
Qualification
Accredited

www.ocr.org.uk/english

A LEVEL

ENGLISH  
LANGUAGE AND 
LITERATURE (EMC)

Exemplar Candidate Work

H474
For first teaching in 2015

H474/02 The language of  
poetry and plays  
Summer 2017 examination series
Version 1

http://www.ocr.org.uk/english


Exemplar Candidate Work

2

A Level English Language and Literature (EMC)

© OCR 2018

Contents
Introduction	 3

Script A

Section A Question 1 – William Blake – Level 4 response	 4

Section B Question 11 – Timberlake Wertenbaker: Our Country’s Good – Level 4 response	 9

Script B 

Section A Question 2 – Emily Dickinson – Level 4 response	 14

Section B Question 9 – Tennessee Williams:������������ A Streetcar Named Desire – Level 3 response	 18

Script C 

Section A Question 3 – Seamus Heaney – Level 6 response	 23

Section B Question 7 – William Shakespeare: Othello – Level 6 response	 28

Script D

Section A Question 3 – Seamus Heaney – Level 5 response	 33

Section B Question 9 – Tennessee Williams: A Streetcar Named Desire – Level 5 response	 37

Script E

Section A Question 5 – Carol-Ann Duffy – Level 5 response	 43

Section B Question 7 – William Shakespeare: Othello – Level 4 response	 47



Exemplar Candidate Work

3

A Level English Language and Literature (EMC)

© OCR 2018

Introduction
This resource has been produced by a senior member of 
the A Level English Language and Literature examining 
team to offer teachers an insight into how the assessment 
objectives are applied. It has taken the two high mark 
questions from the sample question paper and used 
them to illustrate how the questions might be answered 
and provide some commentary on what factors 
contribute to overall levels. 

As these responses have not been through full 
moderation, they are banded to give an indication of the 
level of each response. 

Please note that this resource is provided for advice and 
guidance only and does not in any way constitute an 
indication of grade boundaries or endorsed answers.

The sample assessment material for these answers 
and commentary can be found on the A Level English 
Language and Literature web page and accessed via the 
following link: http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/as-
a-level-gce-english-language-and-literature-emc-h074-
h474-from-2015/

http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/as-a-level-gce-english-language-and-literature-emc-h074-h474-from-2015/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/as-a-level-gce-english-language-and-literature-emc-h074-h474-from-2015/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/qualifications/as-a-level-gce-english-language-and-literature-emc-h074-h474-from-2015/
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1	 William Blake

Explore how William Blake presents the life of the city in ‘London’ (E) and make connections with one or 
two other poems from your collection.

You should consider Blake’s use of poetic and stylistic techniques and significant literary or other relevant 
contexts.													             [32]

Level 4 response – 21 marks

Script A  Section A  Question 1
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Examiner commentary
The analysis here is competent rather than secure, with 
Christianity ‘used as a scapegoat to mistreat the poor’ 
representing an engagement that may not be entirely on top 
of the text. The reference to the Enlightenment and Blake’s 
exploration of ‘human qualities’ suggests understanding of 
thematic concerns for AO3.

Some lexis is picked out and identified for ‘negative 
connotations’ using a ‘pathos semantic field’. The candidate is 
here working with the blended AO1-AO2 approach that wields 
a concept (semantic field) and then goes on to suggest what 
the meaning or effect might be. Like the ‘scapegoat’ at the 
start, the offer is not quite secure, suggesting that London is a 
‘sinful place to be’. The exemplifications of ‘weakness’, ‘woe, ‘cry’, 
‘fear’, manacles’ and ‘curse’ do not quite join up either with sin or 
the pathos signalled at the opening of the paragraph. Having 
made these points, the candidate elects to make an attempt at 
connection with another poem that uses ‘negative and critical 
language’ and ‘symbolises a person crying’. So far, the response 
is quite descriptive and displaying indicators of Level 3 such 
as AO2: Some analysis, AO1: Some application and AO4: Some 
attempt to explore connections.

The use and effect of first person singular pronouns begins to 
lift the work, suggesting a sense of immediacy and personal 
connection, a Level 4 indicator in terms of the literary-linguistic 
framework (AO1) and ways in which meanings are shaped 
(AO2).

‘Charter’d’ is read briefly for meaning, identified both as an 
adjective and as archaic lexis. It may be archaic now, but it was 
not so for Blake. It is important to remember that candidates 
are marked positively rather than downgraded for mistakes, 
misunderstandings or even misreadings. However, such details 
can contribute to overall impressions about the security of 
work.

The impression of control implied through ‘charter’d’ is used 
to make a point about upper and lower classes that suggests 
some understanding of context, brief as it is. A similarly brief 
reference to the chimney sweepers shows some awareness 
of the collection as a whole. However, the response is clearly 
fluctuating between Level 3 and Level 4. The survey approach 
to the task, which involves a lot of reading for meaning, does 
not move on to make any developed analysis.



Exemplar Candidate Work

8

A Level English Language and Literature (EMC)

© OCR 2018

Blake’s sympathy is recognised, with the ‘marks’ suggesting life 
as harsh and painful. The ABAB rhyme scheme allows the words 
to ‘flow gently’, which adds to the ‘sympathy and empathy’. 
This is supportable, even if not every reader would agree, and 
suggestive of a candidate really trying. Holistically, more than 
just ‘some analysis’ is being offered.

‘Anaphora’ (misspelled) brings in a useful AO1 term to evidence 
understanding of the literary-linguistic framework, and in AO2 
terms this serves to make commentary on how the technique 
creates emphasis and a city-wide scale to pain and suffering. 
This is a competent, almost developed observation, that lifts the 
work in Level 4.

‘Thro’ is not an adverb, but the candidate comes close to writing 
about parallelism and its effect.

The adjective ‘youthful’, in reference to harlots, is read 
competently. The link to the church is a little forced and 
undeveloped.

The oxymoron ‘Marriage hearse’ is observed as such although 
the link, again to the church, is a chancing try rather than secure 
commentary.

Final thoughts about structure contradict earlier commentary: 
the poem is now loud and powerful rather than gentle, and as a 
link to The Tyger this is a little forced and general.

Broadly, the work picks away at the edges of Blake and 
concentrates on single word observations, trying to make a 
lot out of a little. Sometimes this works, and the candidate 
makes comments that suggest an emerging autonomy in 
analysis, beyond remembered class or textbook readings. This 
is what makes it competent, although there is not the security 
and developed analysis required to lift the work into Level 5. 
The most successful readings of Blake are often shaped by a 
clear sense and idea that he was not happy with what he saw, 
and the best developed connections are made through an 
understanding of where he put the blame for this. Without such 
an overview clearly in mind, the candidate makes a creditable 
literary-linguistic analysis, but how Blake ‘presents the life of the 
city’ is not given direct focus. While the misery in other poems 
is alluded to, there are no supporting quotes and this hampers 
any sense that the candidate is securely on top of what Blake is 
about.  
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11 	 Timberlake Wertenbaker: Our Country’s Good

Explore how Wertenbaker presents the convicts’ identities and experiences in this extract from  
Our Country’s Good.

You should consider the use of dramatic and stylistic techniques in the extract, its significance within the 
play and any relevant dramatic or other contexts.								        [32]

Level 4 response – 21 marks

Script A  Section B  Question 11
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Examiner commentary
The introduction is quite focussed, and offers how the play the 
convicts are made to perform is a reforming measure designed 
to redeem their ‘past identities’ as criminals.

The life-story of Liz is correctly identified as a soliloquy which 
allows the reader (sic) to gain access into ‘her identity’. Some 
understanding of dramatic technique is implied in this, although 
the candidate does not take the opportunity to observe it 
as such. Cant language that evidences a criminal identity is 
observed, followed by some reading for meaning that observes 
a simple and declarative sentence to support ideas about Liz’s 
fatalistic attitude, together with life episodes alluded to that 
shape her independent identity. The focus on the question is 
therefore sound.

The rest of the speech is surveyed, with exemplification used 
to support comments about Liz’s character and history. This 
work can fall into description rather than analysis. The initially 
promising observation about cant language is not developed 
to observe other language choices as idiomatic or, indeed, as 
a choice of the writer in crafting a character. The 21st century 
idea that audiences have sympathy for Liz as a result of her not 
having access to welfare benefits is a bit of a stretch.

A further labelling of a sentence type is made as the 
commentary moves onto Wisehammer, declaring his innocence. 
Some character context is used to explain his position, as a more 
educated character. The opportunity to explore this contrast is 
not taken at this point. The differences are understood, though, 
as the irony in Liz’s ‘Speak in English, Wisehammer’ is observed, 
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following her cant language filled soliloquy, deviating from the 
standard grammar used by her fellow convict. This makes the 
work top competent, with the AO2 meaning made of the AO1 
point (‘...she thinks in English and can tell when you are.’) less 
secure or convincing.

The labelling of a thief as a thief is observed in dialogue, as is 
the dramatic pause signalling Wisehammer’s insensitivity to Liz’s 
plight. The potential for tension here is noted, and Wisehammer’s 
apology links to his capacity for remorse within his character and 
identity.

The overall interpretation is coherent, and may be observed to 
‘warm up’ towards the end, with some commentary on dramatic 
effect. Taking the opportunity to explore the figurative qualities 
of much of what Liz says in her speech would likely enable the 
work to access Level 5.

In working with dramatic texts, it is wise for students to remind 
themselves that the extract in the exam is almost certainly going 
to offer characters in conflict (of some kind), or in states and 
positions that enable contrasts to be pointed out. These conflicts 
and contrasts are to be found in the language characters are 
made to speak by the writer. Here, the survey approach has 
enabled the candidate to make some competent analysis and 
application, but the lack of any framing thought or, even, a 
framework, makes the work rather general. Almost any extract 
is going to involve some use of figurative language or subtext. 
Only towards the end are differences and dramatic moments 
between characters observed in ways that lift the work to the 
top of Level 4.
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2 	 Emily Dickinson

Explore how Emily Dickinson presents ideas and feelings about the natural world in ‘A Narrow Fellow in 
the Grass’ (986) and make connections with one or two other poems from your collection.

You should consider Dickinson’s use of poetic and stylistic techniques and significant literary or other 
relevant contexts.												            [32]

Level 4 response – 17 marks

Script B  Section A  Question 2
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Examiner commentary
Metre and rhythm can be productive areas for commentary if 
linked well to how meaning is made, and here there is some just 
competent application that suggests the poem moves faster in 
the third stanza, linked to the movement of the narrow fellow. 
This is just about supportable. The shift in form is read also as 
Dickinson’s discomfort with ‘gender stereotypical behaviour’ in 
Calvinist society, which is a bit of a stretch, as is the capitalisation 
of the pronoun ‘Boy’.

‘Fellow’ is observed as an ‘endearing noun’, what you might call a 
friend, and this is used as evidence that Dickinson is familiar and 
trusting of the natural world. Again, this is supportable, but reads 
very much as some just near competent analysis, unpacking 
individual words for possible meaning.

Personification is observed in ‘Several of Nature’s People’, 
although how this shapes meaning (‘she places animals in a high 
ranking.’) is only just competent, placing the work very much at 
the Level 3/Level 4 border.

‘I feel for them a transport/ Of cordiality’ is read in a 
straightforward manner, with Dickinson feeling calm in nature 
but perhaps not when in church. The response is clutching 
at straws. This world is not conclusion is the linking poem, 
contrasting the loud church ‘strong hallelujahs’ with the apparent 
calm of nature. The ‘drug-like’ qualities of Calvinism are outlined 

with no real purpose other than the semi-biographical idea that 
Dickinson is fonder of nature as it does not tell you what to think. 
Some attempt at connections is made as a result.

The work just makes Level 4 (17 marks) but is mostly some 
analysis with flashes of competence such as the attempt to 
link form to meaning, and the observation of personification. 
Candidates need to be secure in observing simile and metaphor 
in poetry, as its use and commentary on it can lift work by at 
least one level. Similarly, ‘training’ to look out for lexical fields in 
play can support better the analysis of how meanings are made. 
Biographical information about writers needs to be handled with 
some care, particularly with less able candidates, who can use 
this learning to make sweeping statements or to see patterns in 
things that are not there.
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9 	 Tennessee Williams: A Streetcar Named Desire

Explore how Williams presents Stanley’s power over Blanche in this extract from A Streetcar Named Desire.

You should consider the use of dramatic and stylistic techniques in the extract, its significance within the 
play and any relevant dramatic or other contexts.								        [32]

Level 3 response – 16 marks

Script B  Section B  Question 9
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Examiner commentary
Stanley’s holding the floor is observed, together with the 
contrast in length of Blanche’s utterances here, compared to 
elsewhere in the play. A not particularly productive example 
is given, and Stanley’s holding the floor is given a little more 
descriptive detail in that he directs where the conversation is 
going, something Blanche usually does. Her short responses 
here show her vulnerability. This represents some analysis and 
there is some use of straightforward, relevant terminology.

Stanley’s power is presented through his ‘interruptions’ and 
disregard for anything that Blanche may have to say, showing 
that she is now inferior. There is understanding here, though the 
work is not quite at the level of analysis.

More promising is Stanley’s ‘convergence’ to Blanche’s 
metaphorical way of speaking, with the purpose of mocking 
her and being sarcastic. This is quite brief. Stanley’s mocking 
of the paper lantern cues lengthy detail of the reasons why 

Blanche dims the lights, with reference to her backstory that is 
not productive, or linked to the scene and question, and runs to 
over a page.  

Some reference to proxemics in the scene evidences a little 
more dramatic understanding, as does reference to lighting 
directions, sound directions, foreshadowing and tension. 
However, these comments link to the question only in an 
implicit way.  

This response is a solid Level 3, offering some analysis of ways in 
which meanings are shaped. There is also much description and 
a serious veer away from the scene and the question. It is vital 
that candidates remain focussed on the extract for analysis, and 
do not attempt ‘whole-play’ answers based on writing down 
everything they know about a character.
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3 	 Seamus Heaney

Explore how Seamus Heaney presents disappeared practices and country rituals in ‘Churning Day’ and 
make connections with one or two other poems from your collection.

You should consider Heaney’s use of poetic and stylistic techniques and significant literary or other 
relevant contexts..												            [32]

Level 6 response – 32 marks

Script C  Section A  Question 3
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Examiner commentary
The response wastes no time in getting to grips with the poem, 
and the coherent introduction suggests strong engagement 
with it. The rubric focus of ‘disappeared practices’ is interpreted 
to a deeper level in the comment that the process of making 
butter is magical and even alchemical. The focus on the natural 
over the synthetic focusses the coming response on the poem 
as a heritage rather than political one, reflecting on a positive 
memory.

The candidate makes a reading of the title of the poem, always 
an advisable thing to do if there is scope for it, and in this case 
it offers the opportunity to observe that Churning Day is a 
significant event in life, and in memory.

The literary-linguistic framework is wielded with confidence and 
control, observing hyperbolic descriptions, figurative language 
and lexical field.

The importance of nationhood and inherited culture is observed 
as a theme of the collection, in a tightly controlled AO3 led link 
with another poem, Fodder, that is offered as an emotional sense 
of belonging, linking back to Churning Day portraying ‘a certain 
comfort that comes from tradition, and a process inherited 
through culture’. This is fully developed and detailed analysis.

The response returns to technical points, and exemplifies 
some of the personification in the poem that is read as giving 
life to the milk as it turns into butter. The magical-alchemical 
quality to the poem referred to in the candidate’s introduction 
is developed here, which evidences a controlled, purposeful 
response that has been thought through before writing starts.  

Heaney’s admiration of Irish dialect and culture is used to make 
further links to other poems in the collection. While these do 
not stem directly from Churning Day, the link works because 
it is a conceptual-thematic one, with Heaney’s poems ‘rooted’. 
This links back to further exemplification from Churning Day, 
as the laborious task of making butter is shown, through e.g., 
assonance, to ‘slow down’ rhythm, ‘lengthening and mirroring 
the process’.

The literary-linguistic framework continues to be applied in an 
excellent and coherent way as the eventual transformation of 
the milk into butter receives commentary.  Personification and 
metaphor are observed, with exemplification, and linked to the 
feelings evoked by the process. Soft sibilance in the final stanza, 
where the butter is finished, is contrasted with the assonance of 
rough verbs at the start of the process.

As the response draws to concluding points, Heaney’s sensory 
imagery is observed as a way to evoke empathy with Heaney’s 
admiration of the process in Churning Day, and the technique is 
observed briefly in Anahorish and Fodder.
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7 	 William Shakespeare: Othello

Explore how Shakespeare presents the significance of the handkerchief in this extract from Othello.

You should consider the use of dramatic and stylistic techniques in the extract, its significance within the 
play and any relevant dramatic or other contexts.								        [32]

Level 6 response – 32 marks

Script C  Section B  Question 7
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Examiner commentary
A brief and apt introduction makes an AO3 contextual point 
that observes genre and one of its conventions in ‘falling action’, 
before briefly setting the scene without recourse to narrative 
description.

The first commentary on the extract observes the dramatic style 
of shared lines and what these mean about the relationship 
at the beginning of the play and at the start of the extract. 
The response is clear that things will change by the end and 
break down, with Othello’s minor exclamatory sentence 
contrasting his more attractive blank verse. This book-ending 
commentary suggests a secure overview of the extract and may 
evidence appropriate time spent studying and annotating the 
examination paper.

Othello’s romanticised imagery is observed, using appropriate 
terminology and linking contextually to his speech to the 
Senate. The character intention that the magical heritage of 
the handkerchief is outlined as a mask for evoking guilt and 
confession from Desdemona is fully developed dramatic 
interpretation, rooted in observation that the character is 
making very deliberate lexical choices. Written expression is 
coherent, fluent and tight. Othello’s earlier denial of involvement 
in magic is evoked to suggest the growing instability of his 
mind in employing lexis of conjuring and fate. There is perhaps a 
minor inconsistency here, with the character’s language choices 
representing both control, and lack of it.   

Desdemona’s innocence and desire not to upset Othello 
through lying is supported by exemplification of her attempts 
to change topic. Othello’s growing anger is observed in his 
interrogative and imperative short utterances.

The pride of the titular character is referred to, as root to 
his anger and playing also on his public hubris and deeper 
insecurities, with the handkerchief identified as connecting to all 
three. The response could connect this to the genre convention 
of tragic flaw, but the fully developed critical analysis is securing 
full reward.  

The linear approach to commentary continues to Desdemona’s 
talk of Cassio, amplifying Othello’s rage further.

The pathos of the play is alluded to as the innocent Desdemona 
proclaims of the handkerchief ‘I am most unhappy at the loss of 
it’. The contrasts between Desdemona and Emilia are observed, 
together with dramatic irony and signals towards the cathartic 
revelations and events at the end of the play.

In conclusion, the handkerchief is appropriately identified as 
a dramatic catalyst, symbol of infidelity and evidence of Iago’s 
effectiveness as a manipulator that he can use it to create such 
illusions in Othello.     
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3 	 Seamus Heaney

Explore how Seamus Heaney presents disappeared practices and country rituals in ‘Churning Day’ and 
make connections with one or two other poems from your collection.

You should consider Heaney’s use of poetic and stylistic techniques and significant literary or other 
relevant contexts..												            [32]

Level 5 response – 26 marks

Script D  Section A  Question 3
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Examiner commentary
The response opens with some general observations, such as 
the first person voice making the poem experiential.  

Compound words in the poem are exemplified, although the 
reading halts at the idea Heaney is interested in language and 
its use. 

Heaney’s use of tense is more secure application of the literary-
linguistic framework. It is offered that the past tense in Churning 
Day reflects memory, which a straightforward, supportable 
point. 

Simile is exemplified, as is metaphor. However, the work does 
not move beyond feature spotting. While some AO1 security 
is in evidence here, the blending with AO2 in the marking 
requires the candidate to go on and explain how the observed 
techniques are part of a meaning-making process. 

The immediacy and ‘real experience’ resulting from exemplified 
phonological elements is a more secure feature-effect 
commentary, helping to lift the work in Level 5. 

The link to the Troubles is forced, and there is no reward for this. 

‘Emotive lexis’ is observed, although in exemplification its 
presence is not entirely convincing. However, the effect of the 
identified phrases is a well-developed point. 

Links to other poems are brief but apt. 

While there is much in this response that is steady and 
workmanlike, it is placed at the top of Level 5 through its mostly 
secure and well-developed exemplifications. While effects and 
meaning making are not always well developed, there is much 
good commentary and the better analysis is very clear.  
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9 	 Tennessee Williams: A Streetcar Named Desire

Explore how Williams presents Stanley’s power over Blanche in this extract from A Streetcar Named Desire.

You should consider the use of dramatic and stylistic techniques in the extract, its significance within the 
play and any relevant dramatic or other contexts.								        [32]

Level 5 response – 24 marks

Script D  Section B  Question 9
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Examiner commentary
The introduction positions the extract briefly, and observes 
Stanley’s ‘animal like’ nature. His character position of knowing 
that Blanche lies is understood, and some initial exclamatives are 
noted. 

The thematic clash of culture between Stanley and Blanche is a 
good way into analysis of the extract, and his enjoyment at her 
fall is a secure comment. 

The theme of fantasy and illusion enables a valid point to be 
made about Blanche’s character. 

Stanley’s syndetic listing is ‘almost like pulling Blanche down’. 
While the response is well short of fluent, there is clear written 
expression and the literary-linguistic framework is being applied 
with some security. 

Stanley’s repeated exclamative could be observed to have an 
imperative quality, but again the exemplification supports a picture 
of candidate security in terms of what is happening dramatically. 
The compound ‘rag-picker’ as insult, alliteration of ‘crazy crown’, and 
a rhetorical, support the picture of Stanley’s dominance. 

Stanley’s idiomatic utterance (‘wool over this boys eyes’) 
is observed, although the reading for its meaning is very 
competent rather than well developed. 

The symbol of light is a secure application of a dramatic 
technique drawn from the literary-linguistic framework, linked 
to themes of fantasy and illusion. This is supported through 
reference to Stanley’s metaphor of the ‘Queen of the Nile’. 

Contextually, Old versus New America is observed as 
underpinning values and attitudes in the play, which evidences 
some clear and relevant understanding. 

Some quite descriptive work about Stanley as ‘devil’ and about 
stage directions is at least well-exemplified, and observed as 
foreshadowing several points, which consolidates a position in 
the middle of Level 5. 
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5 	 Carol Ann Duffy

Explore how Carol Ann Duffy presents the experience of pain and loss in ‘Wintering’ and make 
connections with one or two other poems from your collection.

You should consider Duffy’s use of poetic and stylistic techniques and significant literary or other relevant 
contexts.													             [32]

Level 5 response – 23 marks

Script E  Section A  Question 5



Exemplar Candidate Work

44

A Level English Language and Literature (EMC)

© OCR 2018



Exemplar Candidate Work

45

A Level English Language and Literature (EMC)

© OCR 2018



Exemplar Candidate Work

46

A Level English Language and Literature (EMC)

© OCR 2018

Examiner commentary
The introduction places the poem appropriately within the 
collection, and sets up what will be analysis of how Wintering 
portrays a relationship nearing its conclusion. In a concise 
manner, the candidate has demonstrated clear and relevant 
understanding of context.

The candidate takes the wise step of making a comment about 
the title of the poem (‘suggests death, of life coming to an 
end’) and links this to the lexical field of death used in the first 
stanza to represent the state of the relationship. This is a secure 
application that begins to indicate a Level 5 response. The idea 
that it could also mean literal rather than figurative death makes 
the resulting analysis less well-developed.

‘Funerals’ to suggest an individual in mourning, together with 
‘pain’, enable a reference to tone, contrasting with the feelings 
at the start of the collection. While this evidences the candidate 
making some mental exploration, there would be more AO4 
reward with some brief exemplification here.

The lexical field of time is observed and exemplified. The reading 
of ‘grey fades to black’, showing time moving the relationship 
towards an end, and suffering already from the ‘stuck’ state of 
being ‘grey’, is some developed AO2-AO1 blended commentary 
that helps consolidate a position in Level 5. The AO4 link to ‘Over’, 
where ‘no skelf of light’ uses similar but less final imagery, is a 
developed point of exploration across texts.

The length of Wintering is used to suggest the hard times last 
longer than happier ones, contrasted with the relative shortness 
of Hour. This is supportable.

Commentary then seems to dart about the poem a little, and 
falls to reading for meaning rather than how meaning is actually 
made. The obsessive nature of the individual’s feelings is at least 
observed, and connected to Hour in a straightforward way.  

This is an example of a shorter response that is quite well-
focussed and earns solid rather than spectacular reward. Much 
is made of lexical fields, and there is enough security and 
development to place the work at the lower end of Level 5. 
The actual ‘development’ of the poem is less securely handled, 
with exemplification picked from here and there. Candidates 
should reflect that poetry is likely to enable them to write about 
figurative language such as metaphor, to be able to observe and 
analyse how antithesis creates meanings, effects and, in the case 
of Duffy, techniques such as pathetic fallacy. While too much 
‘frame-working’ can lead to square peg and round hole analysis 
from less able candidates, the otherwise secure work here 
could become excellent and fully developed with some more 
attention to poetic techniques in play.
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7 	 William Shakespeare: Othello

Explore how Shakespeare presents the significance of the handkerchief in this extract from Othello.

You should consider the use of dramatic and stylistic techniques in the extract, its significance within the 
play and any relevant dramatic or other contexts.								        [32]

Level 4 response – 21 marks

Script E  Section B  Question 7
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Examiner commentary
Situational irony starts the response quite well. What the 
handkerchief means to Othello, and how Iago ‘uses’ it, could 
provide a good pair of lenses through which to examine the 
extract.

Some re-telling of the story is offered to put the extract in 
context. There is description of how the audience see Othello 
becoming impatient, and believing increasingly in what Iago 
has told him. The length of Othello’s speeches is observed to 
suggest how important the handkerchief is to him. The extract 
begins to be addressed at the end of the first page of a three-
page response.

Exemplification of ‘her loathed and his spirits should hunt’ 
does not seem to be particularly well understood, and is used 
to make a perhaps pre-thought through comment about 
foreshadowing.

Dramatic irony is mentioned again, with the broad observation 
that the audience (and Iago) are aware of the potential 
significance of the handkerchief, while the other characters 
are not. There is some competence in this, and some 
understanding of context.

Desdemona’s denial and defence makes a sound character 
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point, and contrasts her with Othello. However, the response is 
still not really getting to grips with how Shakespeare presents 
the significance of the handkerchief in the given extract. The 
role and position of women during the era are observed, but 
this is not really serving to answer the question.

Desdemona’s intelligence and repartee with Iago when she 
waits for Othello’s arrival in Cyprus could lead to relevant 
work about foreshadowing, but only as contextual support to 
examination of what is happening in the extract.

Further description of the scene outlines how Desdemona ‘plays 
down’ the loss of the handkerchief, with Othello’s exclamatory 
sentences brought to bear to prove his growing rage. The 
‘magic’ of the handkerchief is linked to character belief.

While there is much description here, there is enough dramatic 
understanding to make the work fully competent. However, 
some of this understanding is implicit, and evidenced through 
what has happened before the scene. To access Levels 5 and 6, 
responses that are broadly ‘dramatic’ need to provide material 
that evidences securer understanding and application of a 
literary-linguistic framework. Responses that skirt around the 
extract and make relevant but under-developed commentary 
will struggle to move beyond Level 4. Candidates that are less 
secure in tackling larger speeches in any given extract would 
not necessarily penalise themselves if they instead focused on 
types of utterance such as shorter discourse, or at least tried to 
‘mine’ for lexical fields.
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