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Introduction
These exemplar answers have been chosen from the 
summer 2018 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 https://www.
ocr.org.uk/Images/168995-specification-accredited-
gcse-english-literature-j352.pdf 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 2019 Examiners’ report 
or Report to Centres available from Interchange https://
interchange.ocr.org.uk/Home.mvc/Index

The question paper, mark scheme and any resource 
booklet(s) will be available on the OCR website from 
summer 2020. Until then, they are available on OCR 
Interchange (school exams officers will have a login for 
this and are able to set up teachers with specific logins – 
see the following link for further information http://www.
ocr.org.uk/administration/support-and-tools/interchange/
managing-user-accounts/).

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.

https://www.ocr.org.uk/Images/168995-specification-accredited-gcse-english-literature-j352.pdf
https://www.ocr.org.uk/Images/168995-specification-accredited-gcse-english-literature-j352.pdf
https://www.ocr.org.uk/Images/168995-specification-accredited-gcse-english-literature-j352.pdf
https://interchange.ocr.org.uk/Home.mvc/Index
https://interchange.ocr.org.uk/Home.mvc/Index
http://www.ocr.org.uk/administration/support-and-tools/interchange/managing-user-accounts/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/administration/support-and-tools/interchange/managing-user-accounts/
http://www.ocr.org.uk/administration/support-and-tools/interchange/managing-user-accounts/
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Question 1

Exemplar 1 20/20 + 20/20 = 40/40 
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Examiner commentary
For Poetry part a, the candidate has chosen a structure which works very well, exploring both poems alongside each other in 
response to each of the three bullet points. Sufficient space is given to the taught poem, Charlotte Mew’s ‘Fin de Fete’ to allow a 
detailed and sensitive close reading and an overall interpretation which is consistently perceptive. Each paragraph on the unseen, P. 
B. Shelley’s ‘Love’s Philosophy’ is comparative, so the comparative element is sustained and carefully interwoven, and the candidate 
shows critical responsiveness to the differences as well as similarities between these two texts.

The interpretation of Mew is perceptive with clear overall understanding of how the poet explores ‘the depths of falling out of 
love’. The candidate begins with a strong overview of the whole poem and the way it fluctuates between present emotions and 
memories of the past. A key link between the texts is use of ‘the order of the natural world’ to suggest that love is predestined. The 
sense of longing in Shelley is clearly defined. Its elevated language is contrasted with Mew’s and to some extent criticised for an 
attempt to force individual desires into a preordained pattern determined by the poet – a clear individual insight.

The complexity of emotions and expression in Mew is appreciated with apt and precise quotation while the understanding of 
its expression of loneliness, desire for unity and sensitivity to nature sets up comparison with Shelley skilfully. Tone is therefore 
addressed just as sensitively as ideas, and textual reference and response to language support both. Loneliness is identified in 
Shelley too, as the speaker desires the unity he sees in the natural world. Similarities of theme, and differences of treatment, in the 
two poems are noted.
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The intimacy and innocence of language in Mew and its use of form and structure to express relationship and separation is 
explored with sensitivity and contrasted with the more explicitly ordered and rhetorical ideas of unity in Shelley, with an interesting 
suggestion of a somewhat naive desire to dominate both nature and love. The candidate finds an interesting tension between 
fluid, almost uncontrollable passion and a desire for control and certainty in Shelley’s verse and expression – a highly sophisticated 
insight – and suggests this is a reflection of ‘very archaic teachings’ about love. While the candidate might have done more to sum 
up their findings at the end of the response, it is extended, informed and very detailed, touching on each of the Level 6 criteria with 
sustained and consistent perception worthy of the highest mark: 20/20.

In response to part b, the candidate makes the good choice of Hardy’s ‘A Broken Appointment’. Its ‘resentful and confrontational 
tone’ is clearly understood in an overview showing insight. Language is skilfully analysed to show the personal direction of the 
poem, but also Hardy’s desire to elevate and universalise his suffering through the personification of ‘Time’. Precise and pertinent 
textual reference supports a confident overall interpretation with perceptive response to detail. 

The candidate shows coherent and sustained critical style through a detailed response to development in the poem, noticing 
transitions between past and present tense to indicate the persistence of the poet’s suffering for love. There is perceptive insight into 
the note of spite and aggression which could arguable be found in the ‘patronising voice’ of the speaker, with his desire to schedule 
and control love. The candidate’s ability to engage critically with the text, and not simply to give an uncritical account of the way the 
poet presents emotions is especially impressive, noting elements of self-pity in the poet’s self-presentation in this text. Comment on 
the circular structure of the text, and how it suggests the poet is locked in his emotional world, expressing the fragility of love and 
the unintentionally destructive side of human nature also show mature perception and sustained insight. Knowledge of poem and 
poet is highly evident, with critical depth of understanding supported by detailed and sensitive analysis of language and structure. 
Each of the Level 6 criteria are met so this too was awarded 20/20.

Exemplar 2 10/20 + 12/20 = 22/40 
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Examiner commentary
This candidate has chosen a technique for comparison in Poetry part a which is unlikely to yield the developed or sustained 
comparisons which are required for the higher levels of the mark scheme. More than half the essay is spent on a response to the 
taught poem without mentioning the unseen text or making any links between the two. The command word for this exercise is 
‘compare’ so this should shape the structure of the essay. Careful comparison is also more likely to make a response critical and 
evaluative, with qualities of analysis rather than explanation which lift an answer from Level 3 to Level 4. 

The account of ‘Fin de Fete’ is valid and reasonably developed as a personal response and interpretation, but although observations 
are made about the poet’s use of language, they are not followed by commentary on effects, or the reader’s response. The 
comments which follow quotations are explanatory, not analytical. The interpretation of moonlight in the poem is especially literal. 
There is a description of the poem’s structure but this is not linked to language or to implicit meaning. While the tone of the poem is 
understood, the interpretation does not show clear understanding of its meaning.

There is understanding of the persuasive nature of both poems, and also clear explication of Shelley’s desire to show his lover that 
‘nothing is single’. The strength of this candidate’s response is their ability to understand at a literal level, which is often difficult 
for lower ability candidates. However, there is no real engagement with language, imagery or tone. Some of the candidate’s 
explanations are circular and tautologous. There is an attempt to explain the regularity of the poem’s form, but paragraphs on the 
structure of poems are unlikely to yield insight unless linked clearly to words and to meaning. Both poems do suggest that the 
couples ‘should be together’ but it over-simplifies comparison too much to say that they ‘convey their feelings for someone in the 
same way’. 

There are explicit comparisons here and reasonably developed explanation of language and structure linked to understanding of 
surface meaning, but the highest mark that can be awarded to this response is the top of Level 3: 10/20.

The response to part b, although much briefer, does show a higher level of skill, suggesting that the candidate limited themselves 
by their chosen approach to part a. Liz Lochhead’s ‘I wouldn’t thank you for a Valentine’ was a good choice for this question and the 
candidate shows clear understanding of its meaning, supported by relevant textual reference. AO2 is less evident, but techniques 
like listing and satire on cliché are understood. There is also clear explanation of the structural and tonal shift at the end of the poem, 
directly contrasting stereotypical expressions of love with real feelings.

There are only the beginnings of analysis of language and structure, but this is a credible response showing clear understanding, so 
its mark edged into lower Level 4: 12/20.
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Question 2

Exemplar 1 15/20 + 16/20 = 31/40
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Examiner commentary
The candidate begins their response to Poetry part a by seeking to compare the taught and unseen poem showing some 
appreciation of their anti-war sentiments and complexity. It is not especially important that the candidate is mistaken in thinking 
that Thomas Hardy was a war poet or that ‘The Man He Killed’ is set in WW1. Candidates make such mistakes under exam pressure 
but AO3 is not assessed in this question, so these errors should not influence assessment. It is more important that candidates 
understand the universal content of poems than their historical background. 

This candidate is more secure when commenting on archaic language in Hardy and Lindley to suggest the archetypal nature of 
warfare. There is also AO2 appreciation of the way both poems use apparently simple rhymes and juxtapose these with complex 
emotions and contrasting situations. The soldier’s stuttering over his attempt to justify the conflict in Hardy is also understood. The 
gruesome and colourful language used by Lindley to describe death is given some developed comparison with Hardy’s simple 
directness. Use of end-stopping and punctuation is also contrasted to show how Lindley explores the consequences of conflict and 
Hardy shows the soldier’s doubts and hesitations.

This is not a complex or detailed reading of either poem, and not entirely convincing. However, all Level 4 criteria are addressed and 
there are hints of something more. Comparison is sustained throughout and there is some thoughtful examination of language 
and structure to suggest that the candidate understands how poetry works, even if AO1 is less persuasively addressed. The mark 
awarded was 15/20 (Level 5).

The response to part b is a little more securely within the same level. This is quite an extended and well-developed response to 
Blake’s ‘A Poison Tree’, a poem which certainly shows the effects of conflict on at least one person. The candidate rightly points out 
that conflict here is internal rather than external (AO1) while also appreciating Blake’s use of extended metaphor (AO2). Critical 
terminology is here aptly but not excessively applied to show appreciation of poetic techniques and their effect. Knowledge of 
context is more accurate here, but again not relevant to the assessment.

Some insight is shown when the candidate writes about the polar star, as a symbol of goodness related to the speaker’s loss of his 
moral compass, and the symbolism of night is also explored. There is supported understanding of how the speaker has become 
numb to the moral consequences of his internal conflict, and how it has had the effect of death on his innocent enemy and 
perverse cruelty in himself. The metaphor of watering the growing tree also receives some detailed and thoughtful exploration, as 
a representation of his preoccupation with hatred and conflict.  The allusion to the apple of the Tree of Knowledge is also handled 
with some sensitivity: other candidates showed similar knowledge but less ability to make it count in response to this question and 
with less explicit attention to the choice of individual words. Thus the fruits of conflict and their effect on individuals receive critical 
attention in a convincing response to the question. This is not at the top of Level 5, as there are clumsy aspects to the response 
which suggest it is not consistently insightful or thoughtful, but there are enough Level 5 qualities for a mark of 16/20.

Exemplar 2 8/20 + 9/20 = 17/40 
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Examiner commentary
This response to Poetry part a has some strengths: it is consistently comparative and reasonably developed with overall 
understanding of the taught poem and some understanding of the unseen. There is some use of quotation to support the points 
made. Unfortunately AO2 is barely addressed at all, with just some basic explanation of a few features of language and structure, 
without illustration or exploration of effects. Such basic knowledge of how poetry works will not attract a high mark: there is no 
credit for listing rhyming pairs without any comment on the effect of the poet’s choice of form, as the candidate does at the end of 
this response.

There is overall understanding that both poems present the horrors of war and some identification of figurative language (although 
metaphors and similes are confused). However, there is not much in Lindley which shows ‘how scary it is to have guns’, even though 
the basic meaning of Hardy’s poem about killing someone who could have been a friend is understood. Comments on punctuation 
in Hardy and enjambment in Lindley might have led to some analysis if illustrated and developed by comment on specific effects, 
related to meaning. The more general comment that punctuation shows ‘how war interrupts everything’ is simply assertion without 
supporting evidence, and suggests that the candidate is confusing punctuation (in prose) with rhythm (in poetry).

The response is a little stronger when referring to Lindley’s tone, and the idea that the results of conflict have been hidden or lost. 
There is also some comparison when the angrier tone of the unseen is appreciated in contrast to Hardy, although this too needs 
illustration. This kind of comment is much more likely to lead to developed response than assertions about the relationship between 
rhyme and the order of war. Candidates at this level need to be encouraged to develop and illustrate how poets make meaning, 
rather than to count rhymes or syllables and make unsupportable assertions about form and structure.

There is enough understanding, explicit comparison and relevant supporting reference to allow a mark reasonably securely in Level 
3, despite weak AO2: the mark was 8/20.

Wordsworth’s ‘Boat Stealing’ was a brave choice by this candidate for part b. However, this is justified by a reasonably developed 
response to text and task, with reasonable explanation of language. There is an interesting idea that it shows fear of the transition 
from childhood to adulthood, although it might have been better to have said simply and directly that the internal conflict comes 
from the way nature appears to rebuke the young boy for his theft.

Instead, the theft of the boat is less convincingly portrayed as an escape from adulthood, without much internal support from the 
text. There is some explanation of the poet’s techniques, but these are not illustrated either, until the candidate begins to suggest 
the effect of the poet’s choice of simile. The idea that the water represents childhood and the cliff adulthood suggests a Freudian 
reading which is not fully understood: it might have been better to have focused on the strong descriptive aspects of Wordsworth’s 
lines. Nevertheless, the candidate does much to develop this personal response and to link it to the looming shadows over the 
lake, even if literal meaning is not clearly understood. There are no illustrations of ‘quite simple’ language or ‘pathetic fallacy’ to 
demonstrate analysis of how language works, but there is reasonable explanation here, with some appreciation of tone, implicit 
meaning and symbolism.

Understanding is not clear and secure enough for Level 4, but this is a valid and reasonably developed personal response, with 
understanding of the child’s fear and some of its causes. It would have been easier to reward AO2 with more examples. The mark 
was therefore 9/20 (Level 3).
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Question 3

Exemplar 1 16/20 + 15/20 = 31/40 
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Examiner commentary
The candidate’s response to Poetry part a is a sustained comparison, well-planned and carefully paragraphed, exploring both poems 
in some detail alongside one another. The initial statement makes an effective critical contrast between Keats’ fears of what has not 
happened yet and Cassian’s regrets about what she has not done. It is good that candidates realise that comparison is as much 
about the differences between texts as their similarities. 

In their second paragraph, the candidate writes about ‘the adverb “when”’. They actually make a good point about how the poet’s 
language shows the difference between fears of the future (Keats) and regrets about the past (Cassian), but the point is not 
strengthened by the ‘naming of parts’: too many candidates feel they need to label parts of speech, as if this is something that 
attracts marks, when all too often the label is incorrect. Most of the candidate’s interpretative points are good ones, supported by 
thoughtful awareness of the effects of language. It is important to realise that subject terminology only needs to be rewarded ‘where 
appropriate’ and is not rewarded in its own right. There are no fixed lists of terms which candidates must learn, and terminology 
should be used judiciously to support argument, as is the case in most of this candidate’s answer.

The paragraph comparing the poets’ attitudes to love is an interesting personal response with appropriate textual support but 
it depends on a misreading of Keats. In this sonnet, when he refers to ‘huge cloudy symbols of a high romance’ his reference is 
more likely to be literary than erotic. Keats’ opening lines suggest his preoccupation is more with books, and love in an idealised 
and Romantic sense than with a specific person: there is some speculation about who the ‘fair creature of an hour’ might be but 
it is certainly not Fanny Brawne, whom Keats had not yet met. A stronger answer might also have looked at how both poets are 
preoccupied with Fame, as well as the beauties of the natural world.

Nevertheless, this is a good answer with well-selected and fully integrated textual references which support a comparative 
argument. There is a clear and insightful understanding that both poets present calm reflection as well as worries about growing old, 
showing critical engagement with the question. The comment on how both poets see the beauties of the world, and of life, despite 
their fears of leaving it shows sensitive appreciation of some of the poems’ details and might have been developed further. The 
reference to how those worries might at times ‘cloud their vision’ is elegantly put and reflects the imagery of Keats.

This is a well-developed and largely convincing response showing critical style and some thoughtful language comment. There are 
moments of insight and comparison is well-sustained throughout so the mark awarded was mid-Level 5: 16/20.

‘Farther’ by Owen Sheers was a popular choice for part b, and this too is a well-developed personal response with some thoughtful 
comment on language. The idea of snow as a canvas for the poet’s Christmas walk shows insight into the context and visual 
qualities of the writing, which is developed with further comment on examples of innocence and experience. Again the response is 
weakened rather than strengthened by incorrect use of grammatical terms.

The comment on ‘tipping in the scales of them’ shows much more effective comment on language and form, relating technique 
and structure very thoughtfully to meaning and content. The paragraphs that follow are not quite so convincing: there was a 
tendency for candidates to exaggerate the father’s age (he is only middle-aged), or the distance between father and son, hence 
over-dramatising the implications for their relationship. The references to father and son relate more to local legend than the Bible, 
and were also over-played. Candidates wrote better about this poem when focussing on its strong topographical and descriptive 
qualities rather than attempting to over-complicate its symbolism. However, to write that the ‘intersection of ages’ implies some 
transfer of responsibility and dependence is not wrong, and is supported by carefully integrated reference. 

This is a well-developed personal response even if some speculation, such as about the father’s response to age, is not grounded 
in the text. The candidate does cover a lot of the territory of this lengthy poem with sensitive comment on its final image, although 
more detailed exploration of its final lines would have been welcome. The candidate’s own final sentence is quite an elegant 
summative overview of the whole poem relating back to its title. This interpretation is not always convincing but shows critical 
engagement and certainly belongs in Level 5, if less securely than the comparison. The mark was 15/20.
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Exemplar 2 11/20 + 14/20 = 25/40 
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Examiner commentary
This response to Poetry part a of Question 3, which the candidate calls Question 1 shows similar qualities of comparison and critical 
engagement to the previous exemplar but less convincing and consistently. For example, the first paragraph makes points about 
how the poets list and use enjambment, but this is not supported by illustration. There is some understanding of Keats’ interest in 
‘success in life’ but this is unconvincingly linked to a ‘lexical field of class’ instead of looking at the description of books or the night 
sky. A comment like ‘the use of rhyme in Text 1 lets the poem flow smoothly’ does not persuade without an example, or without 
a link to meaning. The terminology of the subject is employed but without the specific application which suggests that it is really 
understood. Much more effective is the reference to Cassian’s use of ellipsis which is clearly linked to her apprehension of the 
passage of time.

Comments on the unseen in this answer show much clearer understanding than is evident in response to the taught text. An 
approach which looks at the implications of choice of form and the sensuous qualities of language (albeit with less support than 
would be ideal) is more successful than attempting to identify ‘lexical fields’ without clarity about what words mean in context. 
Candidates should be able to fit the choice of words in a taught text around appreciation of the meaning of the whole text, and of 
individual sentences within it. Here the candidate constructs a personal response, but does not suggest clear understanding of the 
sonnet and its argument. Nevertheless, some key points of comparison are made and begin to develop, such as the poets’ attitudes 
to love and how each poem closes.

This response meets all the criteria for Level 3, being well-developed with some relevant support and with overall understanding 
of each poem. AO1 is clearer with respect to Cassian, and there are some attempts at analysis and more developed comparison, 
although with varying success. There is therefore enough evidence of Level 4 qualities to edge this into the lowest mark in that 
band: 11/20.

In part b, this candidate produces a credible and detailed response with clear understanding and some analysis. Nevertheless, 
consistency across all three tasks is essential for success in this paper, and can make all the difference between high Grade 6, which 
is where this candidate is working in Paper 2, and the achievement of a higher grade. Centres prepare candidates well when they 
make sure that all the poems in the Anthology are understood, and when weak points in exam technique are addressed through 
mock exams and timed practice. It is especially important to approach the poetry question as one question in two parts, rather than 
two discrete questions, so that candidates are used to grouping poems thematically and choosing the best taught poem to support 
the comparison. 

This candidate addresses the question from the beginning and has an interpretation of the whole text, seeing the journey up Skirrid 
Hill as reflecting ‘the long journey of life’. The candidate’s interpretation of the relationship of father and son is supported by relevant 
textual reference and some analysis of the poet’s use of figurative language. The interpretation of ‘the puzzle solved by moss’ is a 
potentially interesting one, but would need more development to be convincing. Better, but still underdeveloped is the comment 
on the relationship between ‘short and sharp and solitary’ and the father’s struggle for breath. This was a case where judicious 
deployment of subject terminology such as monosyllables and sibilance might have been very helpful. Comment on the poem’s 
title shows clear understanding and some more developed analysis.

Although this is quite a brief answer, it shows clarity of understanding and some effective analysis, thus meeting all the descriptors 
for a Level 4 response. The mark was therefore 14/20.
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Question 4

Exemplar 1 25 + 4 = 29/40 
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Examiner commentary
This response shows clear understanding supported by relevant and well-selected textual reference. There is detailed and largely 
accurate commentary on the extract and understanding of its dramatic and historical context. The candidate begins to make links 
to the wider text, although this aspect of the answer is underdeveloped. Both the ‘ancient grudge’ and the lovers’ tragic ‘star-crossed 
fate’ are referenced from the beginning of this response.

Some candidates made much more of the heavenly imagery used by Romeo to describe Juliet, linking this to the language of 
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idolatry and Petrarchan praise elsewhere in the text. Some also linked the ‘winged messenger’ to classical deities, linking this image 
to the idea of love as fated and determined by forces beyond the control of the protagonists. This candidate makes a relatively 
straightforward interpretation of the religious context and Shakespeare’s symbolism. 

There are also some limitations to the commentary on Juliet’s response to Romeo. Some made more developed contrasts between 
her more pragmatic language and Romeo’s extravagantly romantic hyperbole. This candidate comments more simply on the 
repetition of his name, and ‘her want for his presence’, misreading the famous line as asking where Romeo is, when Juliet is actually 
asking why he had to be Romeo.

Nevertheless, the implications of his name and his family relationships are securely understood and linked to the ‘ancient grudge’. 
There is clear understanding of the clash between love and identity, although this would have benefitted from more AO3 context, 
and there is some analysis of how sibilance makes the language here so sensuous. The candidate also shows clear understanding 
that the speed of Romeo and Juliet’s romance may not have seemed so shocking in an Elizabethan context. 

Other candidates wrote better about the ‘stars’ than simply suggesting ‘there is a lexical field of space’. However, there is good 
understanding of the way in which Juliet’s beauty transforms Romeo’s understanding of passion. The progress of their love from 
first site to ‘the god of my idolatry’ is understood and well-supported, reinforcing the earlier commentary on Shakespeare’s use of 
religious analogies. Overall appreciation of the play’s dramatic development is clear, although this might have been linked more 
explicitly to conventions of tragedy and fate. This response meets all the descriptors for Level 4, and has just enough analysis of 
language and conviction of critical argument to edge into the lowest Level 5 mark: 25/36. The mark for AO4 was 4/4 as there is 
effective control of meaning.
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Question 5

Exemplar 1 18/36 + 3/4 = 21/40 
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Examiner commentary
Question 5 was a lot less popular this year than Question 4 but many candidates wrote well about the comedy surrounding the 
Nurse in the scenes in which she appears, and some about her more serious role as go-between for Romeo and Juliet. The strongest 
contrasted her early support for the relationship in the first two acts with her Act 3 advice to Juliet that she should marry Paris, and 
observed that she is out of place, and no longer trusted by Juliet, when the action of the play turns tragic. Some pointed out that 
this is sad and poignant, as she had been a surrogate mother to Juliet after losing her own child.

Just as extract-based questions should use the extract as a springboard to explore imagery and ideas in the play as a whole, so 
candidates responding to the discursive question should be able to refer in some detail to specific scenes (at least two) which 
illustrate the characters or ideas referenced in the question. Both kinds of response need to balance AO1 and AO2, and integrate 
AO3 commentary on the influence of contexts within an argued response to the question.

The opening of this essay shows strong appreciation of the play as a construct and the role of specific characters such as the Nurse 
and Tybalt in illuminating key dramatic concepts. One character helps to drive the comic elements of the play and the other the 
tragedy. This is well-illustrated by some detailed reference to the first scene in which the Nurse appears, with Lady Capulet, making 
relevant comments on social context and class. What is missing here is sufficient reference to the Nurse’s words which would allow 
more AO2 analysis of language. Her role in the play is explained but it is not explored, or its effects analysed.

The danger of such a general approach is that it descends too easily into narration, which is often a problem with responses to 
this play. The examiner knows the story, and for higher marks candidates need to engage in more detail with how the play works, 
rather than supported outline of its narrative. It would be better to look at fewer scenes, but in greater verbal detail, than to write 
superficially about a range of scenes but never address AO2 or AO3 explicitly in relation to particular lines from the play, and their 
effect on the audience.

The last full side of the essay does not demonstrate any quotation. There is understanding of the Nurse’s comic function but to 
address her role in the drama, more specific reference and exploration of effects is essential. Therefore the mark must be limited to 
the highest mark in Level 3, as despite an overall structural understanding, the candidate does not move beyond explanation to 
analysis. The mark was 18/36 and AO4 was 3/4, as the candidate shows considerable accuracy and general control of meaning.
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Question 6

Exemplar 1 23/36 + 3/4 = 26/40 
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Examiner commentary
This is a credible and reasonably detailed critical response which just edges into the higher grade category. The candidate does 
so through good organisation, clear focus on the play and secure knowledge of the play and its context. The figurative language 
of Portia’s speech is understood, even if metaphors and similes are confused. There is exploration of the choice of language and 
understanding that Shakespeare appears to be addressing a Christian audience directly through Portia. Some stronger candidates 
were more sceptical of whether Shakespeare’s portrayal of the actions of Portia and the Christians later in this scene towards Shylock 
quite match the rhetoric of her speech, but this is a sound reading of this moment in the play.

The candidate moves on to explore how Portia’s praise of mercy is a deliberate contrast with Shylock’s use of justice as a vehicle for 
power over others earlier in the play. The candidate’s expression is a little awkward here, but there is an overall understanding of the 
shape of the play, and how Shylock’s use of the bond as an attempt to exercise power backfires and forces him into a humiliating 
position by the end of Act 4. 

The context of Shakespeare’ society and the dramatic portrayal of Jews on the Elizabethan stage is reasonably clearly understood 
with reference to Marlowe, so justice can be seen as ‘the villainous option’. This does not show a convincing appreciation of the Old 
Testament nature of Shylock’s concept of justice or the powerful language Shakespeare gives him to present his own arguments. 
Stronger answers looked at Shylock’s language, not least in Act 3 Scene 1, to suggest that, for modern audiences at least, there are 
good arguments on both sides. The best candidates relish the problems that this play raises and never satisfactorily resolves.

This candidate does explore some of Shylock’s arguments for justice, rightly finding discursive balance for the language of the 
extract by making links with the wider play. The dehumanising language and crude behaviour of the Christians is referenced but 
set alongside the prejudices of Shakespeare’s audience and Shylock’s own desire for revenge, and arrogant unwillingness to justify 
himself when he says he will use Antonio’s flesh ‘to bait fish withal’.

It is a good idea to return to the extract at the end, with quotation to support the idea that Shakespeare uses Portia at this key 
moment in the play to suggest that mercy should ‘mitigate’ justice.  The candidate’s conclusions are rather one-sided and repetitive: 
there are clearly aspects of Shylock’s characterisation which do not fit a stereotypical villain, while there is plenty that is questionable 
in the later behaviour of the Christians, who are much more forgiving towards each other than to Shylock. However, this is an 
example of an essay which meets most Level 4 criteria: there is some critical style, clear understanding of the play, its issues and its 
context and there is some analytical comment. The overview of the play is rather broad and more exploration of detail would have 
yielded more nuance. The mark was 23/36. AO4 was 3/4: there are some inaccuracies and some clumsy expression but there is 
general control of meaning.
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Question 7

Exemplar 1 16/36 + 2/4 = 18/40 
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Examiner commentary
This question was not especially popular and quite a few responses were largely narrative. Candidates who explored the fairytale 
elements of the plot, issues of gender and power and the complexity of the relationship of Bassanio and Portia, with conflicts over 
materialism and romance and friendship versus marriage were able to achieve high marks. The key to discursive questions is to 
identify the debate which the question refers to, and then to find key scenes which illustrate it.

This candidate takes a straightforward line that the ring plot simply reveals that Bassanio’s true love is for Antonio and not for Portia. 
This is a valid reading but needs to be balanced against the conventions and context of the play and Elizabethan culture. However, 
the candidate’s argument is supported by textual reference and reasonable explanation of how Bassanio’s description of Portia 
appears to prioritise her wealth over her beauty. It might have been fair to point out that the audience for this remark is Antonio, and 
Bassanio speaks differently to Portia herself. 

Unfortunately, the candidate clearly does not know the play’s last scene as well as its first one. It would have been possible to 
construct a good essay from a close look at each scene and analyse whether Bassanio has grown as a character and now shows 
more genuine love towards Portia, but that would need quotation, more detailed knowledge and more understanding of the 
comedy and conventional nature of the final act. The reference to sexual innuendo is part of a one-sided reading of the play: not 
only is Portia in on the joke here, but she is very much in control of it.

This reading shows broad understanding of the play and some relevant personal response but AO2 and AO3 are largely implicit 
and both dramatic and social context need development. This goes beyond ‘straightforward’ and there is fair knowledge of two 
scenes and some of the wider issues in the play, so the mark is mid-Level 3: 16/36. AO4 is 2/4 as there is general control of meaning 
although expression is unsophisticated. 

Comparison with the essay on Question 6 shows the difference between an essay which just achieves a higher level because of 
good knowledge of the play and focus on the question, meeting the assessment objectives and some comment on language and 
context, and an essay which falls short because its approach is assertive and based on narrative, with too little textual detail.
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Question 8

Exemplar 1 36/36 + 4/4 = 40/40 
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Examiner commentary
This well-sustained response is a good example of high achievement in this Section. The candidate begins with a detailed analysis of 
the extract before moving on to careful consideration of later scenes in order to explore character development for both Macbeth 
and Lady Macbeth.

There is a strong feeling for the drama of this scene, from Lady Macbeth’s imperative language through Macbeth’s frozen immobility 
to the knocking at the gate which creates an ‘evil and supernatural’ ‘sound world’. The audience would observe how Macbeth’s 
irregular expression contrasts with his partner’s glib self-assurance. Context is used to inform understanding of Macbeth’s guilt and 
consciousness of the severity of his crime, as the murderer of a divinely appointed monarch. This is deftly linked to the imagery of 
blood leaving an indelible stain. Lady Macbeth’s internal weakness is also hinted at, in the description of her pragmatic solutions as 
‘naive’ and ‘almost comic’. There is excellent use of terminology (despite a misspelling) in picking up her use of euphemism as a hint 
that Lady Macbeth is more disturbed by the murder than she wants to reveal.

The idea that the murder has stripped Macbeth of his own humanity is especially perceptive and extended by analysis of his reaction 
to Banquo’s ghost in the following act. His imagery is explored further to demonstrate his ‘physical and emotional paralysis’, and 
reinforced by the insight that Macbeth has in some sense lost himself. Lady Macbeth’s dismissive emasculation of his fears is seen as 
further naivety, damaging their relationship and showing that she has no conscious understanding of the depth of his guilt.
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The separate development of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth after the first murder is perceptively understood and illustrated by looking 
at Act 5 as well as Act 3. Many candidates found that the ‘Sleepwalking Scene’ provided an effective contrast with Lady Macbeth’s 
control in the extract. Here evaluation is informed by sensitive and perceptive understanding of context for the ‘great perturbation 
of nature’ which she demonstrates. Although her imperative language remains, her guilt is as indelible as Macbeth’s ‘multitudinous 
sea’. The religious handwashing allusion, and the metaphysical language surrounding the scene are shown to be indications that she 
cannot escape that guilt, and that salvation is not possible for her.

This response shows that the best answers integrate all three assessment objectives, using context and commentary on language 
and imagery to inform perceptive interpretation and understanding. The mark was at the top of Level 6 as all the descriptors are met. 
Mark was 36/36 and AO4 was 4/4 – the occasional slip does not detract from the effectiveness of written communication and range 
of both vocabulary and sentence structures.
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Exemplar 2 21/36 + 3/4 = 24/40  
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Examiner commentary
This response could be interestingly compared with other credible critical responses which fall a little short from being convincing, 
and with those that just manage to cross the crucial Level 4/5 boundary. This is certainly stronger than the kind of reasonably 
developed and supported but largely narrative response which is placed in Level 3. There is some analysis of imagery, relevant 
context and useful supporting reference. Understanding of the role of the supernatural is reasonably sophisticated. However, the 
line of argument is not always clear and focused on the question, while the range of reference to the play as a whole is not wide. This 
answer is largely focused on early parts of the text, which suggests a lack of planning. It is good to make sure that discursive essays 
contain close commentary on individual scenes, but they also need a sustained concentration on the debates raised by the question 
and an overview of the whole text.

This question could have been read either as primarily an essay on the witches, other apparitions and fate or the supernatural in the 
play, or contrasted the influence of the witches with other factors in Macbeth’s downfall such as his own ambition or Lady Macbeth’s 
persuasion. This candidate begins to set up such a debate by looking at Macbeth’s ambition alongside the influence of the 
supernatural. Context and some of the conventions of tragedy are understood in this response but AO2 is weaker with an attempt 
to base argument on just a few quotations, which are not particularly well-chosen or convincingly analysed. More persuasive 
evidence is needed to link the airborne dagger to the witches or to show how this influences Macbeth’s fate. The imagery of light 
and darkness in Macbeth’s response to the promotion of Malcolm does not clearly show his ambition, although the link to Macbeth’s 
desire to take his fate in his own hands is rather better. Is Macbeth’s mistake here really ambition or impatience? The candidate 
certainly touches on a really interesting question about whether fate or Macbeth’s free will is responsible for the outcome of the 
tragedy, but has only reached that position by the end of the essay.

For Level 5, clearer and more convincing argument and better illustration are needed, but this response achieved Level 4, as there 
is some effective analysis and use of detail. The mark was 21/36 and AO4 was 3/4 as there is general control of meaning despite a 
slight lack of clarity and fluency.
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Question 10

Exemplar 1 21/36 + 3/4 = 24/40  
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Examiner commentary
This response has many strengths but is another that does not cross the Level 4/5 boundary of the mark scheme. It shows clear 
understanding of both the comedy and the darker moments of this problem play, with relevant textual support, but AO2 is weaker 
and critical overview of characters’ roles in the play’s overall structure needs development. Good answers showed understanding 
of how misunderstandings are common to both the comic and tragic parts of this play, and of the social context which makes 
Dogberry’s pretentions funny but leads Leonato to make the mistake of not listening to him.

The candidate’s analysis of the play’s generic and comic elements is clear and directly stated. So is the comedy of the situation in the 
extract. However, some of the verbal and situational comedy needs more explanation, perhaps with critical reference to the idea 
of dramatic irony, and awareness of the audience’s role in making comedy. We underestimate and patronise Dogberry as much as 
Leonato. The link between this scene and the turning point of the play is clearly explained and supported, although the response 
is close to narrative at this point and missing the opportunity for closer verbal commentary on the extract. Dogberry’s treatment 
of Verges (‘a good old man, sir, he will be talking’) and his malapropisms (‘if I were as tedious as a king’) might have elicited more 
commentary. 

Nevertheless, AO2 can also be addressed through appreciation of genre and dramatic structure. This is a strength of the answer 
which picks up the wider relationship of comedy to more serious themes in this play, with apt illustration. There is reference to 
dramatic irony and the way tension is sustained in the play. This awareness of the play as drama is especially welcome, but in extract-
based questions examiners normally expect candidates to engage more closely with the verbal opportunities offered by the extract.  
Here the serious consequences of ignoring Dogberry are better understood than why our first response to him is laughter.

This essay received a mark of 21/36, placing it reasonably securely within Level 4, with a mark of 3/4 for AO4, as writing is clear and 
shows considerable range and accuracy.
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Question 11

Exemplar 1 28/36 + 4/4 = 32/36 
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Examiner commentary
This is an example of a convincing critical response to discursive question. It is a pity there are not more candidates preparing the 
‘problem plays’, ‘Merchant of Venice’ and ‘Much Ado About Nothing’. The tragedies have compelling drama and a clear narrative arc, 
but the other two plays lend themselves to discursive evaluation, while raising debates about gender and social status and exploring 
mixed genre with both comic and tragic elements.

Hero is not the most colourful character in the play, but she is central to its plot, and her need to change and move beyond 
stereotypical submission is another way to explore ways in which this play subverts convention. This candidate realises that writing 
about Hero is a good way to show understanding of the play’s development, while also making the contrast with Beatrice, her 
character foil. Hero’s unfair treatment allows the audience to question the value of submission to patriarchal ideals, while the 
changing descriptions of her by Claudio provide a linguistic marker to map these developments. As an ideal young woman, she 
finds herself objectified and compared to material objects. All these points are well-made in this essay with pertinent and skilfully 
interwoven textual references. The comment on how Hero will be ‘fitted for a husband’ is especially succinct. There is also an effective 
contrast between how actors will portray the role of Hero in contrast to Beatrice.

The courage of Hero after the turning point of the play is noted and her strength of character understood if not fully illustrated. 
Some candidates commented on her role in the gulling of Beatrice as evidence that there is more to Hero’s character than she 
usually shows to men. With a little more time, the candidate might have further illustrated Hero’s response to the accusations at her 
wedding or role in the final practical jokes which bring the play to a happy conclusion. However, the direction of argument here is 
always clear and supported by thoughtful comment on language, dramatic structure and context. The mark awarded was 28/36, 
towards the upper end of Level 5, with an AO4 mark of 4/4 as there is effective control of meaning throughout.
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