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QUESTION 1

Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading of American 
Literature 1880-1940.		
		  [30]

Script 1: Question 1: Unseen – Level 6 

AMERICAN LITERATURE
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This is an excellent answer, showing confident knowledge of the topic and sensitive reading of the passage. The candidate’s 
own written style is consistently eloquent, offering telling phrases such as ‘exuberant living without clear direction’ which show a 
sophisticated understanding of the passage. Discussion of the imagery of technology, the use of triplets and the sense of rhythm 
and movement developed through sentence structure show that the candidate has an impressive command of critical writing; 
however, the balance of the answer ultimately tips a little too far into historical and literary context to achieve full marks. 

Overall, this is an excellent response and would receive a mark high in Level 6. 29/30.



Authentic Sample Candidate Responses with Comments

7

A Level English Literature

© OCR 2017

QUESTION 2 (a)

‘Much American literature explores the theme of isolation.’ By comparing The Great Gatsby with at least 
one other text prescribed for this topic, discuss how far you agree with this view.		
		  [30]

Script 1: Question 2a: ‘The Great Gatsby’ and ‘The Grapes of Wrath’ – Level 6 
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer demonstrates excellent understanding of both texts and of the context. The argument is well structured and coherent, 
although the texts could have been brought into more frequent contact with each other to aid comparative analysis. Discussion of 
Gatsby is particularly strong, showing a sophisticated understanding of Gatsby’s social isolation in comparison to other characters in 
the novel. The discussion is weighted somewhat towards Fitzgerald; for full marks, a more even treatment of the chosen texts would 
be expected.

Overall, this is an excellent response and would achieve a good Level 6 mark.  28/30.
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QUESTION 2 (c)

‘The ideals of freedom and opportunity are central to American literature’. By comparing at least two texts 
prescribed for this topic, discuss how far you have found this to be the case.		
		  [30]

Script 2: Question 2c: ‘The Grapes of Wrath’ and ‘The Age of Innocence’ – Level 6 
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This is an outstanding answer, offering excellent insights into texts and contexts. The response is consistently detailed and 
consistently comparative, showing a sophisticated and well-informed approach to the topic area. The opening is a little slow to 
develop: the candidate allows his knowledge of the period and the historical positioning of his texts to emerge gradually in the 
answer, and would do better to establish these more quickly and firmly at the opening. However, his focus on the theme of the 
question and the quality of his argument, showing how freedom is perceived and restricted in very different ways in these two texts, 
are of the highest quality.

High Level 6; 29/30.
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QUESTION 1

Script 3: Question 1: Unseen – Level 5 

Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading of American 
Literature 1880-1940.		
		  [30]
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This is an ambitious answer which seeks to involve a great deal of prepared material on the set novels and on big contextual ideas 
such as the American Dream. However, the candidate concentrates on this material at the expense of detailed AO2 analysis of the 
set passage, which is the key AO for this question; discussion of set texts and contexts should be subordinated here, and allowed to 
dominate in the answer to Question 2. As it is, many opportunities for detailed textual analysis are overlooked, and some parts of the 
passage – such as the list of the ‘vagabonds of a nation’ – entirely overlooked. 

The answer is relevant and shows a good grasp of material, so achieves a mark in Level 5; it remains low in that level to reflect the 
relative neglect of AO2. 21/30.
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QUESTION 2(a)

Script 3: Question 2a: ‘The Great Gatsby’ and ‘The Grapes of Wrath’ – Level 5 

‘Much American literature explores the theme of isolation.’ By comparing The Great Gatsby with at least 
one other text prescribed for this topic, discuss how far you agree with this view.		
		  [30]
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This is a detailed response which shows a very good grasp of its material. The introduction seeks to contextualise the theme of 
isolation by discussing the USA’s isolationist policies between the wars; although this is an interesting idea, the candidate does 
little to link it to the literary content of the answer. The chosen texts are discussed in some detail. There is a slight tendency to 
narrative recount at times, but the chief flaw is that the texts are only occasionally brought into contact with each other, limiting the 
opportunity for detailed comparison.

The essay is consistently detailed and knowledgeable but misses getting into the highest band because comparison is insufficient. 
Good Level 5. 24/30.
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QUESTION 2(c)

Script 4: Question 2c: ‘The Great Gatsby’ and ‘The Grapes of Wrath’ – Level 5 

‘The ideals of freedom and opportunity are central to American literature’. By comparing at least two texts 
prescribed for this topic, discuss how far you have found this to be the case.		
		  [30]
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This is a clearly presented response which shows a good grasp of texts and contexts, and offers a good level of detail. The answer is 
well focused on the themes of freedom and opportunity although the argument is straightforward at times. There is a fairly good 
balance between texts, although the answer is more frequently focused on Steinbeck than Fitzgerald, and context is generally good, 
especially again in discussion of Steinbeck. The candidate emphasises lack of freedom and opportunity throughout, and could 
have done more to show the contrast between her chosen texts and to acknowledge that wealth and privilege bring freedom and 
opportunity which is denied to those in poverty. 

Secure Level 5; 23/30.
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QUESTION 1

Script 5: Question 1: Unseen – Level 4 

Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading of American 
Literature 1880-1940.		
		  [30]



Authentic Sample Candidate Responses with Comments

32

A Level English Literature

© OCR 2017



Authentic Sample Candidate Responses with Comments

33

A Level English Literature

© OCR 2017



Authentic Sample Candidate Responses with Comments

34

A Level English Literature

© OCR 2017

EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer offers some broadly competent contextual material, but mistakenly suggests that the effects of the Great Depression 
lie behind the set passage rather than in its future. The candidate makes a few references to the passage, but these are generally 
used as triggers to introduce longer discussions of set texts which are out of place in a critical appreciation and can only be given 
limited credit. She is inclined to be heavily influenced by context, as for example when she likens the young men of Georgia from 
the passage to the Okies in Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, apparently missing the point that the Okies shift from place to place in 
desperation, the young men in prosperity.

Overall, the answer shows a degree of competence so attains a mark low in Level 4. 17/30.
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QUESTION 2(c)

Script 5: Question 2c: ‘The Great Gatsby’ and ‘The Grapes of Wrath’ – Level 4 

‘The ideals of freedom and opportunity are central to American literature’. By comparing at least two texts 
prescribed for this topic, discuss how far you have found this to be the case.		
		  [30]
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This is a competent answer which covers two texts in some detail and refers to a third. The candidate supplies a range of contextual 
and critical points which fulfil the requirement for AO3 and AO5 respectively. The essay’s argument is a little weak and misses 
opportunities for comparison: for example, the candidate could make clearer the strong contrast between the Okies in The Grapes of 
Wrath who are struggling for survival, and Gatsby who lives in a world of privilege, even if he never quite belongs to it, and uses his 
prosperity to pursue his dream.

This is a competent answer which achieves a secure Level 4 mark. 19/30.
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QUESTION 2(c)

Script 6: Question 2c: ‘The Great Gatsby’ and ‘The Grapes of Wrath’ – Level 4 

‘The ideals of freedom and opportunity are central to American literature’. By comparing at least two texts 
prescribed for this topic, discuss how far you have found this to be the case.		
		  [30]
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer shows a competent knowledge of its two chosen texts but is inclined to discuss them separately rather than together, 
so that comparison cannot be fully developed. Discussion is often at a straightforward level and inclined to privilege the plot, and 
seems at times to depend on prepared material from an essay on hope. The candidate offers a fuller account of Fitzgerald than of 
Steinbeck, and finds it harder to generate material about freedom and opportunity from the second text. Ideas and expression are 
somewhat naive at times.

Secure Level 4; 18/30.
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QUESTION 5

Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading of dystopian 
literature.		
		  [30]

Script 7: Question 5: Unseen – Level 6 

DYSTOPIA
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer starts with a clear overview, contextualising the passage historically in relation to WWII and suggesting that the theme 
of hope in adversity is a strong presence in dystopian writing. The succeeding paragraphs identify appropriate areas for discussion 
but tend to close them down quite quickly, rather than employing the kind of detailed development which would attract Level 6 
marks. The penultimate paragraph shows a strong sense of structure and tone, successfully identifying the passage as appearing late 
in the novel (in fact, it is the ending). The conclusion makes a number of statements about the style of the passage; the candidate 
would have been well-advised to move these ideas up to the main body of the essay, exemplifying them from the passage and 
building up the Presence of detailed AO2 material in the answer.

This answer would receive a mark on the borderline of Level 6. 26/30
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QUESTION 5

Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading of dystopian 
literature.		
		  [30]

Script 8: Question 5: Unseen – Level 5
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer starts with quite a lengthy discussion of WWII context, including the unhelpful speculation that Jack Finney may have 
served in the war; the candidate needs to move more quickly to AO2 discussion of the set passage. She goes on the structure her 
answer by picking up themes or ideas from the passage and then discussing them in relation to set texts; a better technique would 
take her back into the passage again, enabling her to establish some insights into form, structure and language. The candidate 
selects some interesting areas for discussion and quotes some telling moments from the extract; for secure Level 5 marks, she needs 
to pursue the close analysis rather than retreating to prepared material on set texts.

There is some evidence of ‘good’ quality in this answer, but it has not been fully realised; the mark would therefore be at the bottom 
of Level 5.  21/30
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QUESTION 5

Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading of dystopian 
literature.		
		  [30]

Script 9: Question 5: Unseen – Level 4
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer begins with a brief reference to the set extract followed by a detailed consideration of a set text, and this pattern – 
where the passage is used as a trigger for discussion of prepared material – carries on throughout the answer. Much of the material 
would be more appropriately employed in the other Paper 2 question; here, where the candidate has been asked for a critical 
appreciation, there is little to reward in the way of AO2 discussion. There is credit for the recognition of some features of dystopian 
writing – the role of the female, for example, is an area worth discussing – and for some competent contextual discussion, but the 
priorities of the answer are misplaced.

Overall, the candidate demonstrates a competent grasp of the topic area but does not adopt a competent approach to the task; the 
mark would therefore fall on the border of Levels 4 and 3. 16/30
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QUESTION 7

Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading concerning Women 
in Literature.		
		  [30]

Script 10: Question 7: Unseen – Level 5

WOMEN IN LITERATURE
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer shows promise, and is particularly effective where the candidate indicates the gap between Agnes Grey’s lively and 
satirical inner life and her quiet, submissive governess-persona. However, there is too much made of the mutton/beef issue, and the 
references to additional texts (especially On Chesil Beach) are allowed to continue for too long. The answer misses a good number 
of opportunities to develop AO2 analysis of the passage. Nevertheless, the quality of discussion is good and the candidate sustains a 
Level 5 performance.

Secure Level 5; 23/30.
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QUESTION 8(b)

‘Literature by and about women is often very strong in its depiction of the inner life.’ Discuss this aspect of 
writing by comparing Mrs Dalloway with at least one other text prescribed for this topic. 		
		  [30]

Script 10: Question 8b: ‘Mrs Dalloway’ and ‘Tess of the D’Urbervilles’ – Level 5
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This is a proficient answer which keeps a close eye on the question and generates a good level of detail in support of its argument. 
The candidate makes good use of the fact that her texts are written one by a male, one by a female writer, nuancing her argument 
accordingly. She makes sensible distinctions between Clarissa Dalloway and Tess Durbeyfield, but could do more with an explicit 
consideration of social class and levels of privilege (for example, one of these women is unable to pursue a career whereas the other 
is forced to work hard by necessity). The argument is well structured with a clear line of development. 

High Level 5; 25/30
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QUESTION 7

Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading concerning Women 
in Literature.		
		  [30]

Script 11: Question 7: Unseen – Level 4
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
The answer starts sensibly with an overview of the passage and goes on helpfully to establish that it is written in the first person. 
The candidate offers some competent discussion of the issues of power and status and is aware that gender, class and age are 
all important factors here, but does become rather muddled at times: for example, there is confusion over Tess’s status with 
misunderstanding of the term ‘maiden’. Overall, the approach is competent, especially where Mr Bloomfield’s dominance is 
discussed; for Level 5 marks, the candidate would need to develop further her AO2 analysis.

Secure Level 4; 19/30.
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QUESTION 8(c)

‘Women in literature are defined by their relationship with men.’ By comparing at least two texts 
prescribed for this topic, explore how far you agree with this claim.		
		  [30]

Script 11: Question 8c: ‘Mrs Dalloway’ and ‘Tess of the D’Urbervilles’ – Level 4 
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer shows a competent grasp of the two chosen novels and sensibly demonstrates at the outset that they are fairly close 
in time but engage with significantly different contexts. The candidate would be helped by a clearer sense of the importance of 
social class in both novels. The argument of the essay is a little unclear, and drifts at one stage into suggesting that the characters are 
defined by the past rather than relationships with men; the conclusion also becomes rather muddled with the sudden introduction 
of Septimus Warren-Smith. A clearer arrangement of material would have helped the candidate to offer a fuller comparison.

Secure Level 4; 19/30.
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QUESTION 7

Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading concerning Women 
in Literature.		
		  [30]

Script 12: Question 7: Unseen – Level 4
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer shows competent understanding of the passage; however, the candidate has focused mainly on social history – there 
is very little AO2 analysis on show, despite the heavy weighting of that objective in the mark scheme. There is some understanding 
of the status of the governess and a helpful comparison of the attitudes of Mr and Mrs Bloomfield. Some general statements are 
inaccurate and poorly informed, such as the suggestion that ‘male writers tend just to state events’. The mark gets into Level 4 
because of the competent understanding, but lack of AO2 means that it stays very low in the band.

Borderline Level 4; 16/30
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QUESTION 8(b)

‘Literature by and about women is often very strong in its depiction of the inner life.’ Discuss this aspect of 
writing by comparing Mrs Dalloway with at least one other text prescribed for this topic. 		
		  [30]

Script 12: Question 8b: ‘Mrs Dalloway’ and ‘Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit’ – Level 4 
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EXAMINER COMMENTARY
This answer shows a competent grasp of set texts and writes in some detail about key characters. For much of the answer, however, 
the texts are treated separately and there is little in the way of direct comparison. Context is the most heavily weighted objective 
here but is largely overlooked by the candidate; she seems more concerned to discuss AO2 features in the novel, although that 
objective is not explicitly rewarded in this part of the exam. As a whole, this script shows potential to reach Level 5, but poor exam 
technique has limited the marks in both answers.

Secure Level 4; 18/30.
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