisely used vocabulary and 
sentence structures.

The candidate focuses on the 
specific audience and on one of 
the most important ideas in the 
texts.

This answer picks up on the 
cynicism implied in both texts 
about how technology companies 
exploit their customers.

1

1

2

2

3

3
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

The candidate rewords and 
develops some ideas in Text B. 
The answer is less evaluative 
here, although the points are well 
made and cogently expressed.

The candidate returns to the 
specific audience, although could 
have done more with this idea 
to show how susceptible young 
people are.

The answer fades a little in 
terms of effectiveness of style 
and evaluation but focuses on the 
specific audience and task.
Mark for reading = 12 out of 15
Mark for writing = 22 out of 25

Total mark awarded = 
34 out of 40

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For reading, the candidate recognised the purpose of Text B as being a marketing device. The candidate identified 

how the success of new technology companies depended on some wasteful and potentially sinister ideas. 
However, the response missed some opportunities to examine the implicit points made about the effects of the 
Internet of Things specifically and how young people in particular are affected by it.

• For writing, the response was well argued and effectively organised with a clear sense of purpose and audience. 
The first part of the answer clearly demonstrated the candidate had an understanding of what was being asked. 
The ending needed a stronger finish in terms of style and evaluation.

4
4

5
5

6

6
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Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

This is a reasonable 
introduction that sets out the 
task. Clear style and register are 
used, although there is some 
awkwardness of expression.

Frequent errors, although most 
are minor.

This is a straightforward 
reproduction of points in Text B.

1

1

22

3
3
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

This is one of the evaluation 
points shown in the mark scheme, 
and shows some judgement of 
the implicit ideas in the texts, but 
needs to be explored more.

The candidate uses a clear 
style although there are a few 
lifted phrases and some errors.

The candidate offers some 
thoughtful judgement, using the 
implicit idea in the texts that a 
balance is needed between the 
drive for technology and a more 
cautious appreciation of it.
Mark for reading = 10 out of 15
Mark for writing = 12 out of 25

Total mark awarded = 
22 out of 40

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For reading, there were some sensible references to the ideas in the texts. For example, the point that new 

technology could make people lazy, as well as the considered discussion in the last few paragraphs, allowed for 
a mark to be awarded in Level 5. If the candidate provided some explanation of which aspects of the Internet 
of Things made people lazy, this would have provided sufficient detail for more marks to be awarded. A more 
consistent analysis of the attitudes in the texts was needed, rather than mostly reproducing ideas with some 
summarising at the end.

• For writing, the meaning was clear, although the style was fairly simple and inconsistent. There were some 
spelling errors, such as ‘ourselfs’, and also a limited adaptation of style for an article aimed at young people. A less 
discursive, personal style with more sense of audience would have allowed for a higher mark to be awarded.

4

4

5

5

6

6
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Example Candidate Response – low Examiner comments

Imprecise use of language.

This is the only real use made 
of Text A.

Some reproduction of points 
from Text B are made, but 
with limited comment on them. 
The candidate makes some 
basic errors in punctuation and 
sentence construction.

This is very close to the 
wording and structure of the text, 
and is a limited comment.

1
1

2
2

3

3

4

4
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

This demonstrates a hint of a 
judgement.

The candidate begins to make 
some judgement and give an 
opinion, but the style makes these 
ideas unclear and some points are 
misunderstood.
Mark for reading = 7 out of 15
Mark for writing = 10 out of 25

Total mark awarded = 
17 out of 40

55

6

6
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How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For reading, most points were reproduced from Text B with some lifting of phrases from the reading material. Some 

simple judgement was offered at the end, although some points were not clearly understood. The response was 
relevant, but it was not an evaluation of the ideas in the text. More understanding of the arguments in the texts 
were needed, for example, the risks to privacy posed by new technology.

• For writing, there were some consistent basic errors, such as the misuse of capital letters and sentences were not 
correctly demarcated. Where phrases were lifted from the texts, marks could not be awarded. More secure use of 
punctuation was needed, as well as a more articulate style which was not dependent on the original texts.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• For reading, the most common mistake was the lifting of points from both texts and providing only a general 

discussion rather than an evaluation of the ideas. For example, technology in general, rather than the advances 
made in the Internet of Things, was the focus of many responses. Another common error was candidates taking 
the ideas in the texts at face value. For example, candidates did not take Text B as being part of a marketing 
strategy which categorised consumers in an attempt to sell technology to them which was not needed and had 
serious drawbacks. Where candidates saw each text as being separate and not linked in any way, this also led 
to some contradiction. For example, the idea that people were easily taken in by new technology in Text B was 
contradicted by the slow uptake of figures shown in Text A.

• For writing, the most common mistake was a lack of adaptation of style for the specific purpose and audience 
given. Candidates who did not demonstrate an awareness of purpose and audience tended to write about ideas 
from the texts using a simplistic style and lacked some persuasive and argumentative techniques vital to engaging 
the reader.

• Most responses were reasonably accurate but needed to have been proofread adequately to avoid the use of 
incorrect homophones and incomplete sentence structures.
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Question 2

Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

This is quite a polished 
opening, effective and quite 
evocative. The last sentence is 
incomplete but is written fluently 
and with an appropriate style.

This is a nicely focused 
paragraph on the impact of the 
landscape on the narrator. There 
are a few errors with expression 
but secure style.

1

1

2

2
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

Most of this section builds a 
picture of a beach landscape quite 
effectively, although there are 
errors with tense.

A different focus for a new 
paragraph. ‘Strong and moody’ for 
quite mundane-sounding buildings 
seems a little unclear.

This section seems out of 
place and incongruous (actually 
the opening scene of a Dickens 
novel). It strikes an odd tone 
which is not evident earlier on.

3

3

4

4

5

5
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

The sentence construction is 
less secure here.

The style here is a bit insecure, 
especially towards the end.

The candidate commendably 
attempts an ambitious ending and 
the piece, although inconsistent, 
is often engaging and sometimes 
effective.
Mark for content and structure = 
11 out of 16
Mark for style and accuracy = 
13 out of 24

Total mark awarded = 
24 out of 40

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For content and structure, there was some ambition and a clear attempt to create a consistent, convincing picture. 

However, there were some sections where there was a shift in tone and the writing became disjointed. The different 
parts of the scene were organised and paragraphed, although they were not always linked effectively. Some 
choices of images and ideas were made consciously for effect and while some were effective, others were less so. 
Therefore, the description was sometimes generic, lacking focus on closer details.

• For style and accuracy, apart from one paragraph which was inconsistent with the rest of the answer, the writing 
was clear and varied with some precision. There was some inconsistency in sentence construction.

6
6

7

7
8

8
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Question 3

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

The candidate sets the scene 
in a fairly straightforward way with 
an accurate and controlled style.

The description is mostly 
factual but builds a detailed, 
realistic image.

1
1

2

2
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

Another pen portrait of a 
contestant.  Some closely 
observed detail is provided, 
although it lacks the emotional 
impact to engage the reader. The 
style is accurate and precise.

A little more evocation of 
atmosphere here, especially 
towards the end of the paragraph.

Some use of varied sentence 
structures to create specific 
effects is used. A cohesive, 
realistic overall picture is created. 
The candidate organises and 
paragraphs securely.
Mark for content and structure = 
13 out of 16
Mark for style and accuracy = 
21 out of 24

Total mark awarded = 
34 out of 40

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For content and structure, the overall impression created was credible and detailed. However, overall it was 

a rather objectively observed scene which did not quite sustain the reader’s engagement with the drama and 
emotional intensity of the occasion. Some sections lacked the complexity and range of effects needed to be 
awarded a mark in Level 6.

• For style and accuracy, the writing was almost error-free and was efficient, controlled and precise throughout. For 
a mark higher up in Level 6, a more nuanced and subtle style was needed, with a more precise use of language to 
evoke the occasion and engage the reader.

3

3

4

4

5

5
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Question 4

Example Candidate Response – low Examiner comments

Some attempt is made 
to introduce and establish a 
character, although perhaps a 
little simple. The candidate makes 
use of a clear style with some 
basic errors, for example, capital 
letters are missing and tenses are 
insecure.

The response develops 
the backstory a little, in a 
straightforward way. The meaning 
is clear, but there are errors in 
tense use and spelling.

1

1

2

2
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

Some grammatical 
disagreement is evident. The 
answer is paragraphed and 
organised accurately with a simple 
progression of narrative.

3

3
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

Characters’ motivations and 
reactions are not explained or 
explored.

This is a rather abrupt ending 
to address the task but without a 
real climax or denouement.
Mark for content and structure = 
7 out of 16
Mark for style and accuracy = 
10 out of 24

Total mark awarded = 
17 out of 40

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For content and structure, the response began in an engaging way although this was limited towards the end. 

Although the sequence of events was reasonably well outlined and organised, there was limited characterisation 
beyond the first paragraph. The reader was given little insight into why and how the protagonist behaved. The 
ending lacked impact and the story overall was incomplete and lacking cohesion. To be awarded a higher mark, 
more attention should have been paid to revealing the characters’ inner lives as well as what happened to them. 
The response fulfilled the criteria for Level 3 but did not meet those for Level 4 in terms of management of its 
structure.

• For style and accuracy, the meaning was always clear, although errors were sometimes serious and the language 
too simple for a mark to be awarded in Level 4. Errors in tenses, grammar and a limited range of vocabulary would 
have needed to be addressed to be awarded a higher mark.

4

4

5

5
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Question 5

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

This is an engaging opening, 
carefully controlled to interest the 
reader. Very few errors are made 
and a precise, varied choice of 
language and vocabulary is used.

This is quite a broad 
canvas for a narrative but the 
characterisation and setting are 
assured and controlled.

1

1

2

2
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

The candidate begins to lose 
some accuracy and control in this 
paragraph, for example, sentence 
demarcation with commas where 
full stops are needed as well as 
fairly frequent spelling errors.

This is a cohesive ending, 
returning to the opening idea in a 
carefully managed way.
Mark for content and structure = 
14 out of 16
Mark for style and accuracy = 
21 out of 24

Total mark awarded = 
35 out of 40

3

3

4

4
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How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For content and structure, the opening and ending of the narrative were effective and controlled, the 

characterisation and setting were well described. The scale and backdrop of the story was a little over-ambitious 
and difficult to manage, which made some sections less effective and credible. To be awarded a higher mark in 
Level 6, more focus on the story of the individuals, rather than the context, might have engaged the reader more 
consistently.

• For style and accuracy, while there was a high level of accuracy and precision in most of the writing, there were 
sections where the need to compress complex events perhaps lead to a less secure control of sentence structures 
and more minor spelling errors. More consistency in these aspects was needed for a higher mark to be awarded in 
Level 6.
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Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

There is a clear sense of what 
is happening, but the expression 
is awkward. Frequent spelling 
errors are made but clarity of 
expression is the main weakness.

The storyline is generally clear, 
although there is an inconsistent 
use of tense and persistent 
problems with clarity of style.

1

1

2

2
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

A more secure paragraph here.

The candidate consciously 
attempts to create a sense of 
urgency but it is not convincing. 
Use of tenses is insecure.

Some interesting imagery 
is used. There are a range 
of technical errors, including 
incorrect use of homophones, 
tense use and grammar.

33

4

4

5

5
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

The plotline becomes unclear.

There is some cohesion in 
the ending, but the structure is 
not tightly controlled, with some 
sections of the narrative difficult to 
follow.
Mark for content and structure = 
9 out of 16
Mark for style and accuracy = 
11 out of 24

Total mark awarded = 
20 out of 40

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For content and structure, the narrative had some clear sections and began quite coherently, but overall could not

be described as ‘well managed’ to be awarded a mark at Level 5. There was some cohesion provided by the idea
of a promise made between old friends, and the story was relevant and addressed the task, although the clarity
and effectiveness of the storytelling was inconsistent. More control over this aspect was needed for a mark to be
awarded at Level 5.

• For style and accuracy, the range and nature of errors in the writing limited the mark that could be awarded,
for example, some awkward expression which occasionally obscured meaning. Tense use within and between
paragraphs needed more consistency and precision to meet the criteria for Level 4.

66

7

7
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Example Candidate Response – low Examiner comments

This is a clear, if a little simple, 
opening for a story. The style has 
frequent minor errors and tenses 
are insecure. Expression is a little 
awkward in places.

1

1
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

A simple series of events with 
limited use of narrative techniques 
such as characterisation and 
scene-setting.

2

2
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

Limitations of style are evident 
here. Frequent errors in syntax 
and punctuation are evident 
but it is mainly the simplicity of 
language and vocabulary that 
prevents this piece from being 
awarded a higher mark.

A series of events is reported 
rather than a developed narrative. 
There is some evidence of 
organisation and paragraphing.
Mark for content and structure = 
6 out of 16
Mark for style and accuracy = 
10 out of 24

Total mark awarded = 
16 out of 40

3

3

4

4



Example Candidate Responses – Paper 2

30

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• For Content and Structure, there was some generally accurate organisation, although there was more simple 

reporting than storytelling. More attention needed to be paid to establish characters and plotlines which would have 
engaged the reader. This would also have demonstrated greater understanding of how narrative writing worked. 
While storylines did not need to be complex, this simple account made very limited use of narrative techniques.

• For Style and Accuracy, the simplicity of the vocabulary and sentence structures, along with the limited awareness 
of the genre’s requirements, clearly fit this response in Level 3. The meaning was always clear, but more varied 
language and control of sentence structures was needed for a mark to be awarded at Level 4.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• In Descriptive Writing, some candidates were overly reliant on narrative to structure their responses, which resulted 

in pieces which had limited descriptive content. For example, the descriptions for Question 2 were sometimes 
predictable pieces, often based on beach scenes or holiday resorts, which included generic details rather than 
closely observed and focused content. Similarly, in Question 3, some generic ideas and images to describe 
tension and nervousness were used rather than the more striking and original images which often have greater 
impact. This tendency to rely on rather stereotypical ideas and images was one of the most common mistakes in 
approaching descriptive writing.

• In Narrative Writing, one common mistake was a lack of preparation, especially in establishing characterisation and 
setting, for a narrative in which a sequence of events became the main content. The need to engage the reader 
with credible characters and plotlines was sometimes neglected, resulting in some action-driven narratives which 
were less effective overall.

• Style and Accuracy marks were often more limited by simple expression and language than by errors. A wide-
ranging and ambitious style in terms of vocabulary and sentence structures, in which effects are created 
consciously and deliberately, was often more successful even where minor errors were frequent.
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