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Introduction
These exemplar answers have been chosen from the 
summer 2017 examination series. 

OCR is open to a wide variety of approaches and all 
answers are considered on their merits. These exemplars, 
therefore, should not be seen as the only way to answer 
questions but do illustrate how the mark scheme has 
been applied. 

Please always refer to the specification (http://www.
ocr.org.uk/qualifications/gcse-english-literature-j352-
from-2015/) for full details of the assessment for this 
qualification. These exemplar answers should also be read 
in conjunction with the sample assessment materials and 
the June 2017 Examiners’ Report to Centres available on 
the OCR website http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/
gcse-english-literature-j352-from-2015/assessment/. 

The question paper, mark scheme and any resource 
booklet(s) will be available on the OCR website from 
summer 2018. Until then, they are available on OCR 
Interchange (school exams officers will have a login for 
this). 

It is important to note that approaches to question 
setting and marking will remain consistent. At the same 
time OCR reviews all its qualifications annually and may 
make small adjustments to improve the performance of 
its assessments. We will let you know of any substantive 
changes.

http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/gcse-english-literature-j352-from-2015/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/gcse-english-literature-j352-from-2015/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/gcse-english-literature-j352-from-2015/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/gcse-english-literature-j352-from-2015/assessment/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/gcse-english-literature-j352-from-2015/assessment/
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Answer both parts of the question on the poetry cluster you have studied.

1 Love and Relationships 

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b). 

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

 a) Compare the ways in which both poets present how the speakers’ lives have been changed by love.

  You should consider:
  • ideas and attitudes in each poem
  • tone and atmosphere in each poem
  • the effects of the language and structure used. [20]
AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how love can change the ways 
in which the world is seen. [20]

Level 6 answer – 20 + 18 marks

Exemplar 1 – Question 1
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Examiner commentary
This is a sustained, interwoven comparison of the two poems 
showing clear understanding and focus on the question 
from the start. Precise textual reference informs perceptive 
appreciation of developments in imagery and tone in Plath’s 
‘Morning Song’. Commentary on diction and similes is 
succinct and shows insight, while consistently effective use of 
linguistic terminology supports a clear contrast with Fenton’s 
‘Hinterhof’. The speaker’s struggles with stereotypical images of 
motherhood in ‘Morning Song’ are contrasted with the honesty 
and contentment expressed in ‘Hinterhof’. Quotations are well-
integrated within sensitive and detailed analysis.

An analytical approach also supports evaluation of changes in 
the speaker’s attitude to the new-born child in Plath’s poem, 
showing sensitivity to tone and implied meaning. This is 
compared with the consistent warmth of tone and expression 
in Fenton’s poem. There is very effective exploration of imagery 
drawn from nature: ‘rainbow’, ‘rain’ and ‘fire’. A critical style is 
sustained throughout, the response is informed by knowledge 
and understanding, and focus on the question is evident 
throughout.

In part b), ‘Dusting the Phone’ is clearly understood, and the 
emotions it portrays aptly illustrate how love changes the 
speaker’s view of the world. Details of description are explored 
for their connotations and effect on the reader’s interpretation 
of the speaker’s feelings. The darker and more obsessive 
elements of these feelings of love are not ignored. This is 
especially effective in the analysis of ‘assaults the postman for 
a letter’. Quotation, subject terminology and commentary are 
skilfully interwoven. Interpretation is perceptive and there is 
again consistent sensitivity to tone. Analysis of syntax leads to 
an insightful comment on how the poem develops. Although 
less sustained, and less detailed than part a), this shows the 
same cohesion and precise textual support for argument, and is 
therefore awarded a slightly lower mark but still at Level 6.
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Answer both parts of the question on the poetry cluster you have studied.

1 Love and Relationships 

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b). 

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

 a) Compare the ways in which both poets present how the speakers’ lives have been changed by love.

  You should consider:
  • ideas and attitudes in each poem
  • tone and atmosphere in each poem
  • the effects of the language and structure used. [20]
AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how love can change the ways 
in which the world is seen. [20]

Level 4 + Level 6 answer – 14 + 18 marks

Exemplar 2 – Question 1
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Examiner commentary
The response to part a) engages with the question from the 
beginning, even if the candidate does not wholly accept its 
premise. AO2 is addressed through analytical comments on 
patterns of language and imagery. The comment on free verse 
in Plath’s poem is rather speculative and unsupported, but 
there is understanding of the development of emotions in the 
poem. Comparison with the strict verse structures of Fenton is 
developed and interpreted, perhaps with an over-emphasis on 
the one-sided nature of the poem’s expression. Nevertheless the 
contrast with Plath’s use of the second-person pronoun shows 
understanding and critical style, and the nature of the mother-
child relationship is illustrated through the analytical comment 
on ‘shadows our safety’. The response is stronger on the taught 
poem, and critical engagement with the unseen poem and with 
the comparison are too underdeveloped for Level 5, but the 
quality of analysis and understanding of ‘Morning Song’ justify a 
high Level 4 mark. It is important to give equal weight to both 
poems and to sustain a comparison throughout in order to 
attain the highest marks.

‘Bright Star’ is a bold choice for part b) and the candidate 
immediately shows convincing and insightful understanding 
through a clear overview of the implications of the poet’s 
imagery and appreciation of how his perspective changes later 
in the sonnet. Critical style is demonstrated in the perceptive 
understanding of the poem’s imagery while detailed analysis is 
shown in the exploration of sonnet structure. The ‘volta’ is used 
to contrast images of mortality with immortality, and illustrate 
how love has changed the way the speaker sees the world. 
Quotation and subject terminology are skilfully interwoven 
with independent interpretation. While there are elements 
of imagery, especially in the sestet, which call out for more 
attention, this answer shows many Level 6 qualities of informed 
and critical personal response, even if it is not fully sustained.
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Answer both parts of the question on the poetry cluster you have studied.

1 Love and Relationships 

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b). 

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

 a) Compare the ways in which both poets present how the speakers’ lives have been changed by love.

  You should consider:
  • ideas and attitudes in each poem
  • tone and atmosphere in each poem
  • the effects of the language and structure used. [20]
AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how love can change the ways 
in which the world is seen. [20]

Level 4 answer – 11 + 13 marks

Exemplar 3 – Question 1
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Examiner commentary
The response to part a) improves after a shaky start. At first, 
the candidate appears to have better understanding of the 
unseen than of the taught poem. The analysis of ‘cow-heavy’ 
shows emerging understanding. Comments on verse are 
underdeveloped, but there is some response to language and 
how it shows the changes to the speaker’s life. The one-sided 
quality of the relationship is aptly contrasted with the mutuality 
of ‘Hinterhof’, with understanding of how the latter describes 
equality in relationship. Some of the implications of the poets’ 
choices of descriptive language and images are analysed in 
some detail, such as ‘nakedness shadows our safety’ and ‘near 
as the rainbow to the rain’. The focus remains analytical, and 
AO2 is the stronger strand in this answer, whereas overall 
understanding is less secure; interpretation and comparison are 
not entirely consistent, hence a low, rather than secure, Level 4 
mark. This answer could have benefited from greater planning, 
and a clearer comparative argument in response to the question 
from the beginning.

‘Love After Love’ describes changes to the way the world is seen 
after the speaker has lost love, but rediscovery of love of self 
in the poem is a valid interpretation of the question in part b). 
There is appreciation of how the reader is engaged in the poem’s 
emotions and narrative through the use of the second-person 
pronoun (AO2). Overall understanding is clear and supported by 
detail (AO1). There is appreciation of how the poem develops. 
Some comments on form and implied meaning need more 
support. In this answer, interpretation and understanding are 
more prominent than critical analysis of imagery and use of 
subject terminology. AO1 and AO2 are equally weighted in this 
part of the question. As in part a), structure is only addressed at 
the end of the response, when it might have been better placed 
near the beginning. More development of ideas and cohesion 
of argument are needed for Level 5 but this is a good Level 4 
response.
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Answer both parts of the question on the poetry cluster you have studied.

1 Love and Relationships 

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b). 

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

 a) Compare the ways in which both poets present how the speakers’ lives have been changed by love.

  You should consider:
  • ideas and attitudes in each poem
  • tone and atmosphere in each poem
  • the effects of the language and structure used. [20]
AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how love can change the ways 
in which the world is seen. [20]

Level 5 + Level 4 answer – 15 + 14 marks

Exemplar 4 – Question 1
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Examiner commentary
The response to part a) spends two-and-a-half sides on analysis 
of the taught poem before going on to make comparison with 
the unseen. While this is a valid approach to comparative work, 
it is risky in exam conditions, as it does not give equal weighting 
to each part of the task and makes it harder to achieve Level 5  
‘sustained comparison’. Effective and developed links between 
the poems only emerge at the end of the response. A more 
interwoven critical comparison tends to be more successful for 
stronger candidates. Nevertheless, there is a clear focus on the 
question, exploring imagery in both poems to show changes 
in the way the speakers see the world around them. This is 
supported by some thoughtful analysis, although commentary 
on sound effects, rhyme and rhythm is less secure, and AO1 is 
stronger than AO2. The close relationship between form and 
meaning in poetry needs more secure understanding and 
appreciation for higher marks. Some structural and comparative 
points (which would have made a good starting point) only 
emerge at the end of the answer. Hence the mark is at the lower 
end of Level 5.

‘Love and Friendship’ was not the easiest choice to make for 
part b), and it is important that the chosen poem offers plenty 
of scope for response to the specific question. This poem does 
provide an opportunity to write extensively about imagery, 
but love does not really change the way the world is seen. The 
candidate shows clear understanding of the emotions portrayed 
in the poem, but there is a slight sense of strain when words 
and images are interpreted to fit the question. The imagery of 
rose and holly tree is securely understood but needs to be more 
clearly linked to overall interpretation, and the development of 
the poem (e.g.’ the meaning of the thorns’, or ‘the roses losing 
their bloom in winter’) more securely appreciated for Level 5. 
This is a credible response but not wholly convincing: there 
is clear understanding but the developed insight required for 
Level 5 does not quite emerge, so the highest mark in Level 4 is 
awarded.
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Answer both parts of the question on the poetry cluster you have studied.

1 Love and Relationships 

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b). 

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

 a) Compare the ways in which both poets present how the speakers’ lives have been changed by love.

  You should consider:
  • ideas and attitudes in each poem
  • tone and atmosphere in each poem
  • the effects of the language and structure used. [20]
AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how love can change the ways 
in which the world is seen. [20]

Level 2 + Level 1 answer – 6 + 3 marks

Exemplar 5 – Question 1
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Examiner commentary
The opening paragraph of this response shows straightforward 
understanding and identifies some key links. Appropriate 
images are selected for exploration from ‘Morning Song’ but 
the comment which follows is broad paraphrase rather than 
explanation or analysis. There is a similar pattern to comments 
on ‘Hinterhof’: the candidate struggles to move beyond 
literal surface meaning. Although images are identified, their 
implications and effect on the reader through the emotions they 
illustrate are not securely understood or explained. Nevertheless 
the narrative of ‘Morning Song’ and the tone of ‘Hinterhof’ are 
both appreciated, so a mark at the top of Level 2 is fully justified. 
The response would be greatly improved by more attention to 
AO2 and some commentary on the effects of words and images 
quoted.

There is also some surface knowledge demonstrated in 
the response to the taught poem ‘Warming Her Pearls’ in 
part b). However, this is not supported or illustrated by 
engagement with the language of the text. There is enough 
relevant comment for a mark at the top of Level 1, but this 
is a basic response and limited by its lack of development. 
AO3 is not assessed in this task, so comment on the historical 
or biographical context of poems is not relevant unless it 
illuminates language, imagery or deeper critical understanding. 
The assertions here about same-sex relationships are not invalid, 
but they need textual support.
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2   Conflict

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b).

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

a)  Compare how these poems present killing and its results.

 You should consider:

 •   ideas and attitudes in each poem

 •   tone and atmosphere in each poem

 •   the effects of the language and structure used.
 [20]

AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how conflict leads to killing.

 [20]

Level 6 answer – 20 + 18 marks

Exemplar 6 – Question 2
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Examiner commentary
A clear, confident overview relating these poems to the question 
and linking them by explaining their different responses to war 
and death is set out in a successful opening paragraph. The 
poems are linked but their different purposes and employment 
of imagery are appreciated. This point is developed through well-
selected examples of Byron’s religious imagery, and comment 
on effects is supported by effective use of relevant terminology. 
The speed of death and how the poets convey it is perceptively 
compared and illustrated. Alongside interwoven comparison, 
there is also understanding that Owen’s tone is more ironic. 
Structure and meaning are strongly linked through exploration 
of pace and pauses in both poems. The focus is clearly on ‘killing 
and its results’. Although commentary on Byron’s poem is limited 
in its range, highlighting his portrayal of ‘The Angel of Death’ 
helps to answer the question.

Another highly effective point of comparison emerges through 
comparison of the power of the killers, neither of them human. 
There is insight into technique and perceptive interpretation 
of the superiority of the Hebrew melodist’s God and Owen’s 
weapons, and the ease of their triumph. Owen’s more cynical 
tone is noted, and the title of ‘The Last Laugh’ is perceptively 
understood, within a critical explanation of the poem’s structure. 

Thus differences of tone are understood and illustrated, alongside 
similarities of technique. Quotation is skilfully integrated – 
not least in the final sentence - within a very focused and 
well-illustrated argument to show sustained critical style and 
interwoven comparison. Some sensitive analysis of language is 
implicit, such as the final explanation of ‘snow’ as a symbol for the 
purity of the Lord in ‘The Destruction of Sennacherib’.  A top Level 
6 mark is therefore appropriate.

‘What Were They Like?’ was a popular and successful choice for 
part b, as it certainly shows how conflict leads to killing. The 
overall structure of the poem is addressed at the beginning, 
which is a sensible approach, especially when developed through 
comment on tone and technique. The poet’s use of juxtaposition 
or contrast is explored in detail, with well-integrated illustration, 
and clear explanation of the changes wrought by conflict and 
killing. The final point contrasts and illustrates peace and silence, 
to bring out the poet’s portrayal of the cost of war. Levertov’s dark 
and pessimistic vision is appreciated and understood. The overall 
reading is very coherent, and is both sensitive and sustained. 
More of the details and images of the poem might have been 
examined more closely, and AO1 is a little stronger than AO2 in 
this answer, so a lower mark in Level 6 is appropriate.
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2   Conflict

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b).

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

a)  Compare how these poems present killing and its results.

 You should consider:

 •   ideas and attitudes in each poem

 •   tone and atmosphere in each poem

 •   the effects of the language and structure used.
 [20]

AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how conflict leads to killing.

 [20]

Level 6 + Level 5 answer – 19 + 16 marks

Exemplar 7 – Question 2
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Examiner commentary
There is a sustained and effective comparison in response to part 
a). Byron’s use of metaphors and the economy of his description 
of the slaughter are explored in a focused response to the 
question, and compared to Owen’s ‘short, quick, monosyllabic 
tone’ in detailed analysis sensitive to effects. The effect of 
killing on the innocent receives developed attention through 
comparison of the horse in Byron’s poem to the innocence 
of the young soldiers in Owen’s. Quotation and comment 
on effects of language are both skilfully interwoven within a 
comparative argument. There is also appreciation of the rhythm, 
structures and pace of each poem. The defeat and distortion of 
the Assyrian army is illustrated and linked to the mocking tone 
of Owen’s guns, with effective integration of relevant subject 
terminology.

The last paragraph begins to contrast the poems, with 
perceptive comment on the difference between the ease of 
killing in Byron’s poem and its agonising and painful effects 
brought out by Owen’s choice of words. A more cohesive 
critical argument based on the reasons for these similarities 
and differences might have been rewarded with the top mark. 
Here the quality of commentary addressing AO2, the dominant 
assessment objective in this part, justifies a strong Level 6 mark.

In part b), AO1 is stronger in this candidate’s response, with very 
clear understanding and some insight into detail. However, AO2 
analysis is less incisive, and it should be remembered that both 
AOs are equally weighted in this part. This answer shows plenty 
of knowledge and understanding but takes time to engage with 
Levertov’s structure, language and techniques. When there is 
comment on language (‘smashed’, ‘bitter to the burned mouths’) 

and to structure later in the response, it is thoughtful and clearly 
linked to meaning and effects, so it is a pity that this is not more 
sustained and better integrated within a critical interpretation, 
to illustrate both innocence and destruction. This is a convincing 
critical response but a little too underdeveloped for Level 6. 
Candidates need to remember that both parts of the task carry 
equal marks, although part a) requires more reading time. A 
good Level 5 mark is justified.
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2   Conflict

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b).

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

a)  Compare how these poems present killing and its results.

 You should consider:

 •   ideas and attitudes in each poem

 •   tone and atmosphere in each poem

 •   the effects of the language and structure used.
 [20]

AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how conflict leads to killing.

 [20]

Level 4 + Level 4 answer – 12 + 13 marks

Exemplar 8 – Question 2
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Examiner commentary
The response to part a) develops some key links and comparison 
in lively fashion with a credible critical understanding of Byron’s 
poem. It is not quite so assured in response to the unseen, 
but there is some effective analysis. A clear if undeveloped 
link is established in the opening paragraph. There is a valid 
interpretation of ‘The Destruction of Sennacherib’ although 
the views expressed are more likely to be those of the speaker 
of the poem than Lord Byron. The mocking tone and implicit 
satirical intention of ‘The Last Laugh’ is also understood although 
expression is not especially sophisticated. This is effectively 
linked to the personification of the weapons to show some 
analytical skill and competent use of terminology. The idea 
of ‘teaching a lesson’ works to some extent in both poems, 
although it shows clarity rather than sensitivity of understanding. 
The famous simile at the beginning of Byron’s poem is analysed 
and linked to the question, and similarities between the ‘Angel 
of Death’ and the machine gun are explored – but not their 
differences. Commentary on the taught poem is extensive, but 
for higher marks would need to be more explicitly linked to the 
unseen, and the second poem ought to receive equally detailed 
critical attention. Comment on structure comes rather late in 
the response and is rather pedestrian: more effective comment 
on structure would link it explicitly to meaning and tone and 
introduce more convincing and sustained comparison of the 
two texts. The conclusion is an apt one, but the differences 
between the poems need fuller examination for Level 5 or 
above, so a mid Level 4 mark is appropriate.

For part b), ‘The Poison Tree’ was a very popular choice. This 
candidate’s explanation shows good understanding of the 
poem’s literal and figurative meaning in a clear introduction. 
Confusing the name of the poet with Thomas Hardy is not 
significant – marks are not ‘deducted’ for this kind of error. The 
response becomes a little repetitive, showing the need to 
plan an argument and integrated close reading of significant 
details when writing about a very short poem, which does not 
require as much selection as a response to a longer poem. There 
is a credible critical response to the ways in which tone and 
structure contribute to the poem’s moral message. However, 
there is less on the poetic effects of the writing here, and a 
tendency to paraphrase rather than explore implications (the 
comment on ‘sunned it with smiles’ is an example). Quotation 
increasingy supports a ‘narrative’ response to the text, although 
the extended metaphor of the tree and its purpose are well 
understood. AO1 is thus stronger than AO2. The reading is clear 
but not always critical, thus a mid Level 4 mark is most suitable.
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2   Conflict

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b).

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

a)  Compare how these poems present killing and its results.

 You should consider:

 •   ideas and attitudes in each poem

 •   tone and atmosphere in each poem

 •   the effects of the language and structure used.
 [20]

AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how conflict leads to killing.

 [20]

Level 4 + Level 5 answer – 11 + 16 marks

Exemplar 9 – Question 2
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Examiner commentary
This script demonstrates stronger AO2 skills than AO1: analytical 
comment on language and comparison of the poems is more 
credible than the interpretation of them. Broad contextual 
comment, such as at the end of the first paragraph, is not a 
substitute for understanding, especially as such comment is not 
rewarded in this question. The ‘mocking’ nature of Owen’s poem 
is better understood than the epic scale of Byron’s, and this is 
through some careful analysis of the ironic way the weapons 
respond to the soldiers’ deaths. The soldier’s call of ‘Jesus Christ’ 
is also interpreted effectively. Here the question is directly 
addressed, but this is not always the case in an otherwise careful 
exposition of Byron’s language and contrasts. The comment 
on ‘syntactic parallelism’ is correct, but needs to be followed 
by analysis of its effect, as the impact of literary techniques is 
more important than their identification. Owen’s poem is seen 
as having ‘a lighter theme’ which suggests its ironies are not 
fully understood. While the analysis in this response is often 
strong, it needs to be directly linked to the question and to 
comparative interpretation in order for the candidate’s work to 
form a convincing response under exam conditions. Comment 
on effectiveness is the key difference between analysis and 
explanation. Hence the mark is closer to the Level 3 borderline 
than Level 5.

In part b), the candidate’s interpretation of ‘Lament’ is 
more convincing. AO2 is again slightly too dominant but 
understanding is generally secure and the interpretation 
shows some insight. There is some offloading of contextual 
knowledge but the candidate soon applies understanding to 
the language and imagery of the poem, with some developed 
comment on the poet’s choice of images. There is clear evidence 
of preparation and a willingness to explore the implications of 
language choices. Comment on the ‘semantic field of fire’ and 
what it suggests about the breakdown of communications and 
the destructiveness of conflict is convincing and well-supported. 
Clarke describes a ‘mortal stain’ rather than a ‘moral stain’ but 
otherwise understanding is clear and insightful, making this a 
Level 5 response.
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2   Conflict

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b).

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

a)  Compare how these poems present killing and its results.

 You should consider:

 •   ideas and attitudes in each poem

 •   tone and atmosphere in each poem

 •   the effects of the language and structure used.
 [20]

AND

b) Explore in detail one other poem from your anthology which presents how conflict leads to killing.

 [20]

Level 2 answer – 5 + 4 marks

Exemplar 10 – Question 2
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Examiner commentary
The candidate addresses the question and shows some 
straightforward understanding of the texts. However that 
understanding is broad, and comment on details such as 
‘their hearts but once heaved’ is less convincing. Similarly the 
comment on ‘loved ones’ in Owen’s poem suggests that the 
situation in the poem is not securely understood. However, there 
is a straightforward attempt to compare, with the idea that the 
tone of Owen’s poem is sadder, with no sense of triumph or 
moral justification for war and some appreciation of how the 
reader is engaged. Some of the comments on structure are 
effective (although not the observation that Owen’s poem ‘looks 
like a gun’) but these are not securely linked to the question, 
and would have been better placed earlier in the response 
(the bullet points ensure that the AOs are addressed but they 
don’t constitute an essay plan). Techniques used by Owen are 
identified but not explained or linked to meaning. There is some 
comparative understanding that war is more real and more 
violent in ‘The Last Laugh’ but comment on lines like ‘his whole 
face kissed the mud’ is simple rather than engaging with the 
complexity (and sound effects) of this grotesque image. Links 
between the poems are identified but not developed into 
explicit comparisons of form, technique, tone or impact. This 
is a very long answer and good in parts, but a more structured 
response to the question, based on comparison and setting out 
a clear understanding of both poems from the beginning before 
exploring differences of emphasis would have achieved a higher 
mark. This is a secure Level 2 response.

‘Flag’ is a more complex poem than it appears and needs quite 
sophisticated analysis to link it effectively to the question, which 
is about how conflict leads to killing, as there is no explicit 
killing in this poem. Ideas of nationalism and the symbolism 
of the flag are partly understood and there are some relevant 
and supported comments on how flags can represent conflict 
between countries. There is also some comment on the poem’s 
structure and use of language but this is neither well-supported 
by textual references nor linked to the question through 
explicit explanation. The assertions about the voices heard in 
the poem, and its shape, are also unsupported and the final 
link to the question is tenuous. This is a much more borderline 
Level 2 response, and shows the importance of choosing a 
poem carefully to fit the theme of the question in part b), and 
ensuring that commentary on language and structure support 
a clear statement of meaning and the effect of the poem on 
the reader. Although the response begins promisingly showing 
some understanding, the last pages are more characteristic of a 
basic response. This candidate might have benefited from giving 
more time to planning a response to ensure its consistency and 
relevance.
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3   Youth and Age

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b).

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

a)  Compare how the speakers in these poems express unhappiness in childhood.

 You should consider:

 •   ideas and attitudes in each poem

 •   tone and atmosphere in each poem

 •   the effects of the language and structure used.
 [20]

AND

 b) Explore in detail how one other poem from your anthology presents childhood as an unhappy time.

 [20]

Level 6 answer – 19 + 20 marks

Exemplar 11 – Question 3
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Examiner commentary
This is an impressively clear, sustained and interwoven 
comparison of the two poems. The opening paragraph makes a 
fine first impression as it addresses the question with a succinct 
overview of what links the two texts, ‘making a game of abuse 
and neglect’, while also noticing their different responses to 
authority. Texual reference and comment on language are 
skilfully incorporated within a critical response which contrasts 
the innocence of the children and the tone of the poems with 
the seriousness of their subject matter. The children’s loss of 
innocence is treated with sensitivity and insight and precisely 
illustrated with pertinent quotation. The essay moves fluently 
between poems within the same paragraph, while examining 
detail from each, exploring deeper implied meaning and 
ambiguity. Comment on structure is incorporated within a 
response to the meaning and effect of each poem. 

This response identified two areas to explore: the ‘games’ and 
the children’s response to those in authority, and both receive 
extended and illustrated examination. The idea of pretending to 
be happy is an interesting link between both poems, although 
the speaker in Blake’s poem is more aware of the hypocrisy of his 
parents, and of his own fate. The unseen poem does not receive 
quite as sustained an interpretation as the taught poem and this 
would explain why the mark is just below the highest possible, 
but the comparison itself is highly successful.

For part b), the candidate has chosen a challenging poem which 
they address with confidence and clarity of interpretation. The 
child’s lack of innocence and the absence of nurturing parenting 
is clearly understood and aptly illustrated. This is supported by 

exploration of language and choice of imagery, with ‘childlike’ 
language contrasted with adult understanding. The implications 
of the narrator’s choice of words are understood and explained. 
There is appreciation of how the reader is directly addressed, 
and thus involved in the child’s disturbing and unhappy world. 
The coherence of this well-argued and supported response 
shows consistently perceptive understanding and impressive 
knowledge of and exploration of textual detail and the highest 
Level 6 mark was therefore awarded.
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3   Youth and Age

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b).

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

a)  Compare how the speakers in these poems express unhappiness in childhood.

 You should consider:

 •   ideas and attitudes in each poem

 •   tone and atmosphere in each poem

 •   the effects of the language and structure used.
 [20]

AND

 b) Explore in detail how one other poem from your anthology presents childhood as an unhappy time.

 [20]

Level 5 + Level 4 answer – 16 + 14 marks

Exemplar 12 – Question 3
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Examiner commentary
The first part of this answer begins with a very clear thematic 
overview, comparing and contrasting the two poems, and 
showing some insight into the child’s different perspective on 
his misery in ‘The Chimney Sweeper’. Comment on language 
in ‘Red Roses’ shows thoughtful appreciation of how the poet 
presents the child’s innocent viewpoint through choice of 
imagery. There is understanding that Blake’s presentation is 
more complex, although this is not illustrated. Short embedded 
quotation skilfully illustrates understanding, but there is scope 
for more comment on language and verse: AO1 is stronger 
than AO2 here, and the latter is the dominant assessment 
objective for this task. Points about Blake’s poem hint at insight 
– such as the suggestion that it portrays a more universal 
predicament – but these need illustration and development. 
Comment on structure again hints at insight but is clumsily 
supported. In this task, a sustained and interwoven comparison 
does require equally close attention to AO2 in both poems, 
which are of course both printed on the paper. However, this 
response does end quite strongly by beginning to look at the 
institutionalised nature of the abuse of childhood as portrayed 
by Blake, in contrast to Tommy’s attempt to conceal his unhappy 
situation. On balance, the best mark is in the middle of Level 5, 
to reflect the slightly uneven nature of what is still a strong and 
convincing comparative response.

The response to part b) also begins well and shows secure 
understanding of ‘Venus’s- Flytraps’. Short quotations illustrate 
an interpretation which is clear and shows some analysis of 
the effects of language to convey the child’s surface innocence 
and underlying darkness, with some comment on form (‘like a 
stream of consciousness’). However, points made need more 
support and investigation of language and tone. Comment 
tends to be repetitive rather than developed. More analysis 
of sound effects and the movement of the verse might have 
added to the material here. There are assertions about the child’s 
state of mind and treatment which need more support, and 
interpretation becomes speculative rather than grounded in 
the reader’s response to the effects of the writing. Again, AO2 is 
not a strong as AO1 and arguments are credible but need more 
support from close reading - especially analysis of imagery and 
effects – in order to be convincing.



Exemplar Candidate Work

69

GCSE (9 - 1) English Literature

© OCR 2018

3   Youth and Age

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b).

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

a)  Compare how the speakers in these poems express unhappiness in childhood.

 You should consider:

 •   ideas and attitudes in each poem

 •   tone and atmosphere in each poem

 •   the effects of the language and structure used.
 [20]

AND

 b) Explore in detail how one other poem from your anthology presents childhood as an unhappy time.

 [20]

Level 4 + Level 5 answer – 12 + 15 marks

Exemplar 13 – Question 3
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Examiner commentary
‘Innocence’ and ‘fragility’ are key terms to pick out in both poems, 
and this response has a clear thematic opening. However, 
exploration of language is more effective in commentary on the 
taught poem. While there is some effective analysis of the phrase 
‘a little black thing among the snow’, engagement with Blake’s 
images and tone is less thorough than comment on Sexton. 
The similarities between the poems are better understood than 
some fundamental differences, and both poems are read more 
literally than metaphorically. The unseen poem, and especially 
the poet’s use of language, structure and form, and the deeper 
implications of the imagery of the text, need more sustained 
exploration to get close to the Level 5 boundary, although 
there are Level 4 qualities of clarity and relevance, together with 
identification of key points of comparison, to support a mark in 
the middle of the band.

This candidate thought a lot about which poem to write about 
for part b), and makes a good case for Hardy’s ‘Midnight on 
the Great Western’ in the opening paragraphs, especially when 
suggesting the boy’s key seems to have more life than he has. 
There is some thoughtful examination of how Hardy’s language 
and distance from the boy add to the reader’s sense of his 
isolation and perhaps unhappiness. There is quite insightful 
understanding of the journey as a metaphor, and of Hardy’s 
preoccupation with ‘how our paths are set in stone’. There is also 
a plausible reading of how even the boy’s ticket establishes his 
place in life, and this is contrasted with the idea of childhood as 
‘a time of exploration and adventure’. This is perhaps a partial 
and tendentious reading of the poem, but it is well-supported 
and reasonably convincing. This answer shows better support, 
more confident argument and better integration of comment 
on language and so edges into Level 5, despite being relatively 
brief.
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3   Youth and Age

Read the two poems below and then answer both part a) and part b).

You are advised to spend about 45 minutes on part a) and 30 minutes on part b).

a)  Compare how the speakers in these poems express unhappiness in childhood.

 You should consider:

 •   ideas and attitudes in each poem

 •   tone and atmosphere in each poem

 •   the effects of the language and structure used.
 [20]

AND

 b) Explore in detail how one other poem from your anthology presents childhood as an unhappy time.

 [20]

Level 4 + Level 2 answer – 13 + 5 marks

Exemplar 14 – Question 3
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Examiner commentary
The introduction shows reasonably clear understanding of 
each poem but lacks insight into ways in which they might be 
compared or contrasted. The imagery of Sexton’s poem is well 
understood and illustrated, but there is less on the unseen text, 
and some assertions need more support. Nevertheless, there 
is understanding that Blake is suggesting a different kind of 
abuse, and the contrast between the boy’s cries of ‘weep’ and 
the parents’ prayers is appreciated, with some exploration which 
goes beyond surface understanding. 

The drama and imagery of the taught poem are well 
understood, but more sustained and interwoven comparison 
would have provided more evidence that an evidently well-
taught candidate can also think on their feet. A good point 
emerges about how both children are oppressed by their 
parents but seem in a state of denial and this is developed 
through looking at the imagery of music and dance in both 
poems. This shows some credible understanding although the 
assumption that the ‘Chimney Sweep’ simply suffers from his 
parents’ religious mania suggests the text is not fully understood. 
This is not a convincing response or sustained comparison, but 
there is some analysis, clear understanding and some credible 
commentary, hence mid Level 4.

Unfortunately, the second response is much weaker and 
suggests that the taught poems have not been entirely 
understood. There appears to be some confusion between 
‘My First Weeks’ and ‘Baby Song’, with some inconsistent 
interpretation: the poem is not securely introduced and its tone 
of celebration of ‘Glorious life! ..that fortnight of unlimited ration’ 
seems to have been misread. Comments address the question 
but in very general terms, which suggest the candidate is 
struggling to find focus for AO2 comment on language. While 
the comment on the Garden of Eden may illustrate the phrase 
‘Paradise had its laws’, it seems a misreading of the kind of very 

secular and human ‘heaven’ which Olds’s poem celebrates. 
The response appears to impose a context and reading on the 
poem which is at odds with its language, tone and form. The 
evidence for this is the lack of textual reference while comments 
on ‘strict structure’ apply to Gunn’s poem rather than Olds’s 
poem. Moreover, a reading which stresses ‘the inevitability of 
moral decline’ is a misjudgement of the tone of both poems. 
The candidate appears to have struggled here, and the answer 
cannot be awarded more than Level 2 as it lacks understanding 
and relevant supporting reference, while AO2 comment is 
simple at best. This answer does show the importance of 
selecting the right text for part b), and having a secure and well-
supported understanding of that poem, based on response to 
imagery, language and tone.
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4 How does Shakespeare present the ways in which Tybalt’s hatred of the Montagues influences the 
outcome of the play? Refer to this extract from Act 1 Scene 5 and elsewhere in the play.

 [40]

Level 6 answer – 34 + 4 marks

Exemplar 15 – Question 4
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Examiner commentary
This response shows sustained appreciation of the structural 
significance of Tybalt in the play as a whole, as a representative 
of capricious hatred, and therefore as the mechanism for tragic 
fate. Comment on his stubbornness and strength is illustrated 
by his repeated insistence on calling Romeo a ‘villain’. Context is 
skilfully interwoven within the response, with telling reference 
to blood feuds and family loyalty. The quarrel with Lord Capulet 
and its significance are also appreciated in their context. Tybalt 
is correctly seen as a fatal catalyst for revenge, thus dramatic 
structure is appreciated alongside context. His persistence and 
use of verse are also noted. His reluctant decision to ‘withdraw’ 
is appreciated in context as likely to be temporary and close 
reading of the couplet brings out its ominous nature. When 
writing about an extract-based question, it is always a good 
idea to look at how the passage ends. Links to other parts of the 
text successfully suggest that Tybalt does not just represent the 
opposite house to Romeo but also an opposing set of values. 
The language of hatred and prejudice is analysed with care and 
sensitivity, to make this out as a top-level answers. He represents 
a foreboding sense that ‘Romeo and Juliet’s love is not meant 

to last’. This is reinforced with reference to his taunting tone 
towards Romeo in their final colloquy. This shows succinct 
appreciation of how Tybalt’s death will darken the tone of the 
play, making him the agent of Romeo’s wretchedness. The AO4 
mark reflects the consistently effective control of meaning, 
despite occasional inaccuracy.
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4 How does Shakespeare present the ways in which Tybalt’s hatred of the Montagues influences the 
outcome of the play? Refer to this extract from Act 1 Scene 5 and elsewhere in the play.

 [40]

Level 4 answer – 23 + 3 marks

Exemplar 16 – Question 4
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Examiner commentary
This is a developed and detailed response to the question 
as printed on the paper with effective links to other parts of 
the play. The scene is briefly placed in its dramatic context 
and Tybalt’s repeated use of the term ‘villain’ is noted. There is 
appreciation of both the dramatic concept of tension and the 
context of dynastic pride and honour. Capulet’s objection is 
noted, but otherwise the passage itself receives limited attention 
to detail. However, the link to Act III is well-supported with AO2 
comment on why Tybalt’s treatment of Romeo is insulting and 
unjust. The significance of Mercutio’s death and dying curse is 
also well understood and carefully supported. The structural and 
verbal ironies of the text are carefully noted here, and supported 
with relevant textual references. AO1 is addressed through range 
of reference to later and consequential developments. This 
response returns to the extract at the end, and links it to Tybalt’s 
fiery character and behaviour towards Benvolio and others at the 
beginning of the play. There is also a deeper understanding of 
the final irony of the family’s reconciliation at the end of the play 
– which takes place literally over Tybalt’s dead body. A stronger 
sense of the drama and language of the play might have taken 

this very strong L4 response over the edge into L5. Certainly 
the play’s structure is analysed, but more awareness of the 
writer’s craft and a slightly less narrative approach is expected 
in a ‘convincing critical response’ while a response to an extract-
based question could be expected to explore the language, 
verse and dramatic impact of the scene which juxtaposes the 
first meeting of Romeo and Juliet. Context is woven within the 
response but might have been addressed more explicitly, while 
AO4 written expression shows general control of meaning rather 
than effective use of language.
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5 To what extent do you think Shakespeare presents Juliet’s response to love as impulsive and 
dangerous? Explore at least two moments from the play to support your ideas.

 [40]

Level 6 answer – 34 + 4 marks

Exemplar 17 – Question 5
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Examiner commentary
The introductory overview at the beginning of this script shows 
good understanding of the contradictions of Juliet’s character, 
supported by reference to a well-chosen selection of scenes to 
demonstrate her character development. The controlling nature 
of Lady Capulet and Juliet’s submissive position in society at 
the time is cogently expressed. This is carefully supported by 
reference to Lady Capulet’s own early marriage and the nature 
of arranged marriages in Renaissance noble society, showing 
AO3 contextual knowledge effectively incorporated within the 
body of an argument rather than added on in a supplementary 
paragraph. There are different ways of interpreting Juliet’s reply, 
but the reading here most accurately reflects that context.

Juliet’s change of character is related to her first meeting with 
Romeo, illustrated by quotation and commentary on her more 
forceful, even defiant language. The stellar imagery of courtly 
love is neatly juxtaposed with social and religious conventions. 
This could have led to more detailed analysis of Juliet’s soliloquy. 
Juliet’s later language and behaviour, after the argument with 
Lord Capulet, certainly demonstrate sharp contrast and dramatic 

character development and this is sensitively illustrated. The 
question is referenced throughout, with the ‘dangerous and 
impulsive’ nature of her behaviour highlighted and explored. 
For even higher marks, however, some candidates challenged 
the terms of the question and suggested that it is Romeo, 
throughout the play, who pushed Juliet towards dangerous 
actions - which are not her first impulse - ending with her 
suicide. This candidate sees the Friar’s plan as crazy and 
Juliet’s reactions as desperate. There is sensitive appreciation 
of how Juliet’s language reveals that she now sees death as 
a release, and is willing to put her life in danger. A firm set of 
conclusions are reached at the end leading to an evaluative 
answer to the question, expressing appreciation of Juliet’s 
courage, compassion and growing maturity. This is a clear 
Level 6 response, with very effective control of expression and 
vocabulary. 



Exemplar Candidate Work

90

GCSE (9 - 1) English Literature

© OCR 2018

5 To what extent do you think Shakespeare presents Juliet’s response to love as impulsive and 
dangerous? Explore at least two moments from the play to support your ideas.

 [40]

Level 4 answer – 20 + 3 marks

Exemplar 18 – Question 5
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Examiner commentary
This response begins to address the question critically, 
with some consideration of language and form and clear 
understanding of the social context. Juliet’s impulsive response 
to Romeo, imitating his language and even concluding his 
sonnet, is explored in the balcony scene, together with what 
it means for a young woman in that era to be prepared to 
abandon her family and name. However, there is a balancing 
appreciation that Juliet’s expression also shows a degree of 
caution. She is aware of the challenges, yet nevertheless rushes 
towards imagining their wedding. This shows developed 
understanding, but more reference to language and imagery 
would help to advance AO2 achievement alongside the other 
assessment objectives. Nevertheless, the dramatist’s art and 
conscious crafting of their fate is understood and linked back to 
the opening prologue. 

In the next paragraph, contextual comment is perhaps too 
dominant and might have been linked more closely to language 
and drama. The speed of the action is appreciated, but this 
section of the essay tends to repeat earlier points. It would be 
better to develop them by applying them to the words of the 
play. Nevertheless, Juliet’s choices and why they would have 
provoked debate in Shakespeare’s society are well understood, 
with some comment on audience opinion and appreciation that 

different people could form different views. However, this would 
have attracted a higher mark if supported by more specific 
examples from the text and more analysis of the effectiveness 
of Shakespeare’s expression. This is a credible response but 
rather general and with AO1 more dominant than AO2 and 
was therefore awarded a mark in Level 4. AO4 expression shows 
considerable accuracy, despite mistakes in spelling of some 
complex vocabulary, and there is good general control.



Exemplar Candidate Work

93

GCSE (9 - 1) English Literature

© OCR 2018

6 Explore how Shakespeare presents the love between Portia and Bassanio. Refer to this extract from 
Act 3 Scene 2 and elsewhere in the play.

 [40]

Level 5 answer – 28 + 4 marks

Exemplar 19 – Question 6
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Examiner commentary
This is a fine response, but, like a number of candidates, this 
candidate shows very effective response to the extract but has 
less to say about the portrayal of the love between Portia and 
Bassanio elsewhere in the play. Portia’s affection for Bassanio 
is appreciated, as is the context, which means that he views 
her as a potential possession to win or lose. AO3 is effectively 
integrated to show appreciation that the patriarchal nature of 
this society would not be a surprise to Shakespeare’s audience. 
AO2 analysis of language is best demonstrated in commentary 
on Bassanio’s lexis of torture, but the candidate is probably right 
to suggest that fear of losing a fortune may be tormenting him 
as much as fear of losing Portia herself. This lends weight to an 
argument that the love of Portia and Bassanio is uneven and 
may have different motivations. Close reading brings out Portia’s 
anxiety in this scene.

The link is a relatively brief one, to the opening of the play 
and to the fact that Bassanio mentions Portia’s riches before 
her beauty. The balance of commentary on the extract and 
wider reference to the play affects the award of marks within a 
level in extract-based questions. While close commentary on 
the extract is expected, and provides a good opportunity to 
show achievement against AO2, more extended exploration 
of characters and themes addressed in the question is needed 
to satisfy AO1 and show convincing critical understanding in 
a well-developed response to the whole play. This response 
gives limited evidence of how the relationship of Portia and 
Bassanio will develop or consideration of how the audience’s 
understanding of them deepens or changes as a result of the 
drama of the last two acts. Context can sometimes be misused 
as an excuse not to investigate further, or to not to engage with 
the different ways in which characters and their relationships 
can be portrayed and evaluated by different audiences. Hence 
the mark awarded is in the middle of Level 5 rather than the top, 
although this is a well-written and expressively effective essay.
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6 Explore how Shakespeare presents the love between Portia and Bassanio. Refer to this extract from 
Act 3 Scene 2 and elsewhere in the play.

 [40]

Level 3 answer – 16 + 2 marks

Exemplar 20 – Question 6



Exemplar Candidate Work

97

GCSE (9 - 1) English Literature

© OCR 2018



Exemplar Candidate Work

98

GCSE (9 - 1) English Literature

© OCR 2018

Examiner commentary
This response shows general understanding but lacks close 
engagement with detail. Bassanio’s presence in Belmont and 
his purpose are understood. There is some relevant comment 
on context and an attempt to match this to Bassanio’s language 
in the extract, with appreciation of the depth of Portia’s love 
for Bassanio supported by contrast with the other suitors. AO1 
is met through reasonably developed personal response to 
some details of the text, showing understanding. There is also 
response to, and some explanation of, the dialogue between 
them ‘like that of two excited school children’. There is an 
argument about Bassanio’s relationship with Antonio, but this 
is not supported by reference to textual detail. In contrast, 
the reference to the trial scene is well-supported but purely 
narrative, without advancing the argument. However, it is an 
accurate account of later developments. Therefore this is a 
reasonable response showing some relevant consideration of 
context, language and the nature of the relationship even if its 
argument is not very developed, so there is enough to reward 
for a mid Level 3 mark. The AO4 mark reflects general accuracy 
and general control of meaning. There is a reasonable range of 
vocabulary and sentence structures.
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6 Explore how Shakespeare presents the love between Portia and Bassanio. Refer to this extract from 
Act 3 Scene 2 and elsewhere in the play.

 [40]

Level 3 answer – 18 + 3 marks

Exemplar 21 – Question 6
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Examiner commentary 
This response begins by looking at both the literal and symbolic 
meaning of Portia being prepared to give herself to Bassanio. 
Her love is rightly described as selfless, from her perspective, and 
reinforced by her actions and language in this scene and those 
which precede it, although the answer here would benefit from 
more quotation and direct response to language. Bassanio’s 
relative weakness, and understanding of what he has risked for 
his love of Portia is also clearly understood, with reference to the 
extract. Some of the more teasing aspects of the dialogue are 
missed, as it is read rather literally. There should be more explicit 
links to other parts of the play for higher marks. This response 
works through the extract carefully but could make more use 
of the language of the extract as a springboard for broader 
comment on dramatisation of the relationship of Bassanio and 
Portia elsewhere, not least its reliance on tests and riddles. When 
the link to the trial scene comes, it is not supported by reference 
to language, and is rather general. It does not consider the 
tension that results from the Ring Test, or the nature of Bassanio’s 
bond to Antonio. Reasonable explanation of language in the 
extract is sufficiently strong for a high Level 3 mark, while AO1 
also shows reasonable detail and textual support, but more 
engagement with the drama of the relationship as it develops 

would be needed for Level 4. Wider reference and more explicit 
and clear consideration of context would also be required for a 
higher mark, although understanding of the text and extract is 
secure.
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7 How far is it possible to sympathise with Shylock’s attitude towards Jessica? Explore at least two 
moments from the play to support your ideas.

 [40]

Level 5 answer – 29 + 4 marks

Exemplar 22 – Question 7
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Examiner commentary 
This response begins well, with appreciation that the question 
cannot get a straightforward answer, and that there are several 
ways in which the character of Shylock could be portrayed. At 
times he appears a victim, and at others a cruel and unfeeling 
antagonist. The importance of the scenes involving Jessica 
in establishing the audience’s response to Shylock is also 
appreciated. It is noted that the news of Shylock’s reaction 
to Jessica’s elopement is communicated through Salerio 
and Solanio, who are not the most reliable of witnesses. 
They present him as caring more about his ducats than his 
daughter, but the audience see other aspects of Shylock, and 
their potential judgements of him are linked to AO3, showing 
convincing understanding of how context can inform response. 
Nevertheless the scene with Tubal, explored in detail, is rightly 
seen not to help the audience to sympathise with Shylock, and 
the cruelty of his expression is identified as a potential dramatic 
turning point, preparing us for the trial scene. Jessica’s behaviour 
is also examined, although the response is a little weaker when 
it treats the rumour about the purchase of a monkey as true. 
There is  convincing critical understanding that response to 
Shylock depends partly on how he is portrayed and on historical 
context. The candidate concludes that Shylock is the play’s villain 
and his attitude towards Jessica highlights this, and his own 
actions reveal his possessiveness, not his Jewishness. This shows 
engagement with critical issues in a well-developed personal 
response to the task, with well-selected textual reference and 
analysis of language and tone in the chosen extracts, but 
although the answer ranges quite widely, there is far more here 
about Shylock than about Jessica. For these reasons, it was 
placed low in Level 5 but with a strong AO4 for the cogency, 
despite limited range, of its argument. 
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8 Explore how Shakespeare presents the brutality of Macbeth’s Scotland. Refer to this extract from  
Act 4 Scene 2 and elsewhere in the play.

 [40]

Level 2 answer – 10 + 1 marks

Exemplar 23 – Question 8
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Examiner commentary 
This response begins with a narrative overview, which is not 
a good idea, as it dilutes focus on the question. However, 
Macbeth’s brutality towards Banquo as well as Macduff’s 
family is recognised. There is straightforward and supported 
understanding of what is happening in the extract, with some 
awareness that the killing of innocent women and children was 
seen as brutal even in the context of the time, and that this is an 
indication that Macbeth has ‘lost most of his humanity’. Other 
contextual comment on the ‘savage nature of the Scots’ is less 
relevant, but the account of events in the extract is supported 
by textual reference. The link to the brutal nature of Banquo’s 
murder is also supported by textual reference, and there is 
some appreciation of the violation of the divine right of kings. 
Candidates need to be careful when addressing AO3 in this play. 
A historical digest of the reign of James I and his views about 
witchcraft is not relevant, but an exploration of how issues of 
kingship, abuse of power and belief in the supernatural might 
influence the writing of and response to particular moments in 
the play is. Here divine right is used to explain why the audience 
might have found the death of Duncan shocking, but to argue 
that it was brutal would require more reference to blood (‘who 
would have thought the old man to have so much blood in 
him’ etc.) There is straightforward explanation of why no one 
is safe, after Macbeth’s succession of murders, but little close 
analysis of how Scotland is presented in the play. Therefore, this 
is a good example of a strong Level 2 response, which needs 
more explanation of language and dramatic effectiveness for 
Level 3, together with a more relevant approach to context. 
Although expression is generally clear and there is some range 
of vocabulary, weaknesses in sentence structure mean that the 
AO4 mark must be ‘threshold performance’.
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8 Explore how Shakespeare presents the brutality of Macbeth’s Scotland. Refer to this extract from  
Act 4 Scene 2 and elsewhere in the play.

 [40]

Level 5 answer – 28 + 4 marks

Exemplar 24 – Question 8
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Examiner commentary 
This response is very cogently argued. The scene is clearly 
placed with careful explanation of why Macbeth decides to kill 
Macduff’s family and what it shows about his rule over Scotland. 
Both the Messenger’s words and those of Lady Macduff are 
analysed to show that Scotland is no longer safe, and their effect 
on ‘the reader’ noted. The merciless murders in the scene itself 
are illustrated, with analytical response to language. Linked 
scenes are well-chosen and context is integrated within the 
response. There is understanding of Macbeth’s increasing loss 
of control and responsibility in the Banquet Scene, his response 
to Banquo’s ghost, and his determination to kill without further 
reflection or hesitation. The comment on the way Macbeth’s 
language changes shows some critical insight, although it would 
have benefited from more illustration. This is a compact and 
well-argued response which balances out detailed comment 
on the extract and reference to the rest of the play. With more 
explicit consideration of context and more textual support and 
analysis of language to support observations, it might have 
edged into Level 6, as AO1 is very strong, but all strands need 
more sustained attention for such a mark, and high Level 5 is a 
good place for a convincing and assured, but not consistently 
detailed, response.
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9 ‘Lady Macbeth is not the inhuman character she pretends to be.’ How far do you agree with this 
view of Shakespeare’s presentation of Lady Macbeth? Explore at least two moments from the play to 
support your ideas.

 [40]

Level 5 answer – 30 + 4 marks

Exemplar 25 – Question 9
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Examiner commentary 
This is a sophisticated reading, aware that there is more than 
one side to Lady Macbeth’s character. Her ambition is seen as 
prompting her to try to reject human emotions such as remorse. 
The invocation scene is analysed in some detail, especially 
the imagery rejecting the ‘milk’ of human kindness. There is 
insightful understanding that her need to reject human feelings 
so dramatically implies there is ‘humanity left inside her’ and 
that she may be play-acting. Context is concisely addressed 
and interwoven into a discussion of her rejection of femininity, 
with a list of supporting adjectives and imagery to illustrate her 
rejection of motherhood taken from her dialogue with Macbeth. 
Close analysis of language shows thoughtful examination of 
the writer’s choice of words and their effect, and Lady Macbeth 
is effectively contrasted with the sympathetic portrayal of Lady 
Macduff. Nature imagery from a speech of Lady Macduff’s not 
in the printed extract is explored in order to reinforce this point 
with skill. However at this point a lengthy contextual point about 
gender stereotyping begins to draw away from the task in hand, 
when a closer look at the dramatic portrayal of Lady Macbeth, 
or her relationship with Macbeth elsewhere in the play, might 
have been more effective. When the link to the sleepwalking 
scene does come, it is quite a jump forward, although supported 
by response to language. However, Lady Macbeth’s delusion 
of bloodied hands is connected explicitly with her response 
to Duncan’s murder, and contrasted with Macbeth’s words, so 
patterns of metaphor and hyperbolic expression are clearly 
understood and an analytical response developed from a range 
of evidence. There is some insight into Lady Macbeth’s feelings of 
guilt and appreciation of how they may arise from suppression 
of her ‘true inner feelings’, although these arguments might have 
had more textual support. Perhaps the final conclusion is a little 
too blithe, and more evaluation is needed of Lady Macbeth’s 
guilt and her role in pushing Macbeth towards the murder. A 
greater sense of the dramatic would have helped to push this 
very strong and convincing response towards the category of 
sustained critical style, hence a mark at the very top of Level 5.
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9 ‘Lady Macbeth is not the inhuman character she pretends to be.’ How far do you agree with this 
view of Shakespeare’s presentation of Lady Macbeth? Explore at least two moments from the play to 
support your ideas.

 [40]

Level 5 answer – 25 + 3 marks

Exemplar 26 – Question 9
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Examiner commentary 
This is a borderline Level 5 response. A reasoned argument is 
well-supported by wide textual reference and context, but AO2 
might have been more strongly addressed. The opening is bold, 
and quickly draws out some of the implications of the question 
and the complexity of Lady Macbeth’s characterisation. The essay 
jumps straight to the sleepwalking scene, and Lady Macbeth’s 
expression of guilt, in a detailed and supported response linked 
back to her words to Macbeth after the murder of the King. The 
question remains at the forefront of this response.

There is supported understanding of the shift in status between 
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth as the play progresses and this is 
contrasted with her earlier language and use of imagery, when 
she seemed happy to adopt language that suggested she had 

rejected humanity (‘be the serpent under’t’). Her rejection of 
conventional gender roles is assessed for its shock effect in this 
context (AO3), with reference to her invocation. The argument 
is consistent and well-supported but this technique of reading 
the text backwards is less successful in conveying its dramatic 
structure and effect on the audience, and perhaps why language 
and imagery are not examined as consistently as they need 
to be for a higher mark in Level 5. Writing shows considerable 
range but could be more effectively structured and expressed, 
and this is also evident in sentence structures. More planning 
would have made this answer stronger and more consistent in 
addressing all AOs.
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9 ‘Lady Macbeth is not the inhuman character she pretends to be.’ How far do you agree with this 
view of Shakespeare’s presentation of Lady Macbeth? Explore at least two moments from the play to 
support your ideas.

 [40]

Level 2 answer – 7 + 1 marks

Exemplar 27 – Question 9

Examiner commentary 
This is a very straightforward response but it does engage with 
the question. There is a crucial misreading, which is the idea that 
Lady Macbeth kills Duncan herself, rather than just planting the 
bloody daggers on the grooms, but this does not invalidate the 
whole response. Her ‘masculine’ role in the partnership and her 
expression of guilt in the Sleepwalking Scene are understood 
and supported with textual reference. This candidate has evident 
difficulties in finding clear expression of ideas, but there is some 
understanding of context, and ways in which Lady Macbeth 
challenges the expectations of her society. Her ambition and 

her growing guilt are recognised with some appreciation of 
how soliloquy and dramatic structure expose her inner conflicts. 
However, a more focused approach to individual scenes and 
their language, imagery and dramatic effectiveness would be 
needed to raise this response from the Level1/2 borderline closer 
to Level 3.
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10 Explore the ways in which Shakespeare makes Beatrice such a strong character. Refer to this extract 
from Act 4 Scene 1 and elsewhere in the play.

 [40]

Level 3 answer – 18 + 1 marks

Exemplar 28 – Question 10
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Examiner commentary 
This is quite a short answer by a candidate with some 
difficulties of expression, but there is personal response to 
the task, reasonably detailed understanding of the play and 
some explanation of how Beatrice uses language. There is 
contextualised understanding of why Beatrice calling Claudio 
a ‘villain’ would be shocking and surprising, and a comparison 
with her commanding address towards Benedick to show 
appreciation that her language challenges contemporary 
gender stereotypes. There is understanding of how little she 
cares what others think of her, contrasted with Hero, and 
appreciation that she expects Benedick to match his words with 
actions. Her quick wit in earlier scenes is also aptly illustrated. 
This response does all necessary for Level 3, but more sustained 
analysis of language and more development of argument are 
both required to demonstrate the ‘critical style’ appropriate for 
Level 4. This could begin with the dramatic effects of the extract 
then a link to how the characterisation of Beatrice develops.
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11 ‘Tricks and pranks in Much Ado About Nothing don’t always have bad consequences.’ How far do you 
agree with this view? Explore at least two moments from the play to support your ideas.

 [40]

Level 3 answer – 16 + 2 marks

Exemplar 29 – Question 11
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Examiner commentary 
This is a very good response to a question which was not 
especially popular but allowed an evaluation of a number of 
different plot devices. The opening paragraph makes a distinction 
between pranks which are harmless and amusing and Don John’s 
treachery. A pattern is observed to have been established by 
Don Pedro’s proxy wooing at the masked ball. This harmless trick 
is contrasted with the deliberately hurtful way Beatrice treats 
Benedick to develop the theme of tricks and pranks.

Although this response has narrative elements, there is 
awareness of the dramatic development of the plot, such as 
how conversations are overheard, and the ironies of Benedick’s 
overstatements and misunderstandings. The mirroring structure 
of the scenes involving the gulling of first Benedick then Beatrice 
is also well understood, with appreciation of their consequences. 
In contrast, the results of Don John’s prank are rightly seem as 
malicious and potentially tragic. This outline is deftly supported 
with quotation and appreciation of contemporary obsessions 
with honour and duelling. The strongest element of this 

response is the ability to link the pranks to the play’s genre, and 
appreciation that practical jokes are intrinsic to the nature of 
comedy, while understanding how narrowly the drama escaped 
a tragic turn. Thus appreciation of genre (and therefore context) 
is central to this answer, supported by appropriate textual 
reference and thoughtful examination of details. More focus on 
language and dramatic effectiveness might have raised this to 
Level 6. Comment on the characters’ language and the dramatic 
effect of their changing relationships are both required for a 
sustained critical response to this genre.
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11 ‘Tricks and pranks in Much Ado About Nothing don’t always have bad consequences.’ How far do you 
agree with this view? Explore at least two moments from the play to support your ideas.

 [40]

Level 3 answer – 16 + 2 marks

Exemplar 30 – Question 11
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Examiner commentary 
Although this candidate struggles a little for clear expression, 
there is understanding of the question and appreciation 
that some tricks in the play have good consequences and 
some bad. This is explained in a narrative account of Hero’s 
wedding (perhaps a little dependent on Branagh’s film for the 
interpretation of Borachio’s actions). There is more illustration 
and better overall understanding of the gulling scenes and how 
Benedick and Beatrice are mirroring each others’ expressions. This 
is linked to their earlier vows of batchelorhood, while an account 
of Hero’s wedding is fleshed out with brief quotation to show 
knowledge and understanding. There is some AO2 explanation 
of the imagery of the orange and contextual appreciation of 
Hero’s shame at Claudio’s words. At this moment, the final section 
of the answer becomes rather narrative, but the useful point 
that the final practical joke is a happy one to reunite Hero and 
Claudio is well-made and supported by a concluding quotation 
to show reasonably developed argument . There is reasonable 
explanation of aspects of language and relevant textual 
reference. Most of the requirements of Level 3 are met, while 
growing fluency and accuracy of expression - after an awkward 
start - allow an intermediate performance mark for AO4, despite 
some sentencing flaws. There is reasonable understanding and 
explanation of the play’s dramatic structure. More response to 
AO2 would be expected of a Level 4 response.
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