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Introduction 
Our examiners’ reports are produced to offer constructive feedback on candidates’ performance in the 
examinations. They provide useful guidance for future candidates. The reports will include a general 
commentary on candidates’ performance, identify technical aspects examined in the questions and 
highlight good performance and where performance could be improved. The reports will also explain 
aspects which caused difficulty and why the difficulties arose, whether through a lack of knowledge, poor 
examination technique, or any other identifiable and explainable reason. 

Where overall performance on a question/question part was considered good, with no particular areas to 
highlight, these questions have not been included in the report. A full copy of the question paper can be 
downloaded from OCR. 
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Paper J351/02 series overview 
J351/02 is one of two examined components for the new GCSE (9-1) English Language examination 
which was first examined in June 2017. Each of the components follows a similar structure and tests the 
same assessment objectives but J351/02 assesses candidates’ response to fiction texts whereas 
J351/01 assesses their response to non-fiction texts. The other difference is that in Question 2 of 
J351/01 candidates must synthesise information from two texts, a skill which is not tested in J351/02.  
 
Candidates should prepare for this examination by practising how to read unseen literary texts with 
confidence and understanding. Candidates should learn how to select and interpret relevant details from 
the text and identify and explain features of language and structure. They must be able to identify 
similarities and contrasts between the texts and evaluate the impact of each text on a reader.  
 
This session was only the second time that this component has been examined in November following 
first examination in 2017. In this session candidates’ responses showed a clearer understanding of the 
demands of each question. This suggests that centres have paid careful attention to earlier examiners’ 
reports. In previous sessions candidates’ responses to Questions 2 and 4 have shown some uncertainty 
about the requirements of each task. In this session, on the other hand, most candidates organised their 
responses to these questions much more successfully. 

This component of the series worked very well.  Most of the candidates had been thoroughly prepared 
for the exam and knew and could demonstrate what they had to do. Centres should be congratulated on 
the continuing confidence and ability candidates show with Question 4. They could still score more 
heavily on Question 2 and Question 3. 

The examiners’ team enjoyed reading some lively and thoughtful essays in Section B. 
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Section A overview 
Almost all candidates scored full marks for Question 1; did well on Question 4 but could do better on 
Question 2 and Question 3. The point was again demonstrated that if the passages had been read as 
thoroughly as they had been by the start of Question 4 the marks for Questions 2 and 3 would have 
been higher. Too many candidates say good things about the passages in Question 4, which could have 
scored them better marks in Questions 2 and 3. 

Stronger candidates understand the word ‘structure’ and are able to recognise ways, sometimes subtle 
ways, in which writers develop moods, characters and go on to incorporate these features in their own 
writing. It is critical for candidates to realise that structure is about very much more than alleged ‘long’ 
and ‘short’ sentences. 

The paper was accessible for all abilities and facilitated the required range of differentiation.  

Question 1(a) 

The favourite responses were ‘crept’ and ‘trod gently’ or variations of these. Both answers are 
tantamount to saying the same thing, so it was pleasing to see that candidates did not ignore one of 
them. ‘Lighten her weight’ was also popular, as was ‘third step from the top creaked’. Very few 
candidates made the error of offering overlong or incorrect quotations. 

Exemplar 1 

Question 1(b)  

The most common responses were ‘slow chocking tick’ followed by ‘husky breathing’, shadowy outline’ 
and ‘jarred upon the silence’. Very few candidates did not get a mark here.  



GCSE (9-1) English Language - J351/02 - November 2018 Examiners’ report 

 6 © OCR 2018 

Exemplar 2 

Question 1(c)  

This presented greater difficulties for many candidates. They were asked ‘how this detail shows Mary is 
afraid’ and it invited circular answers, which depended on what the candidate had said in response to 1b. 
For example, ‘the clock sounded loud because it sounded loud’. Examiners were instructed to credit any 
reasonable response here and most gained what was sometimes a free mark. Quotations were not 
credited. 

Exemplar 3  
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Question 2  

The question was generally well answered by a number of candidates although there were several 
descriptive responses, which could not move beyond Level 1. Almost all saw Mary Yellan’s youth, 
vulnerability and susceptibility to imagination. 

Too many candidates went to material which was outside the set lines (and in Q3) which cannot be 
credited. They should take note of the set lines and, perhaps mark them up on the text. The set lines will 
NOT necessarily be the opening lines. 

A popular response was to refer to ‘her forehead wet now with perspiration’ and take it as a 
manifestation of fear and then to go on and link it the final paragraph ‘go clammy with sweat’ making a 
structural and linguistic point at once. Other frequently made points were about the threatening nature of 
the ‘splintered fragments’ the cry of ‘common murder’ and the ‘arms and legs….. as though with lead’. 

The way to a successful answer is to start with examples of language and structure, then go on, and 
explore the ways in which they have been presented and the ways in which they work. Much less 
conducive to gaining marks is the ‘technique’ of feature spotting where candidates attempt to spot 
examples of a pre-prepared list of rhetorical devices. This is unhelpful because it rarely leads to 
exploration of effects and often scores nothing on that account. Even less helpful is the use of subject 
terminology that is confused or has not been understood. Some candidates attempted to locate 
asyndeton and polysyndeton but completely mixed them up. Others wrote about adjectives and adverbs 
without knowing what they were or what they did. Other examples of confusion included ‘hyperbole’ and 
‘emotive language’. Teachers and candidates are advised that there is no mark or premium simply for 
the use of literary critical terminology with no or at best very tenuous link to the text and task. 

The best answers saw that what is being crafted here (as in Q3) was a series of distortions of sense 
experience where one or two of these are made to over-compensate for the absence of others. Many of 
these also saw that there is a darker driving force here: Mary is driven by a ‘demon’ of curiosity and the 
hall was ‘black as a pit’: driving her on to the terrifying sensation of possessing limbs, which have been 
immobilised. 
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Exemplar 4 

Level 5: 5/6 marks. There is a clear sense of the impact of ‘splintered’ and ‘unsteady hand’, which shows 
the past and present context of the moment of fear. The points on repetition as effective structure are 
well supported and the disproportion and dislocation of sense experiences develop the emphasis on fear 
successfully.  

A Level 6 6/6 answer would have needed more which specifically interrogates language detail for 
example further consideration of the effects of ‘loud beating of her heart’.  
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Question 3  

The key point here was to see that the reactions of the dog mirror and determine the reactions of the 
narrator in a way, which is unfettered by natural human caution. So they are ‘striking and significant’ in 
themselves but also in rousing the narrator to action and therefore developing the dimensions of fear of 
the unknown. 

Few responses of lower ability assumed that both of them were frightened by Spider (the dog’s name). 
Higher ability responses focused on the narrator’s strained sense of hearing and the effects of his 
striving to interpret what he thought he could hear. This lent itself well to a consideration of the ways in 
which suspense is aroused and developed. 

Some candidates thought that the speaker was ‘Susan Hill’ although it states very clearly that it is ‘He’. 
The message given in the summer report about reading the introduction to questions and passages 
needs repetition here.  

There were many linguistic effects to note here. Yes, there is some ‘asyndetic listing’ the effects of which 
gain the marks. However, there is also the use of rhyme, assonance and alliteration to comment on. Not 
to mention much about closed and unclosed doors. 

There were some very clear structural points which candidates were able to locate in the passage which 
mark its progress from first arousal to ‘heart beat uncomfortably’ and from silence to ‘growling and 
grumbling’. ‘At first…. And then…. And every so often….’In the end’ all mark the development of the 
passage’s structure very clearly. They also bookend the growth of the emphasis on the obscured sense 
of sound to the exclusion of other senses. 

Strong candidates saw the writer’s apparent repudiation of classic horror tropes ‘There were no 
footsteps. No creaking floorboards’ was actually a means of intensifying the suspense rather than 
diluting it.  
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Exemplar 5  

12/12 marks, Level 6. A concise and confidently authoritative response which is subtle and perceptive in 
equal measure. It gets the point of the description of the dog’s behaviour exactly right in its literary 
context and links that to its impact on the reader. The comments on comparative v superlative v 
repetition for effect are subtly made, again showing sophisticated understanding. The effects of the 
negatives (repudiation of the gothic tropes) are intelligently analysed. Overall the triangular relationship 
between reader- characters/events- writer are skilfully dealt with.  
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Question 4  

Candidate performance on this question continues to improve and this paper was no exception to that. 
What is needed here is a direct answer to the question, which evaluates the application of the statement 
to the passages within a comparative structure. For almost all candidates here the answer was a 
straightforward ‘yes’ with some qualifications. More confident responses started with something like ‘yes 
but in very different ways’: promising some comparative analysis. 

Few candidates now fail to make any attempt to compare but those who don’t get a very low, if any mark 
for AO3.  

Stronger answers gave very well organised accounts of the ways in which the writers deployed gothic 
horror imagery, often starting with the different uses of ‘footsteps’ and ‘creaking floorboards’ as noted 
above. Other successful answers compared the growing coalescence of the senses in text one, which 
features the growing capacity for sight and sound and the continued focus on sound in text 2. In text 1 
Mary is ‘wet with perspiration…. clammy with sweat’: on the other hand the narrator in text 2 is 
‘paralysed, frozen’; ‘constricted begun to shiver’: opposite images used for the same effect. 

Almost all candidates at least started to explore the differences in the effects achieved by the third 
person narrative in text 1 as opposed to the first person narrative in text 2. Mary Yellan is increasingly 
afraid of what is becoming known while the narrator in the second passage remains in terror of the 
unknown. A common observation was that Mary was alone at the outset but moving into a hostile 
environment whereas in text two the narrator is reassured by the presence of the dog (rather than vice 
versa).  

Hill doesn’t get as far as the satanic images noted in text 1 above: perhaps because of the focus on the 
reactions of the dog. Both passages have much about heartbeats, which provided solid grounds for 
comparison and, in better answers evidence for the ways in which sense experiences become confused. 

 

  



GCSE (9-1) English Language - J351/02 - November 2018 Examiners’ report 

 12 © OCR 2018 

Exemplar 6 

This is an example of a response that gets full marks for this task: AO3 6/6; AO4 12/12. 

AO3: a detailed interwoven comparison, which explores the writers’ ideas and perspectives and how 
they are conveyed. This is a particularly good example of what is meant by ‘interwoven’. The response 
has been very thoroughly planned. It combines both new points about the writers’ ideas and 
perspectives as well as re-cycling material from Questions 2 and 3. 

AO4: a sustained critical evaluation demonstrating a perceptive and considered response to the 
statement and a full explanation of the impact of the texts. This response is very well aware of what is 
required and gets off on exactly the right note.  

Comments are supported by apt, skilfully selected and integrated textual references: not only do we get 
clear insights into the similarities and differences between the texts and the ways in which they are 
written but the whole piece is structured in a dynamic and strategic way. Note the comparisons of 
‘demon’ and ‘moonlight’, which reflect a confident, grasp of genre; the ways the conclusions of each 
passage are linked and the lack of visual clarity they share. 
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Section B overview 
Candidates responded to both titles with Q5 the marginally more popular choice. 

Better essays showed deliberate, conscious attempts to plan and structure work for a series of effects 
and moved to a thoughtful and effective conclusion. They were often supported by detailed and authentic 
imagery and dialogue. However, for dialogue to work well it needs to be punctuated very accurately: this 
was not always the case. Some candidates struggle to use tenses consistently and accurately; others 
strive to use inappropriately ‘ambitious’ vocabulary.  This makes for less rather than more precision. 

Weaker work was often far too long, unfinished and dealing with topics and areas of experience way 
beyond anything candidates might have actually thought or felt. There was much in this category that 
was derivative and unoriginal.  

Time spent planning, checking and shaping written work is a recipe got higher marks. 

Some candidates need to improve their handwriting to give themselves a better chance of a fair 
assessment. 

 

Question 5  

Unfortunately, there were many candidates who eschewed choosing moments when they had 
experienced fear in favour of succumbing to the invitation to copy well-worn genres and themes: 
abandoned houses, ghosts, monsters, frightening forests, asylums and empty schools that happened to 
be adjacent to their houses and so on. Gothic horror fiction is much more difficult to produce than it 
looks, perhaps. 
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Exemplar 7 
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25/40 marks, AO5 16 marks, AO6 9 marks, cusp of Level 2/3. This was one of the relatively few 
responses to this task that made a completely honest and authentic attempt to address fear as it had 
been personally and actually experienced and how it had affected the candidate in reality. Rather than 
fictionally and derivatively, a pitfall many other candidates failed to eschew. It describes and evokes a 
complete change in worldview and an effectively orchestrated structure to match. 

The expression and vocabulary are appropriately ambitious although there are lapses in accuracy as a 
result. 
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Exemplar 8 
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AO5: Level 6 the form is deliberately adapted to position the reader showing a sophisticated control of 
purpose and effect. Tone, style and register are ambitiously selected and deployed to enhance the 
purpose of the task. There is a skilfully controlled overall structure with paragraphs and grammatical 
features used to support coherence and cohesion and achieve a range of effects. This essay is very 
unusual, because it takes the derivative, corny and clichéd and turns it into something, which is dynamic, 
original and compelling.  

AO6:  Level 4. An ambitious range of sentence structures is used to shape meaning and create impact. 
Accurate punctuation is used to enhance clarity and achieve particular effects. Vocabulary is precise and 
subtle, expressing complex ideas with clarity. Spelling of irregular and ambitious words is accurate with 
very occasional lapses. The technical features of the piece quite clearly enhance the piece making it 
more than it otherwise might have been. 

Question 6  

More essays were successful on this topic because more candidates took it as a cue to re-imagine and 
recast their own experiences in fictional form. Some charming memories of places visited in the past 
were freshly brought to life. This is always a much surer route to effective and successful writing. 

  



GCSE (9-1) English Language - J351/02 - November 2018 Examiners’ report 

 19 © OCR 2018 

Exemplar 9 
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24/24 marks, AO5 24 marks, AO6 16 marks. This was one of the best essays written in this session. It 
fits the top level descriptors for each AO very closely.  

The overall structure and attention to detail are superbly adapted to create specific and highly original 
effects. Tone, style and register are deployed to consciously enhance the task’s high ambition. It is 
cohesive, coherent and gripping. 

It is written to a very high standard of accuracy and authenticity. The vocabulary is exceptionally wide 
and well selected. 

Exemplar 10 
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7/40 marks, AO5: 17 marks, cusp of Level 4/5; AO6 10 marks, Level 3  

This is a much more straightforward narrative taken at a lively and engaging pace and with an 
accumulation of authentic, convincing detail. Significantly it avoids almost all the melodramatic, 
derivative pitfalls so many other candidates thought that they needed.  

There is an attractive personal perspective and tone that are sustained throughout. There is a solid linear 
organisation and structure. It is not obviously ambitious but accurate and modestly sure of itself. 
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