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Extract-based questions
It is important when answering these questions 
to maintain a balance between the Assessment 
Objectives. These are:

AO1: Read, understand and respond to texts: maintain 
a critical style; develop an informed personal 
response; use textual references, including quotations, 
to support and illustrate interpretations.

AO2: Analyse the language, form and structure used 
by a writer to create meanings and effects, using 
relevant terminology where appropriate.

AO3: Show understanding of the relationships 
between texts and the contexts in which they were 
written.

AO4: Use a range of vocabulary and sentence 
structures for clarity, purpose and effect, with accurate 
spelling and punctuation.

AOs 1 and 2 are dominant. This means that responses 
need to be well-argued and carefully supported 
in relation to the whole question. It is a good idea 
to divide time equally between the extract, which 
allows AO2 to be addressed through careful attention 
to language and dramatic structure, and elsewhere 
in the play, which allows candidates to construct 
a whole-text response based on reference and 
argument. It helps to have a particular scene or 
couple of scenes in mind for comparison/connection. 
AO3 will be implicit in the question, and may be 
addressed by exploring the differences between the 
expectations of Shakespeare’s audience and the way 
modern-day directors and audiences might respond.

In the sample assessment materials published on the 
OCR website, the extract from Act 3 Scene 1 should 
offer plenty of opportunities for wider consideration 
of Mercutio’s role in the play as it occurs just before 
the turning point from comedy to tragedy. Mercutio 
is determined to see Tybalt’s words as provocation to 
violent action. Those who have seen Baz Luhrmann’s 
1996 film version are likely to read a homoerotic 
subtext into this exchange, which may have been 
possible even when the play was written, but it is 
more likely that the ‘consortest’ insult should be read 
as an insult related to servants. Minstrels wear ‘livery’ 
and make music not action, with ‘fiddlesticks’ not 
swords. Either way, Mercutio is determined to prove 
his manhood, even though Romeo, for reasons the 
audience is aware of but Mercutio and Tybalt are not, 
does not want to play this game.

The scene can be linked to other forms of gang 
warfare and aggressive masculinity. It certainly defines 
the move to tragedy and by Mercutio’s dying words 
‘ask for me tomorrow and you shall find me a grave 
man’. Mercutio influences other events in the play, 
encouraging Romeo to attend the Capulet party and 
‘be rough with love’ as well as bringing on Tybalt’s 
death, Romeo’s banishment and Capulet’s desire to 
marry Juliet quickly to Paris in order to restore peace. 
The question asks about Mercutio’s attitude: a good 
answer would point out that he is amusingly satirical 
about everyone, and his cynicism amuses audiences, 
but that this provokes the characters to extreme 
and often destructive action in order to try to prove 
themselves.

Discursive essay questions
This type of question gives candidates an opportunity 
to explore a key character, relationship or theme by 
exploring at least two moments in the play in detail. 
As the Assessments Objectives are the same as for 
the extract-based question, it is also important to 
explore contextual influences and to look closely at 
Shakespeare’s language and dramatic techniques. 
Effective quotation is important to show knowledge 
and understanding.

The sample assessment question requires candidates 
to analyse changes in the relationship between 
Juliet and the Nurse, so at least two scenes could be 
examined from Juliet’s initial appearance before her 
mother, with the Nurse doing most of the talking in 
1.3 to the Nurse’s role as go-between in 2.4 and 2.5, 
the Nurse’s confusion of loyalties in 3.2 and what 
Juliet sees as a betrayal by a ‘wicked fiend’ in 3.5, 
after the Nurse has been intimidated by Capulet 
into supporting the marriage to Paris. Candidates 
can take different views about how well the Nurse 
has performed her quasi-maternal role for Juliet, and 
whether Juliet is unfair or just in dismissing her so 
harshly.
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Script A

Examiner commentary

This candidate immediately responds to Mercutio’s 
aggression towards Tybalt and rightly sees him as 
provoking confrontation. There is understanding 
of the nature of the feud between the two houses, 
and of the consequences of Mercutio’s challenge, 
although this is presented in a narrative rather than 
critical and analytical style. The candidate picks 
up that all Tybalt really wants from Mercutio is the 
whereabouts of Romeo, but that Mercutio’s language 
turns this into a challenge. This is supported with 
quotations (AO1). There is also a little appreciation of 
Mercutio’s metaphor ‘shall make you dance’ (AO2) but 
this is not explicitly analysed. Comments on Benvolio’s 
intervention also shows some appreciation that 
any potential fight would be a breach of the peace, 
which shows knowledge of context (AO3) even if the 
reference to police is anachronistic and may betray 
the influence of the 1996 movie. More historically 
appropriate context would be helpful.

What follows is really supported narrative: a quotation 
is followed by an explanation, but those explanations 
begin to move beyond the literal meaning and 
explore the threat that lies behind them. More focus 
on the effect of words on the audience would have 
been useful here. The explanation of ‘a grave man’ 
is a good one, even if the quotation isn’t accurate; 
it would have been better if the pun had been 
identified and linked to Mercutio’s wish to be taken 
seriously. The consequences are at least partly 
understood, and it is clear that the candidate has 
enjoyed the drama of the confrontation. A stronger 
answer would have evaluated how it influences 
not only events in the play, but also the audience’s 
emotions.

This response is not developed enough for Level 3, 
but goes beyond a basic response, despite elements 
of narrative. There is awareness of context and some 
understanding, given relevant support. Indeed most 
of the requirements for Level 2 are met so the mark 
would be high within that band.
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Script B 

Examiner commentary

This response begins well by defining Mercutio’s 
attitude as ‘satirical’. This is apt use of subject 
terminology (AO2). Mercutio’s punning language 
and hostile attitude to love are also referenced 
with a quotation which reminds us of Romeo’s 
rebuke that he makes fun of what he cannot ‘feel’. 
It would have been interesting to follow this up 
with more comment on what this suggests to the 
audience about Mercutio’s character. Certainly wider 
understanding of the play is well-supported here 
(AO1).

Mercutio’s stubbornness and insulting language 
are then analysed in some detail (AO2) and with 
individuality. This is contrasted with Tybalt’s 
apparently courteous address. Cross-reference to 
Mercutio’s unprovoked dislike of Tybalt is supported 
by quotation and analysis (AO1). The idea that 
‘Mercutio is angry at Romeo for not acting like a man’ 
is important here, as it is a contextual point (AO3) 
although this might have been linked more explicitly 
to the language of the extract. The notion that men 
needed to step up to challenges is well-developed, as 
is the idea that Mercutio feels his dignity affronted by 
Tybalt.

The comment on Benvolio’s language shows the 
ability to shape an analytical response. The idea 
that Benvolio’s imagery foreshadows death comes 
from taking individual words – ‘coldly’ and ‘haunt’ 
out of context. Close verbal analysis is arguably 
more successful when the language is meant to be 
ambiguous, which is the defining nature of Mercutio’s 
language: but not of the less verbally sensitive 
characters around him.

There is good understanding of the drama of 
entrances and exits which has a powerful effect on 
the staging of this scene. It is appreciated that once 
Romeo enters, Tybalt has no interest in Mercutio, and 
that this provokes Mercutio’s anger. It is a pity that the 
candidate runs out of time to develop the final points, 
which point out that this is a turning point in the play 
(AO1), and not the only time that Mercutio’s attitude 
crucially influences events. The consequences play 
out for the remainder of the drama.

This answer meets most of the requirements of  
Level 4. There is ‘some critical style’ from the outset 
and relevant textual references are embedded (AO1). 
Clear understanding of context is demonstrated in 
the comments on aggressive and confrontational 
masculinity (AO3). There is analytical comment (AO2) 
but this needs development and better focus for 
Level 5. The response would be at the top of Level 4.
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Script C 

Examiner commentary

This response begins where Script B ends: there is an 
overview of the consequences of Mercutio’s ‘lively 
and passionate nature’ throughout the play (AO1). 
He is rightly seen as both witty and provocative. The 
focus on ‘word play’ is a good one and the selection 
of the response to the word ‘consortest’ is spot on, 
but comment is underdeveloped (AO2). The tonal 
clash between Tybalt’s seriousness and Mercutio’s 
banter is also understood. The reference to ‘Montague 
honour’ could have been better developed to 
address AO3. Mercutio’s ‘make it a word and a blow’ is 
correctly analysed as provocation to violence (AO2).

The response is quickly extended to other examples 
of Mercutio’s insulting language towards Tybalt and 
textual reference is neatly interwoven into analysis 
of Mercutio’s disgust at Romeo’s refusal to fight 
(AO1). Impressive comment follows that shows 
appreciation of both Mercutio’s ‘hot-headed nature’ 
and Shakespeare’s ‘dramatic irony’, using subject 
terminology effectively (AO2). This might have led 
to more developed comment on how Mercutio’s 
death changes the atmosphere of the play. Instead 
the essay returns to Benvolio’s intervention and 
Mercutio’s ‘stubborn and angry attitude’. These are 
good observations, but a better-planned and more 
organised response would have begun with sustained 
close analysis of the extract and then moved on to 
wider issues.

Mercutio’s changeable attitude is pinpointed, 
although it might be more accurate to say that he is 
witty and provocative at the same time. The idea that 
he is a ‘catalyst for tragic events’ is highly perceptive 
and would have made a good starting point for 
broader analysis of how Mercutio’s attitude influences 
events in the play. He is treated as a comic character 
by others, but is desperate to be taken seriously and 
prove his masculinity. He is insulted by the suggestion 
that he is a ‘minstrel’ because he wants to be a man 
of action. The link to Mercury and a mercurial nature 
is a contextual point (AO3) and would have been 
even better if connected to Elizabethan notions of 
astrology and fate (‘star-crossed lovers’) and the pun 
on ‘grave man’ is skilfully analysed (AO2) but could 
have led to comment on Mercutio’s subsequent 
curse ’A plague a both your houses’. The supernatural 
influence Mercutio cites is ‘Queen Mab’ and like her, 
he is mischievous and ultimately destructive, and this 
could have been linked more directly to the earlier 
occasion when he changed ‘the course of Romeo’s 
love’ to underline the idea that he is a ‘catalyst’ for 
tragedy.

There are very good ideas in this response, which 
need a little more organisation, and more explicit 
targeting of Assessment Objectives in order to be 
sustained, consistently perceptive and evaluative as 
well as analytical. Consequently a mark would be 
awarded at the top of Level 5, but there is Level 6 
potential here.
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Script D 

Examiner commentary

The candidate begins with an overview noting the 
Nurse’s go-between role and her later dismissal 
from Juliet’s confidence, so the question is directly 
addressed and there is understanding of the way the 
drama develops. There is implicit understanding of 
context in the appreciation that it is the Nurse who 
raises Juliet, and that she is a more genuine mother 
figure for her than Lady Capulet (AO1) and supported 
appreciation that she ‘knows her too well’ (AO1). 
AO2 might have been addressed by looking more 
closely at why Juliet would find the Nurse’s garrulity 
excruciatingly embarrassing in the dramatic context 
of 1.3.

There is more analysis of language and dramatic 
structure in the comments on 2.5 which follow, 
which pick up the way the Nurse is ‘joking about’ 
by delaying her message from Romeo. Quotation 
would have really helped here, and does appear to 
effect in response to 2.4, which is mentioned next. It is 
explained that Nurse is a butt for Mercutio’s jokes and 
Capulet’s bullying, but this needs more development. 
Well-chosen quotation then supports explanation 
of the Nurse’s betrayal and Juliet’s description 
of her as ‘ancient damnation’. More analysis and 
contextualisation here could have explained that 
Juliet now sees her as a vice, rather than a confidential 
adviser.

The last point is very well made: in the last two acts of 
the play, the Nurse becomes simply a bystander and 
is no longer trusted. She still shows love for Juliet, but 
is dramatically unaware that the ‘suicide’ is a fake, and 
so Juliet is now dependent solely on the Friar for help.

AO1 is securely at Level 3: there is a reasonably 
developed personal response showing understanding 
and supported by relevant reference. There are some 
relevant comments about context (AO3). However, 
AO2 is at a lower level. There needs to be more 
effective explanation of how Shakespeare creates 
effects for the audience, and the quality of analysis 
and the way this is used to drive argument will be 
the key to raising this candidate’s overall performance 
from Level 3 to the next level.
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Script E 

Examiner commentary
This response begins with a clear explanation of 
the Nurse’s role, supported by textual reference 
(AO1). Clarity is also the hallmark of the comment 
on language. It is explained how the Nurse’s 
unambiguous language of praise is a key element 
in Juliet’s love for Romeo, in spite of the dangerous 
context.

Act 3 scene 5 is rightly seen as a turning point, with 
a supporting quotation which gives the example 
of the Nurse passing on Paris’s ring. There is a good 
explanation of why the relationship changes.

The closing remarks also show understanding of the 
Nurse’s exclusion from the events of the last two acts, 
with comments that show sensitive appreciation that 
her love of Juliet appear to be genuine, and that she 
is now without a role, and probably without a job, 
and she feels the loss to herself as well as the whole 
Capulet family.

This response provides reasonable explanation of the 
writer’s use of language, form and structure to create 
meanings and effects. Context is clearly understood 
(AO3) and relevant textual references are selected to 
support clear understanding (AO1). Thus, although 
AO2 is at a lower level, a mark at the low end of  
Level 4 would be appropriate.
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Script F

Examiner commentary

This candidate begins confidently with an explanation 
of the relationship of the comic characters to the 
romantic loves, showing good use of subject 
terminology. This is developed further by explaining 
that different ideas of love are juxtaposed through 
the characters’ different attitudes and language. The 
suggestion that it is Juliet’s more mature perception 
of love which leads her to contradict the Nurse is 
perceptive and thoughtful.

The closeness of Juliet and the Nurse is demonstrated 
by an observation which proves Juliet’s distance from 
her mother. However, she is seen as siding with the 
older rather than the younger people in the play in 
an explanation of the turning point, when the Nurse’s 
support for Paris changes her relationship with Juliet. 
These points show awareness of dramatic structure 
as well as character development (AO2). The Nurse’s 
marginal social status is also considered (AO3). 

It is especially good to see awareness of the dramatic 
impact of the Nurse’s change of loyalties on the 
audience. This is supported by a critical understanding 
of the way Juliet has transformed into a tragic heroine. 
Part of her tragedy is that she now needs to act alone, 
and the analysis of the language of her soliloquy 
brings out the modal verb ‘must’ which emphasises 
the role of fate.

This response shows a convincing critical style and is 
well-developed. It is a secure Level 5 response. For 
Level 6, it would need more detailed and sensitive 
analysis of the Nurse’s language (AO2) and to address 
quotations with more comment on their dramatic 
effectiveness. Understanding of context needs to 
drive perceptive evaluation of the text (AO3).
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