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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. 

A selection of candidate responses is also provided. 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 and the mark scheme can be downloaded from Teach Cambridge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Would you prefer a Word version?  

Did you know that you can save this PDF as a Word file using Acrobat Professional?  

Simply click on File > Export to and select Microsoft Word 

(If you have opened this PDF in your browser you will need to save it first. Simply right click anywhere on 
the page and select Save as . . . to save the PDF. Then open the PDF in Acrobat Professional.) 

If you do not have access to Acrobat Professional there are a number of free applications available that 
will also convert PDF to Word (search for PDF to Word converter). 
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Paper 3 series overview 

The two tasks candidates undertake in this examination are designed to be complementary. In Section 

A, candidates demonstrate their understanding of narrative construction through analysis of their studied 

novel (Question 1 or Question 2). In Section B, they apply this understanding creatively by producing a 

narrative opening (Question 3(a)), followed by a reflective commentary (Question 3(b)) evaluating their 

language and structural choices. Question 3(b), in particular, functions as something of a bridge between 

Sections A and B, drawing together analytical, creative, reflective, and evaluative skills and in many 

cases, candidates rose impressively to this challenge in this session. 

In Section A, candidates respond to a narrative-focused prompt based on their chosen novel. This year’s 

questions encouraged candidates to approach narrative more as a purposeful process shaping reader 

response, rather than as a collection of discrete technical methods. Prompts asked candidates to explore 

how narratives help readers ‘see things differently’ (Question 1) or ‘build up expectations’ (Question 2), 

shifting the focus towards broader narrative outcomes. Stronger responses embraced this broader 

interpretive framing, conceptualising narrative as both a methodical and reader-focused process. This 

felt in keeping with the ‘reading as a writer’ ethos of the specification. 

This approach allowed candidates to draw flexibly on characterisation, viewpoint, setting, genre 

conventions, and structural strategies. However, in some cases, the more interpretive framing led 

candidates into general commentary, with less successful responses struggling to clearly define the 

demands of the question. By contrast, stronger answers maintained a clear interpretive focus 

throughout, linking narrative methods consistently to shaping of reader understanding and experience. 

As in previous series, The Great Gatsby remains by far the most popular text for Section A, followed by 

Things Fall Apart and Jane Eyre. Smaller numbers of candidates responded to Atonement, with very few 

answers on The Namesake or The God of Small Things. 

In Section B, the narrative prompts offered candidates more open-ended opportunities for narrative 

shaping. This year’s storylines – the threatening forest and the unexplained explosion – encouraged 

candidates to establish tension, mystery, and ambiguity, managing reader knowledge and perspective. 

Stronger responses showed a clear understanding of narrative construction as a deliberate act of 

shaping reader response, not simply descriptive writing. 

In Question 3(b), the commentary continued to serve as an effective discriminator of achievement, 

distinguishing candidates who could explain and evaluate their language and structural choices in 

purposeful relation to narrative effect. 

Overall, Paper 3 in this session offered candidates valuable opportunities to demonstrate their skills 

across narrative analysis, creative writing, and reflective commentary, with many candidates producing 

work of real sophistication and insight. 
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Candidates who did well on Section A of this 

paper: 

Candidates who did less well on Section A of 

this paper:  

• engaged directly with the question’s 
conceptual focus, clarifying key terms (e.g., 
‘seeing differently’, ‘building expectations’) and 
signposted how their analysis addressed the 
task throughout the response 

• selected relevant narrative material from 
across the novel to illustrate analysis 

• linked narrative methods (AO1) consistently to 
meaning and reader effect (AO2) 

• integrated contextual insights (AO3) where 
these deepened understanding 

• wrote with clarity, using terminology 
purposefully to support a coherent argument 
(AO1). 

• struggled to define the conceptual focus of the 
question or address it directly 

• wrote general narrative overviews without 
shaping analysis to the task 

• identified methods without directly linking to 
meaning or reader effect 

• referenced context in a disconnected or 
generalised way 

• produced unfocused or overly descriptive 
responses lacking argument structure. 

 

Candidates who did well on Section B of this 

paper: 

Candidates who did less well on Section B of 

this paper:  

• engaged thoughtfully and faithfully with the 
prompt’s narrative potential and reader focus 

• crafted narrative openings that managed 
perspective, tension, and pacing 

• used language and structure deliberately to 
shape reader response 

• demonstrated awareness of narrative 
conventions in engaging the reader 

• provided clear, reflective commentaries 
explaining narrative and linguistic choices. 

• responded too literally or loosely to the 
prompts without clear narrative shaping 

• relied on description or action without building 
narrative tension 

• overused genre tropes without considering 
broader reader expectations 

• lacked control over narrative structure and 
purpose 

• produced descriptive, or very short, 
commentaries listing features rather than 
analysing effects. 
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Section A overview 

A full range of achievement was evident in responses to Section A, with many candidates producing 

well-structured, thoughtful analysis of their studied novel. This year’s questions – exploring how 

narratives help readers ‘see differently’ or ‘build expectations’ – represented a natural development from 

previous series, encouraging candidates to engage more explicitly with narrative outcomes and the 

shaping of reader response. For many candidates it built meaningfully on the skills developed through 

previous, more method-based questions. 

Stronger responses were characterised by secure knowledge of the text, careful selection of material, 

and purposeful analysis that linked narrative method to shaping reader understanding. These candidates 

were able to draw flexibly on characterisation, viewpoint, setting, and broader structural or generic 

features, framing these as strategies through which meaning and reader response are crafted. 

Particularly successful were genre-specific insights – for example, considering how Fitzgerald’s use of 

fragmentation and limited perspective in The Great Gatsby creates uncertainty and irony characteristic of 

modernist fiction. 

In contrast, less successful responses tended to approach the question in a more generalised way, 

identifying narrative features without clearly linking them to the outcome specified in the question. Many 

responses would have been strengthened by more explicit use of the second paragraph of each 

question. This section, which highlighted the role of suspense and the unexpected, provided a valuable 

steer towards the function of narrative in shaping reader response. Stronger responses tended to 

engage with this guidance directly, using it to frame the focus and structure of their argument. 

There was encouraging evidence that centres are supporting candidates to use the open-book nature of 

the exam more effectively. Many candidates showed confidence in ranging across the novel, although 

material was not always selected or framed precisely enough to meet the question’s demands. 

The strongest responses established, from the outset, a clear interpretation of the question prompt – 

defining what ‘seeing differently’ or ‘building expectations’ might mean for a reader, either in general 

terms or in relation to the specific novel. Planning and purposeful selection of material are crucial in 

supporting this. Centres are encouraged to continue emphasising the importance of planning responses, 

defining the focus of the question explicitly in introductions, and maintaining that focus throughout. 

Attempting to cover too wide a range of narrative features often resulted in descriptive responses. More 

successful candidates selected a manageable number of narrative strategies and explored these in 

detail, linking method consistently to meaning and reader effect. Centres might find it useful to support 

candidates in considering narrative as a crafted process designed to shape reader experience, rather 

than as a checklist of techniques to identify. 

Ultimately, method identification should always be anchored to narrative outcome: how the writer guides, 

surprises, or reframes the reader’s understanding. This principle remains central to the assessment of 

this component and the aims of the specification. 

A key message for approaching Section A questions: 

Candidates should be encouraged to use all the material given in the question in shaping their 

response. The second paragraph of each question, which this year further clarified the question focus 

as the role of suspense and the unexpected respectively, proved a particularly helpful steer. Stronger 

responses used this section to frame their interpretation and shape their argument, while others 

appeared to overlook its potential as guidance. Centres are encouraged to focus on this in future 

preparation, ensuring candidates are fully aware that the second paragraph is designed as an 

accessible route into identifying key aspects of the task. 
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Question 1  

Jane Eyre 

Candidates mostly responded confidently to this text, with stronger answers exploring how Brontë’s 

narrative design challenges reader expectations and reframes understanding, particularly through Jane’s 

evolving perspective. 

• Brontë’s use of first-person narration was frequently seen as central to shaping reader 

understanding, guiding us to ‘see differently’ through Jane’s developing personal and moral outlook. 

• The Bildungsroman structure enabled exploration of how Jane’s progression from child to adult 

repositions her experiences in new lights – allowing both Jane and the reader to reflect differently on 

earlier episodes. 

• Gothic elements – such as the mystery of Thornfield and the revelation of Bertha Mason – were well 

used as examples of narrative surprises that prompt both Jane and the reader to re-evaluate 

assumptions. 

• Some stronger responses explored how Jane’s encounters with parallel female figures (Bertha, 

Helen Burns, Blanche Ingram) help the reader reconsider their understanding of gender roles and 

independence. 

• Less successful responses tended to offer a chronological overview of Jane’s life, without linking 

narrative developments to shifts in reader understanding. 

 

The Great Gatsby 

Many candidates approached this confidently, with stronger responses considering how Fitzgerald 

constructs narrative to reshape perceptions of characters, events, and values. 

• The use of Nick’s first-person narration was often foregrounded, with candidates exploring how his 

retrospective and unreliable perspective encourages readers to question initial impressions of Gatsby 

and the ‘American Dream’. 

• The fragmented structure and delayed revelations (e.g., Gatsby’s backstory) were used to exemplify 

how the novel continually reframes the reader’s understanding. 

• Some candidates explored how narrative shifts—from glamour to decay—invite the reader to see 

beneath surface appearances, especially regarding wealth and social status. 

• Genre elements of the modernist novel were effectively discussed in some cases, showing how 

Fitzgerald unsettles reader expectations through ambiguity, uncertainty, and moral complexity. 

• Less successful answers often described narrative events without linking shifts in understanding to 

narrative choices. 
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Things Fall Apart 

Many candidates demonstrated clear understanding of Achebe’s narrative approach, particularly its role 

in challenging Western perceptions of pre-colonial African society. 

• Stronger responses discussed Achebe’s use of a third-person narrator rooted within Igbo culture, 

which helps readers ‘see differently’ by presenting indigenous perspectives without colonial filters. 

• The novel’s structure—moving from Okonkwo’s rise to his fall—was explored as a narrative arc 

designed to expose the fragility of imposed power structures and individual agency. 

• Candidates also referred to narrative episodes that initially seem culturally alien (e.g., rituals, 

proverbs) but gradually reposition reader understanding through contextual framing. 

• Some responses noted how the arrival of the colonisers shifts the narrative tone, prompting a 

reconsideration of change and disruption as the centre of the novel’s tragedy. 

• Less successful responses tended to focus too much on thematic content or produced lots of 

contextual information insufficiently linked to Achebe’s narrative strategies and shifts in reader 

perception. 

 

Atonement 

While fewer candidates tackled Atonement, many who did produced thoughtful responses exploring how 

McEwan uses narrative complexity to revise reader understanding. 

• The metafictional revelation that Briony is the author of the text was widely recognised as a narrative 

shift that forces the reader to re-evaluate earlier events and character motivations. 

• Candidates discussed the novel’s layered narrative structure, showing how fragmented timelines and 

multiple perspectives encourage shifting interpretations of truth and responsibility. 

• Stronger answers explored how McEwan withholds and reveals key information strategically, guiding 

the reader to reconsider Briony’s reliability and the nature of storytelling itself. 

• Some insightful responses considered how the historical settings (1930s England, wartime France) 

are constructed through Briony’s lens, prompting the reader to reflect on how history itself can be 

rewritten. 

• Less successful responses summarised the plot or focused heavily on Briony’s character without fully 

linking narrative method to the idea of ‘seeing differently’. 
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Question 2 

Jane Eyre 

Many candidates wrote effectively on how Brontë builds reader expectations through narrative shaping. 

• The first-person narration was often discussed, with Jane’s reflective voice guiding the reader to 

anticipate future revelations (e.g. the secret at Thornfield). 

• Candidates explored the chronological Bildungsroman structure, showing how Jane’s steady 

progression invites expectations of personal resolution and independence. 

• The use of Gothic motifs (red-room, mysterious laughter, fire) was highlighted as a technique to 

generate suspense and prepare the reader for plot revelations. 

• Some stronger responses noted how Brontë withholds key information—such as Bertha Mason’s 

existence—using narrative delay to heighten reader expectation. 

• Less successful responses tended to list Gothic features without clearly connecting these to the 

construction of narrative suspense or delayed revelation. 

 

The Great Gatsby 

Many candidates handled this question well, recognising how Fitzgerald’s narrative technique shapes 

reader expectations and suspense. 

• Nick’s retrospective narration was frequently discussed as establishing a tone of mystery around 

Gatsby from the outset, prompting the reader to anticipate uncovering his true identity. 

• Candidates analysed the gradual revelation of Gatsby’s past and his elusive persona as examples of 

narrative delay shaping reader curiosity. 

• Some explored how Fitzgerald builds narrative expectation through setting and motif—the parties, 

the green light—suggesting romantic fulfilment or success, only to subvert these. 

• Modernist genre features were referenced, showing how Fitzgerald resists neat resolution, 

maintaining uncertainty and reader tension throughout. 

• Less successful responses narrated plot events without clearly relating these to the building or 

management of reader expectation. In some instances, it seemed that material prepared for previous 

examination questions – particularly on the use of symbols and motifs – was delivered without 

sufficient shaping to this year’s question. 
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Exemplar 1 
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This response to Question 2 demonstrates clear and well-developed critical analysis of Fitzgerald’s 

narrative methods in The Great Gatsby. From the outset, the candidate identifies key narrative 

techniques — narrative perspective, Freytag’s Pyramid, and narrative gaps — establishing a focused 

and organised approach. 

AO2 is addressed securely. The candidate explores Nick’s role as an intradiegetic narrator with clear 

understanding, commenting on Fitzgerald’s use of ambiguity and narrative gaps to shape reader 

expectation. The example of Nick’s drunkenness in Chapter Two is apt, demonstrating how structural 

gaps contribute to narrative unreliability. Analysis remains connected to the shaping of meaning, 

including the novel’s thematic concerns with illusion and the American Dream. 

AO1 is consistently secure. Relevant concepts and methods from literary and linguistic study are applied 

accurately, with terms like ‘narrative perspective’, ’Freytag’s Pyramid’ and ’denouement’ supporting 

analysis. Expression is clear and controlled, with terminology used effectively throughout. 

AO3 is handled with a clear and relevant understanding of contextual factors, particularly in references to 

1920s society and the American Dream, which are integrated into the response as part of its discussion 

of narrative method and meaning. 

Overall, the response is analytical, coherent and well-organised, maintaining a clear focus on narrative 

methods and their effects. Although the analysis of narrative gaps is less developed than the discussion 

of narrative perspective, the response meets the criteria for a mid-Level 5. 

 

Things Fall Apart 

Responses demonstrated understanding of Achebe’s subtle narrative approach to shaping reader 

expectation, although some found it challenging to apply. 

• Candidates discussed how Achebe’s third-person narration, rooted within Igbo culture, initially 

establishes expectations of a heroic narrative centred on Okonkwo’s rise. 

• Stronger responses noted how the calm, ritualistic early chapters invite the reader to expect stability, 

making later disruption more impactful. 

• Achebe’s use of foreshadowing (e.g. Okonkwo’s exile, the arrival of missionaries) was recognised as 

building narrative tension and a sense of inevitable change. 

• Some candidates referenced the novel’s symmetrical structure (rise, fall, tragic ending) as shaping 

reader expectation through its cyclical design. 

• Less successful responses sometimes lapsed into character study without linking narrative methods 

to the gradual building of reader anticipation or concern. 
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Atonement 

Although less frequently studied, Atonement prompted some thoughtful interpretations of how McEwan 

manipulates reader expectation. 

• Candidates explored how Briony’s child perspective and limited understanding in Part One shape 

initial misinterpretations, encouraging the reader to expect romantic or moral resolution. 

• McEwan’s use of narrative fragmentation—dividing the novel into distinct parts with shifts in time and 

viewpoint—was discussed as deliberately unsettling reader assumptions and delaying key 

information. 

• Strong responses analysed how the metafictional revelation reframes the reader’s expectations of 

truth and narrative closure. 

• Some candidates reflected on the war sections as misleading the reader towards the idea of 

redemption, only for this to be denied. 

• Less successful responses tended to focus heavily on plot details or character motivation, without 

fully analysing how narrative choices control and manage reader anticipation. 
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Section B overview 

Section B allows candidates to demonstrate their creative and reflective skills, with examiners noting 

much to admire in both the narrative openings and accompanying commentaries. Many candidates 

showed impressive control and imagination, particularly within the constraints of the examination setting. 

This year’s prompts—a mysterious forest and an unexplained explosion—perhaps offered broader 

narrative possibilities than the more character - or conflict-focused scenarios of previous years. Stronger 

responses engaged thoughtfully with the narrative potential of these scenarios, using perspective, detail, 

and careful management of reader knowledge to establish tone, suspense, and intrigue. 

In general, centres are supporting candidates well in understanding that the task requires the opening of 

a narrative, rather than a complete story. Many candidates demonstrated a growing awareness of how 

openings establish narrative direction and tone, drawing on techniques from their novel study and wider 

reading. While most candidates engaged positively with the prompts, examiners did note that some 

responses treated the prompts more loosely, using them as general inspiration rather than building their 

narrative directly around the given scenario. In some cases, candidates noted in their commentary that 

they had chosen to develop just one prompt element into a broader narrative. Centres are encouraged to 

continue emphasising that the storyline prompts are not intended as creative suggestions but as integral 

to the task. Responses are most successful when the prompt elements are meaningfully embedded 

within the narrative opening itself. 

As a general guideline, candidates should aim to reference at least three of the five storyline bullet points 

in a way that contributes to the development of their narrative opening. Where prompt elements are only 

briefly mentioned, or not used at all, this can affect how examiners apply the mark scheme, potentially 

limiting the response to Level 2 for both Question 3(a) and 3(b). Centres will wish to support candidates 

in finding creative ways to use the prompts without feeling constrained by them. An example of how one 

candidate did this very successfully appears later in this report. 

Commentaries remain a key discriminator in this section. The most effective responses combined 

reflective insight with focused analysis, clearly explaining how specific linguistic and structural choices 

shaped reader response. These candidates treated the commentary as an opportunity for genuine 

reflection on their writing, rather than a checklist of narrative features. By contrast, less successful 

commentaries tended to be descriptive or overly feature-led, often reflecting a pre-planned approach that 

limited creative flexibility in the narrative itself. 

While many candidates rose confidently to the challenge of Section B, centres might focus further on 

helping candidates balance creativity with purposeful planning, ensuring that both the narrative and the 

commentary engage directly and coherently with the storyline prompts. 

.A key message for approaching Section B Question 3 (a): 

Centres should encourage candidates to view the storyline prompts as an integral part of the 

assessment, not simply as a creative springboard. Candidates should aim to work with the prompts, 

embedding at least three of the five/six bullet points in a purposeful and convincing way. Where prompt 

elements are underused, or not used at all, examiners are required to apply rubric guidance, which may 

limit marks to Level 2 for both parts of the task. Supporting candidates in treating the prompts as a 

creative framework, rather than a restriction, will help them approach both the narrative opening and 

commentary with greater confidence and focus. 
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Question 3 (a)  
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Storyline 1 

This was the more popular of the two sets of prompts, with many candidates engaging readily with its 

atmospheric potential. Most followed a broadly linear structure, often working methodically through the 

prompt sequence. While this approach ensured clear narrative coherence, it sometimes led to rather 

straightforward storytelling, with limited attention to narrative shaping. Stronger responses sought to 

build intrigue more deliberately, often by developing Casey’s backstory or introducing alternative 

perspectives—such as future narrators, reporters, or Casey reflecting retrospectively. 

The environmental undertones of the storyline encouraged a range of creative interpretations. Many 

candidates framed the forest as either a wronged victim or a malevolent avenger, linking Casey’s fate to 

ecological destruction. These responses often adopted a solemn, even mythic tone, positioning Casey 

as a sacrificial victim of humanity’s wider failings. There was much impassioned writing on environmental 

despoilation, although in some instances this led to over-reliance on horror tropes, with the forest 

depicted as actively predatory and violence meted out on Casey described in sometimes forensic detail. 

Centres might remind candidates that subtlety and implication often prove more effective than graphic 

description, particularly in this assessment context. 

There was some variety in narrative voice and structure, with a few candidates employing retrospective 

narration or fragmentary viewpoints to add interest and tension. Less successful responses tended to 

overuse dialogue or attempted visual effects more suited to film—such as extended chase sequences or 

literal interpretations of surreal elements (for example, microscopic people living inside the trees). A 

small number of responses adopted a surreal or abstract tone, while others engaged seriously with 

environmental themes. Fewer candidates explored the possible comic potential of the prompts. 

Most candidates engaged reasonably closely with the storyline prompts, although some located their 

opening outside the given narrative sequence. Where responses diverged too far from the implied arc, 

narrative coherence and task relevance tended to suffer. 

Overall, Storyline 1 proved a productive stimulus, encouraging descriptive skill and atmospheric writing. 

Centres might usefully focus further on helping candidates shape narrative openings more purposefully, 

moving beyond simply recounting the prompt sequence. 

 

Storyline 2 

While a little less popular than Storyline 1, this prompt nonetheless generated a wide range of narrative 

responses. As with the forest scenario, many candidates followed a linear structure, moving methodically 

through the prompt sequence. While this approach ensured clear narrative progression, it sometimes 

resulted in fairly straightforward storytelling, with limited narrative shaping for effect. Stronger responses 

used the scenario as a framework for a more deliberately crafted narrative arc, often through the use of 

flashbacks to provide backstory or by exploring alternative perspectives on the explosion itself. 

Some candidates imaginatively positioned the explosion as the outcome of revenge or long-standing 

conflict, with a few striking responses presenting the perpetrator as an onlooker within the crowd, 

observing the destruction of the house they had targeted. This created an effective sense of unease and 

narrative irony. A notable feature of stronger responses was the use of the final prompt—‘Might it have 

been better to start the story in another way?’ - as a structural cue, prompting retrospective narration, 

shifts in perspective, or reflective framing devices. In these cases, candidates demonstrated greater 

control over the narrative shape and encouraging the reader to reinterpret earlier details. 
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Some candidates engaged thoughtfully with the ambiguity of the phrase ‘it was as if the house had 

disappeared,’ using this to explore ideas of unreliable narration, confusion, or trauma. A small number 

experimented with first-person narrators whose perceptions of the event were unreliable or distorted, 

drawing on concepts explored in relation to the novel studied for Section A. Others used the repeated 

question prompts to suggest a narrator struggling to process the explosion, using the commentary-style 

final prompt as the moment where reflection and narrative reordering began. 

A proportion of candidates linked the explosion to wider global events, situating their narratives in war 

zones or disaster-stricken regions. These responses demonstrated an awareness of contemporary 

issues, with themes of environmental destruction, conflict, and displacement often foregrounded. In 

several cases, the narrator (and Casey from Storyline 1) was depicted as traumatised or experiencing 

mental health struggles in the aftermath of events—showing candidates’ sensitivity in exploring 

psychological effects alongside physical ones. 

Less successful responses tended to treat the explosion simply as a dramatic event to be described, 

focusing on visual spectacle or action without considering how the narrative might be structured for 

suspense or reflection. Occasionally, responses were dominated by action sequences or relied on 

graphic description without clear narrative purpose. 

Overall, Storyline 2 encouraged thoughtful engagement with narrative perspective, structure, and reader 

positioning. Centres may wish to focus further on developing candidates’ understanding of how reflective 

narration and non-linear structuring can enhance narrative openings, supporting more purposeful crafting 

of narrative shape and tone. 
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Exemplar 2 
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This narrative opening, written in response to Storyline 2, is original and mature in its handling of the 

prompt material. Rather than presenting the explosion and vanishing house literally, the candidate 

reimagines both as metaphorical—the loss of the mother becomes the central ‘disaster,’ with the house’s 

disappearance representing emotional, rather than physical, absence. This is an ingenious and creative 

interpretation of the storyline arc: the prompt, ‘as if the house had vanished’, is used figuratively yet 

remains integral to the narrative’s imagery and shaping. 

The candidate draws on the reflective tone implied by the later prompts to structure the entire piece as a 

retrospective meditation. The narrator’s grief becomes the lens through which every aspect of the 

storyline is reinterpreted. Subtly, the repeated interrogative from the prompts—‘Were there any 

victims?’—is repurposed to frame the house itself, and by extension the narrator, as victims of this 

personal catastrophe. 

Symbolism is handled with restraint. The repeated references to lost keys directly engage with the 

prompts’ thematic concern with disappearance and recovery. The keys operate as both literal objects 

and as symbols of security, connection, and belonging. The cyclical return to this image shapes the 

narrative effectively, drawing the prompts’ narrative arc into the structure itself. 

The explosion, although never depicted directly, is alluded to through metaphor: the mother’s departure 

is “a single spark…then wildfire,” relating to the prompt’s catastrophic event while reworking it as 

emotional rather than physical devastation. In doing so, the candidate addresses the scenario’s 

requirement for a moment of transformation or rupture yet does so obliquely and imaginatively. 

Stylistically, the narrative demonstrates a high degree of control. The narrator’s reflective voice is 

sustained consistently creating a convincing and sustained interior tone. Imagery such as the ivy 

described as a “predator” evokes the idea of decay and loss, extending the metaphor of the house as a 

vanishing refuge. 

The subtlety and creativity of the piece and its controlled and evocative style led to a mark securely in 

Level 6.  
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Question 3 (b)  

As in previous sessions, Question 3(b) responses demonstrated a wide range of achievement. Some 

candidates produced sharply reflective, analytically purposeful commentaries, while others treated the 

task more as an afterthought. Examiners noted a growing understanding among many candidates that 

the commentary is not simply a checklist of features, but an opportunity to reflect thoughtfully on how 

narrative choices shape reader response. The narrative opening and commentary should be seen as 

working in tandem, each informing the other. Some examiners noted that reading Question 3(b) before 

Question 3(a) was often helpful, as the commentary frequently illuminated the writer’s intentions and 

supported a more holistic assessment of the narrative. 

Stronger commentaries approached the task as a connected, reflective analysis of narrative 

construction. These candidates often had a clear ‘bigger picture’ in mind, considering how techniques 

combined to establish perspective, mood, or narrative direction. Rather than listing isolated linguistic 

devices, they reflected on how structural choices or symbols developed across the opening, or how the 

beginning and ending of their piece contrasted or aligned in shaping reader expectations. These 

responses integrated literary and linguistic terminology effectively, but more importantly, paired this with 

specific examples and purposeful consideration of effect. Candidates who understood that first-person or 

third-person narration is not inherently meaningful, but gains significance through narrative positioning, 

wrote with more nuance and insight. 

Less successful commentaries were typically descriptive, with candidates identifying a series of 

techniques – sometimes drawn from poetry rather than narrative prose – and ascribing broad, 

generalised effects. Repeated references to sibilance, assonance, or caesura were often misplaced, with 

phonological devices offered where more appropriate narrative methods could have been explored. 

Many candidates overclaimed effects for punctuation, suggesting that commas, colons, or dashes alone 

controlled pace or tension.  

A number of responses were brief and underdeveloped, sometimes written as bullet points, or no more 

than a third of a side of A4. Candidates are reminded that 14 marks are available for the commentary 

(against 18 for the narrative), so they should allocate sufficient time to complete this task. Short, rushed 

responses will inevitably struggle to evidence the critical analysis required for higher-level achievement. 

In some cases, commentaries were driven by pre-planned feature lists, which led to awkward narratives 

in Question 3(a) and superficial analysis in Question 3(b). Candidates need to understand that the 

commentary should emerge from their narrative decisions, not pre-empt them. 

The most effective approach, as evidenced in this session, was for candidates to treat the commentary 

as a genuine reflective exercise: analysing how their linguistic and structural choices worked together to 

shape meaning and reader response, rather than simply identifying techniques in isolation. 
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Exemplar 3 
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This commentary offers a thoughtful reflection on the candidate’s creative decisions. The explanation of 

the choice of third-person narration is clear and purposeful, showing awareness of how perspective 

shapes tone and reader engagement. The candidate’s focus on personification is effective: specific 

examples are cited, and the commentary demonstrates a clear understanding of how these choices help 

present the forest as a threatening, active force within the narrative. 

The candidate also identifies a deliberate use of a ‘lexical field of torture’, with some effective word 

choices supporting the creation of tension and reader sympathy for Casey. Structural decisions are 

briefly but appropriately discussed, with references to ellipsis and short sentences as methods for 

building suspense. 

Overall, this is a clear commentary, with the candidate reflecting directly on the crafting of their narrative 

and showing a developing understanding of how language and structure shape reader response. 

This commentary meets the Level 2 criteria for both AO1 and AO2. Expression is generally clear and 

controlled (AO1), with appropriate if sometimes straightforward use of analytical vocabulary. There is a 

developing but evident focus on how meanings are shaped, with some specific examples used to 

support analysis (AO2). Reflection is purposeful and structured, and while less technically sophisticated 

than higher-level responses, this commentary remains a genuine and coherent evaluation of narrative 

craft. 
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