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Key messages 
 

Successful responses: 
 

• show a detailed knowledge of texts  

• tailor their material to the specific demands of the question 

• use relevant textual references to support their arguments 

• engage with the ways in which writers achieve their effects. 
 

Less successful responses: 
 

• have an insecure or limited knowledge of texts 

• include extraneous biographical material 

• make assertions which are not substantiated 

• merely label and list writers’ techniques 

• offer pre-learned ‘themes’ rather than personal responses to the question. 
 
 

General comments 
 

There was some evidence of outstanding work this session, which offered engaging personal and evaluative 
engagement with the texts that candidates had studied. There were very few rubric infringements, and the 
majority of candidates divided their time well across their two answers for the paper.  
 

Textual knowledge 
 

The strongest answers showed an impressively detailed knowledge of the text, with candidates skilfully 
integrating both concise quotation and indirect textual references to support their ideas. In answers to extract 
questions, these candidates used the detail of the extract to support their ideas and to explore the ways in 
which writers achieve their effects. The strongest responses to general essays also showed an extensive 
knowledge and included much direct textual reference. Less successful responses were often characterised 
by an uncertain grasp of relevant supporting reference. 
 

Focus on the question 
 

The most successful answers sustained a clear focus on the key words of the question. Less successful 
answers demonstrated a clear understanding of the text but without tailoring their material to the specific 
demands of the question. Detailed knowledge on its own cannot achieve the highest reward. Some 
candidates embarked on a description or sketch of characters or an explanation of themes regardless of 
what the question asked for. Poetry responses often worked their way, sometimes exhaustively, through the 
poem without selecting relevant material with which to answer the actual question. 
 

Writers’ effects 
 

The most convincing responses sustained a critical engagement with the effects achieved by writers’ use of 
form, structure and language. Those who had a detailed knowledge of their texts were unsurprisingly better 
able to explore closely the effects of the writing, and for this reason tended to produce more successful 
general prose essays. The strongest responses were able to link their comments on writers’ effects to the 
ideas and impressions conveyed by the writer. Less successful responses often commented discretely on 
effects without relating them to the content and meaning, sometimes simply logging features such as 
alliteration, anaphora and hyperbole in poetry essays. This simple kind of labelling was often evident in 
general comments about ABAB rhyme schemes.  
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Personal response 
 
There was in the strongest answers much evidence of informed and sensitive personal responses to texts 
which focused directly on the key words of questions, exploring with perception a wide range of detail from 
the texts, and showing insight and individuality. These responses addressed directly those words in IGCSE 
Literature questions which are designed to elicit personal responses to the writing, words such as ‘powerful’, 
‘vivid’, ‘striking’, ‘memorable’ and ‘moving’. Less successful responses made either cursory reference to 
these words or no reference at all.  
 
 
Comments on specific questions 
 
Section A 

 
Question 1 
 
Most responses addressed the question with enthusiasm and focused from the outset on the contrasting 
features of the two birds. Successful candidates explored the effects of phrases such as ‘dips his wing / in 
the orange sun’s rays’ and ‘can seldom see through his bars of rage.’ They were also able to develop their 
responses through a series of contrasting ideas, such as ease of mind versus anxiety and free movement 
versus physical restriction. Less successful responses offered overly assertive readings of the poem which 
strayed from the detail of the actual poem, with the result that opportunities to engage with images and aural 
effects of the poem were lost. 
 
Question 2 
 
Most candidates recognised the father’s love for his family and how he expressed this through actions rather 
than words. They were also able to write sensitively about the difficult conditions he faced, both at work and 
home, during the week and also on Sundays, and to make a tentative link between this and the ‘chronic 
angers’ mentioned in the second stanza. Phrases such as ‘blueblack cold’ and ‘the cold splintering, breaking’ 
were explored with imagination and empathy. Candidates also recognised the retrospective perspective 
which comes to the fore in the final stanza. Some parts of the poem presented difficulties. Few candidates 
noted the plural and ambiguous quality of ‘chronic angers’, asserting that this plainly referred to the father 
alone. The last line, referring to ‘love’s austere and lonely offices’, also posed a problem: many candidates 
ignored it altogether, and some interpreted it literally, writing that the father was lonely in his office at work. 
More successful responses were able to relate this phrase to the father’s character and sense of 
responsibility; some candidates wrote movingly about the loneliness of the father as he went about his early 
morning duties, unobserved and unappreciated. 
 
Question 3 
 
Most responses were able to comment on the depth at which the Kraken sleeps, the murky light and the 
creatures surrounding him. More successful responses used the details of the poem to illustrate the idea that 
the Kraken has been there for an enormous length of time and the apocalyptic vision of the Kraken’s waking 
and demise. The strongest responses explored Tennyson’s use of language, structure and form. Less 
effective responses described the rhyme scheme and made general comments about the poem being almost 
a sonnet, though without developing these points and linking them to the question. Less successful 
responses lacked a clear understanding of the words ‘sponges’, ‘polypi’ and ‘winnow’ as used in the poem, 
and this led to some misreading. Other responses described the content of the poem without explicitly 
addressing the focus of the question. Some candidates wrote that global warming had killed the Kraken. 
 
Question 4 
 
Most candidates showed an understanding of the poem and its implications. In many cases, this was evident 
in a working through the passage in order, explaining and occasionally exploring the poem’s detail. 
Comments were made about the location of the encounter, the speaker’s surprise at the bird’s song and 
appearance, and the time of year. Only the most successful responses selected relevant details from the 
poem that addressed the key words of the question: how Pitter ‘uses words and images to communicate her 
feelings about the bird’. Less effective responses explored some of the description of the bird without linking 
it directly to Pitter’s feelings about the bird. Stronger responses explored Pitter’s feelings of amazement, awe 
and excitement with suitable references to the bird’s singing and appearance. Some considered how the bird 
touched something deeper inside this solitary person and made the encounter a religious experience for her. 
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Question 5 
 
The more successful answers clearly focused on ‘moving’ and on ‘how’ Duffy achieves her effects, 
commenting on the sense of separation between mother and child, the purity of the child and her lack of 
‘history’, and the almost religious feeling of the mother’s worship of the child. In these stronger responses, 
candidates explored the presentation of the maternal voice and the effects of the natural imagery and the 
mood of quietness and reflection. Less effective responses revealed a basic understanding of the parent 
watching over her sleeping child and what she imagines the child is dreaming about, though these 
responses needed more detailed exploration of Duffy’s language and effects. 
 
Question 6 
 
Most responses were able to appreciate the magic of Mrs Tilscher’s teaching and classroom where ‘you 
could travel up the Blue Nile’. Many recognised the pupils’ pleasure and enchantment at the magical place 
names and the joy at receiving gold stars for good work. In most answers, there was at least to some extent 
an attempt to comment on what the first two stanzas reveal about the experience of early school days. More 
successful responses selected carefully details that would address the question and explored with some 
success the deeper implications found in the third and fourth stanzas. Only the more confident responses 
drew the contrast between the innocent, safe world of Mrs Tilscher and the facts of life as a child learnt ‘how 
you were born’. These more successful responses explored the change to a darker language as the poem 
progresses, the impact of the final line and the significance of ‘the sky split open into a thunderstorm’. 
 
Section B 

 
Question 7 
 
In the few responses seen, there was an awareness of Mrs Reed’s desperate need to get rid of Jane whom 
she considers an unwanted burden. There was an understanding of Mrs Reed’s shock and quiet anger at 
Jane’s outburst and a recognition that Mrs Reed clearly does not know how to handle Jane. The most 
successful responses explored Bronte’s use of language in ‘memorably’ conveying the conflict between the 
two characters, commenting on the vocabulary associated with ice that describes Mrs Reed, and the 
unctuousness of her attempts to calm Jane.  
 
Question 8 
 
There were too few responses seen to make meaningful comment. 
 
Question 9 
 
In the relatively few responses seen to this question, candidates tended to work their way through the 
extract, commenting on Deven’s memories and assessment of Nur and the realisation that he was custodian 
of Nur’s poetry. Stronger responses explored the ways in which Desai conveys Deven’s thoughts and the 
significance of the imagery of the night-time path and the water in the canal. There was generally a less clear 
focus on the extract’s effectiveness of the extract as ‘a satisfying ending to the novel’. 
 
Question 10 
 
There were too few responses seen to make meaningful comment. 
 
Question 11 
 
Many candidates found this question difficult: they were aware of the humour, but they struggled to explain 
how it is created. For example, many were able to pick out the key opposing terms ‘Bank Fairy ‘and ‘Bank 
Dragon’, but only the more confident responses took the opportunity to explore these sharply contrasting and 
humorous images in the context of the extract and the wider novel. One candidate sensitively picked out all 
the words used to describe Mrs Sparsit – ‘lady paramount’, ‘guardian’ and so on – and explored these in 
succession, showing how the ‘portrait’ was drawn by adding detail upon detail throughout the extract. The 
most successful answers were based on a secure knowledge of Mrs Sparsit’s role and character in the 
novel. They also identified features such as her piecing together torn-up pieces of paper in an attempt to find 
damaging information about those whom she disliked; her ignorance of the nature of the bank’s ‘treasures’; 
and her inflated sense of superiority and feminine grace. 
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Question 12 
 
Most responses showed a secure knowledge of Mr Bounderby’s character and role in the novel. They were 
also able to recall key textual references (such as ‘the bully of humility’ and ‘That object is, to be fed on turtle 
soup and venison with a gold spoon’), which offered valuable opportunities to explore Dickens’ language and 
effects. Generally, candidates agreed that Bounderby got what he deserved, although one or two expressed 
sympathy for him because he married a woman who did not love him. Almost all appreciated the irony of his 
lecturing Stephen on the impossibility of divorce, when the same fate was to befall him; or dying in a ditch, 
after lying that he was born in one. One danger of the general essay question is that responses can become 
overly assertive where there is little reference to the author’s methods and language. Better responses were 
able to support their arguments by pinpointing particular events and pertinent textual reference, which 
allowed candidates to explore Bounderby’s language and Dickens’ descriptions of him. 
 
Question 13 
 
There were too few responses seen to make meaningful comment. 
 
Question 14 
 
There were too few responses seen to make meaningful comment. 
 
Question 15 
 
Most responses focused with some success on Gene’s first reaction on seeing Finny, Gene’s general 
apprehension and his fear of Finny’s possible suspicions. Stronger responses explored the detail of 
Knowles’s portrayal of Gene’s fear and guilt, contrasting this with Finny’s general good humour. The most 
successful responses were able to pinpoint with accuracy the extract’s position within the wider novel and to 
explore the underlying tensions in the boys’ relationship, linking their points to the ways in which Knowles 
makes this such a memorable moment in the novel. The most perceptive responses demonstrated a clear 
and critical appreciation of the narrative viewpoint. 
 
Question 16 
 
Few candidates chose this question. Those who did were generally able to comment on the boys in the final 
year waiting to enlist and the war preparations in evidence in and around the school. There was reference to 
Leper’s enlisting and his later dishonourable discharge, together with the impact of this on his mental 
wellbeing. More successful responses used pertinent detail from the text to explore more closely ‘the ways in 
which Knowles conveys different attitudes to war’, focusing on the debates between Finny and others about 
the war not existing and the presentation of the impact of the war (mainly on Leper). 
 
Question 17 
 
Most responses grasped the general dinginess of the setting, the impact of the old man’s conversation with 
the barman, the barman’s ignorance of the past, and the unease caused by Winston’s arrival. Less effective 
responses worked through the extract, describing and explaining content rather than exploring the ways in 
which Orwell achieves his effects. More successful answers considered the significance of revealing textual 
detail (for example, the ‘tired looking vegetables’) and explored Orwell’s use of description of the setting, the 
representation of the old man’s speech and the potential for trouble of the dispute between the old man and 
the barman. The most successful responses explored the contrast between the sentiment that hope lies in 
the proles with Orwell’s presentation of the proles. 
 
Question 18 
 
This was a less popular choice than the extract-based question and, overall, less well done. A few 
candidates were able to present convincing arguments which went beyond a character sketch. These 
stronger answers were characterised by their use of supporting textual reference. A more detailed 
knowledge of the text usually led to a more convincing and well-substantiated argument. Most candidates 
acknowledged Winston’s role as the central character, his role in the Outer Party and his desire to rebel. 
More successful responses made reference to accounts of his behaviour as a child, the presentation of his 
betrayal of Julia, his desire to trust O’Brien and his awareness that he is ‘the dead’. The strongest responses 
explored Orwell’s use of narrative voice in providing insight into Winston’s thoughts. 
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Question 19 
 
Candidates were generally able to contextualise the passage: the father reading his son’s manuscript after 
the funeral and the pain and grief he feels. There was interesting comment on the relationship between 
James and Arthur and the impact the son’s words would have on the father in future parts of the novel. Less 
successful responses tended to paraphrase (or simply ignore) the content of the manuscript whereas more 
confident answers explored in detail what makes it such a powerful contribution to the extract and wider 
novel. Only the most successful responses explored effects closely, for example, the contrast between the 
simple language of the narrative and the more academic language of the manuscript. 
 
Question 20 
 
There were only a few responses seen to this question. The focus was generally on Absalom rather than his 
companions. These answers needed a more thorough grasp of relevant textual detail and support, together 
with a closer exploration of the ways in which Paton achieves his effects. 
 
Question 21 
 
Most answers were able to make reference to what might be ‘sad’ in the extract, for example, the old man’s 
obvious suffering, his thoughts about death and being cremated rather than buried. More successful answers 
were able to account for what makes the extract a ‘sad ending’ to the story by referring to what happens 
earlier in the story: the old man’s trip to the city to plead with the authorities and his failure to persuade the 
planners who have designated land for re-development without regard to Maori traditions. Stronger 
responses were able to use these details to account for the man’s very great disappointment and his attempt 
to put on a brave face (‘right as rain’). Only the most confident responses commented on the style of the 
extract, its presentation of dialogue, use of colloquial language in conveying the old man’s stream of 
consciousness; these responses were, as a result, better equipped to explore ‘how’ Grace makes this ‘such 
a sad ending to the story’. 
 
Question 22 
 
There were far fewer responses seen to this general essay question on The Open Boat than to the extract-
based question on Journey. Answers revealed a rudimentary knowledge of the plot and a grasp in general 
terms of what makes the Captain an admirable character. Most candidates made basic points: he is injured, 
he mourns the loss of his ship and reassures the crew they will get ashore. More successful responses 
attempted to comment on his conversations with the men and his calm and pragmatic tone. In general, 
however, a more thorough grasp of the detail of the story was needed to address the specific thrust of the 
question. It is worth reminding candidates that they need to know the anthology stories in detail so that they 
have sufficient textual reference when answering questions.  
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LITERATURE IN ENGLISH 
 
 

Paper 2010/13 

Poetry and Prose 

 
 
Key messages 
 
Successful responses: 
 

• show a detailed knowledge of texts tailored to the specific demands of the question 

• use relevant textual references to support their arguments 

• engage with the ways in which writers achieve their effects. 
 
Less successful responses: 
 

• have an insecure or limited knowledge of texts 

• include extraneous biographical material 

• make assertions which are not substantiated 

• merely label and list writers’ techniques 

• offer pre-learned ‘themes’ rather than personal responses to the question. 
 
 
General comments 
 
There was some evidence of outstanding work this session, which offered engaging personal and evaluative 
engagement with the texts that candidates had studied. Although there were few rubric infringements the 
majority of candidates divided their time well across their two answers for the paper.  
 
Textual knowledge 
 
The strongest answers showed an impressively detailed knowledge of the text, with candidates skilfully 
integrating both concise quotation and indirect textual references to support their ideas. In answers to extract 
questions, these candidates used the detail of the extract to support their ideas and to explore the ways in 
which writers achieve their effects. The strongest responses to general essays also showed an extensive 
knowledge and included much direct quotation. Less successful responses were often characterised by an 
uncertain grasp of relevant supporting reference. 
 
Focus on the question 
 
The most successful answers sustained a clear focus on the key words of the question. Less successful 
answers demonstrated a clear understanding of the text but without tailoring their material to the specific 
demands of the question. Detailed knowledge on its own cannot achieve the highest reward. Some 
candidates embarked on a description or sketch of characters or an explanation of themes regardless of 
what the question asked for. Poetry responses often worked their way, sometimes exhaustively, through the 
poem without selecting relevant material with which to answer the actual question. 
 
Writers’ effects 
 
The most convincing responses sustained a critical engagement with the effects achieved by writers’ use of 
form, structure and language. Those who had a detailed knowledge of their texts were unsurprisingly better 
able to explore closely the effects of the writing, and for this reason tended to produce more successful 
general prose essays. The strongest responses were able to link their comments on writers’ effects 
to the ideas and impressions conveyed by the writer. Less successful responses often commented discretely 
on effects without relating them to the content and meaning, sometimes simply logging features such as 
alliteration, anaphora and hyperbole in poetry essays. This simple kind of labelling was often evident in 
general comments about ABAB rhyme schemes.  
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Personal response 
 
There was in the strongest answers much evidence of informed and sensitive personal responses to texts 
which focused directly on the key words of questions, exploring with perception a wide range of detail from 
the texts, and showing insight and individuality. These responses addressed directly those words in IGCSE 
Literature questions which are designed to elicit personal responses to the writing, words such as ‘powerful’, 
‘vivid’, ‘striking’, ‘memorable’ and ‘moving’. Less successful responses made either cursory reference to 
these words or no reference at all.  
 
 
Comments on specific questions 
 
Section A 

 
Question 1 
 

Most candidates were able to access the literal meaning of this poem – we wish our lives away and we 
should appreciate every moment. They considered the question and commented on the idea of passing time. 
Stronger answers showed their understanding by exploring the growth and cycles in nature, the inevitability 
of ageing and the reflections in the final stanza. Better answers provided a clear and detailed evaluation of 
how writing effects were achieved, for example they explored the imagery used to describe the child’ s 
appearance or probed some of the language used to describe nature. Less successful candidates often 
identified language features but did not draw out their significance. 
 
Question 2 
 
This question was a popular choice. Most candidates understood the central idea of the poem and were able 
to identify some of the ways Browning expressed her feelings of love. Stronger responses evaluated the 
intensity and force of these feelings and supported their points very well with apt quotation. These better 
answers examined the religious and abstract elements and provided some analysis of writing effects such as 
the listing, structure, the use of the sonnet form or the rhyme. Some candidates had been well drilled to 
provide a short introduction which placed the poem in context, three developed points and a conclusion. This 
disciplined structure provided a useful framework for some. Weaker responses concentrated on providing 
explanation for individual words or wrote generally, suggesting they had not fully appreciated the poem’s 
intensity. Some used biographical detail excessively and some speculatively, for example Browning was 
planning suicide or had been treated badly by her husband, without contributing to the focus of the question. 
Other weaker scripts concentrated on drawing morals from the poem instead of literary analysis. 
 
Teachers might like to consider that biography is very helpful here for giving context and general interest but 
it should not be too detailed, lengthy or lead to speculation.  
 
Question 3 
 
This was another very popular choice and most candidates were able to make some response to the ideas 
about freedom in the poem. Stronger answers showed an understanding of the similarities between the free 
and caged birds, the link to man’s spirit, man’s body as a prison and the significance of the last three lines. 
They showed an appreciation of Hopkins verbal skills and were able to evaluate writing effects such as the 
extended comparison, the vivid imagery, the use of unusual words and the religious references. 
 
Weaker answers often focussed on the first two lines then wrote in vague terms with little reference to the 
rest of the poem. They tended to repeat themselves and quote excessively without drawing out specific 
meaning. Some were oblivious to the poem being a sonnet, mistook “fowl” for foul or were unaware of 
Hopkins’ verbal inventiveness (e.g. kennings). A few answers veered into unconvincing readings, for 
example, the poem was about animal rights. Very few were aware of the theme of resurrection.  
 
Question 4 
 
This question was generally very well answered and almost all candidates responded with engagement and 
enthusiasm – they seemed to enjoy the poem and found plenty to write about. Nearly all candidates 
understood the transforming power of the snowfall and its effect on the children and the working people of 
London. Many candidates noted the differing reactions between the two groups and the sense of wonder, 
hope and beauty the snow created.  
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There were many high achieving responses which provided very detailed evaluations of writing effects such 
as the personification of the snow, the imagery and the metaphysical qualities of the snow. Their skilled use 
of appropriate quotations was notable.  
 
There were a handful of candidates who found it difficult to interpret the ending of the poem but, on the 
whole, this was answered really well and a pleasure to mark. 
 
Question 5 
 
Generally candidates showed some understanding of the anxieties and difficulties of a move to a new 
country. A few stronger answers were aware of the extended metaphor of the poem – that all childhood is an 
emigration – and successfully explored the speaker’s feelings about emigrating. However, most responses 
tended to be explanatory rather than evaluative. For example, many candidates noted the image comparing 
the parents’ anxiety to a loose tooth but did not explain why this is such an effective image. Similarly, the title 
of the poem ‘Originally’ was not really explored as fully as it might have been. Some candidates did not 
understand that the ‘red room’ was a train. Overall, responses may be characterised as having a general 
understanding of the poem with relatively few attempting insight into the poet’s specific language choices. 
There was a certain amount of ‘projection’ with candidates imagining how they would feel in the narrator’s 
shoes without basis in the poem itself. 
 
Question 6 
 
Most candidates responded to the key word in the task and were able to identify at least some of the 
‘disturbing’ elements in the poem. Only a few answers, however, achieved top bands and these offered a 
relevant evaluation of the credibility of the viewpoints. They provided some analysis of the writing features 
such as the tone, use of forceful words, and a sense of mystery in the poem – we don’t know for sure what 
happened. Less successful answers generally commented on the child’s memories and were aware that the 
child seemed to be denied the chance to talk. Some of the weaker responses did not fully understand that 
the poem is the monologue of a parent and this led to some confusion and misunderstanding. A few 
candidates used this as an opportunity to write at length about their personal response to child abuse or 
neglect. This resulted in answers that were vague, general and lacked textual support. 
 
Section B 

 
Question 7 
 
This passage is one rich in language, and allowed candidates across the ability range to score well. 
Candidates seemed reasonably well prepared and had no problems placing it in context. They had a 
thorough knowledge of the text, making links forwards and backwards from the extract with ease. Nearly all 
were focused on the question and able to make some response to drama of the scene. Most candidates 
were able to comment on the gothic and supernatural themes in the passage for example the ‘demoniac 
laugh’. They were also able to grasp the religious aspects of the ‘tongues of flames’ although not many were 
able to make the link as to why these might be surrounding Rochester in particular. Many used knowledge of 
the text to mention that this extract served as a sort of foreshadowing for later in the novel where Thornfield 
Hall burns down. 
 
Stronger answers analysed the drama and gothic elements in detail, and explored auditory devices, the 
imagery of fire and baptism and Bronte’s diction. Weaker answers tended to identify the gothic elements but 
did not explain how they worked to achieve effect.  
 
Teachers might congratulate pupils on knowing their novel intimately but encourage them to keep focus on 
the main thrust of the question, ‘dramatic’ in this situation.  
 
Question 8 
 
There were too few responses seen to make meaningful comment. 
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Question 9 
 
Successful responses focused explicitly on the ways in which Desai creates tension in the passage. These 
explored the behaviour and responses of Murad and Deven to the situation, their argument and subsequent 
thoughts and actions. Stronger answers made some evaluation of the language in the conversations and a 
very few commented on the significance of the last sentence. Less successful responses tended to work 
through the extract in an explanatory fashion, with no attempt to explain the tension and no comment on any 
of the writing features. 
 
Question 10 
 
There were very few answers to this question. Most candidates considered the question and selected a 
range of reasonable points from the text to support their argument. They offered points such as Deven’s 
misplaced idealism, his compromising nature, his lack of direction, lack of confidence and unassertiveness. A 
number of candidates viewed Deven as a bit pathetic, with an air of defeat and most agreed with the 
statement that Deven is foolish. Weaker answers merely provided an overall character sketch of Deven, with 
little support or examples from the text. A few answers used the extract in Question 9 from which to draw 
their points. A wider range of relevant textual detail would have helped many candidates to explore with 
greater sensitivity the ways in which Desai presents this character. 
 
Question 11 
 
Not many candidates chose to answer this question and of those who did there were hardly any which 
achieved higher grades. Reponses showed some awareness of the context and noted Tom’s deviousness. 
Candidates generally struggled to draw out the significance of the passage and most missed how this scene 
determines the course of the rest of the novel and ultimately leads to Stephen’s death. Similarly, candidates 
missed the dramatic qualities of the moment and there was hardly any comment on writing features such as 
the mood and tone, dialect or imagery. Most answers resorted to narrative or a paraphrase of the passage.  
 
Question 12 
 
There were too few responses seen to make meaningful comment. 
 
Question 13 
 
There were no responses seen for this question. 
 
Question 14 
 
There were no responses seen for this question.  
 
Question 15  
 
This was a very accessible extract offering much opportunity for all candidates to engage with the task and 
text. Even weaker answers were able to find something meaningful to say about the qualities of leadership 
demonstrated by Finny. Many answers were engaged, enthusiastic and displayed an admiration of Finny. 
Successful answers noted and evaluated Finny’s charisma, skills and actions, and supported their points in 
great detail from the text. These commented on the techniques used by Knowles such as the imperative 
commands, the shouts and arguments and the descriptions of Finny’s talent and excellence. A few of the 
more able candidates commented on the wider context of war and the escapism the game represents. 
Weaker answers tended to run through the passage, identifying key points but not drawing out their 
significance. A handful of responses strayed off the point and focussed on the war or Gene’s insecurity and 
his response to Finny’s leadership. 
 
Question 16 
 
Very few candidates chose this question. Those who did were generally able to provide at least a few 
reasonable points to consider the question. Stronger answers provided relevant examples which were well 
supported from the text, and evaluated to what extent Gene was a ‘good guy’. These showed good 
knowledge of the text and character and were well prepared. Weaker responses tended to offer a character 
sketch without any evaluation of Gene’s good and bad points. Some weaker answers were limited in the 
range of points they offered, or did not provide sufficient support for their point of view. 
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Question 17 
 
This was another popular choice with plenty of material for candidates to comment on. The key word in the 
question was ‘shocking’ and most candidates were able to find some aspects of this in the passage. Most 
candidates were able to place the passage in context and showed good overall textual understanding which 
indicated careful preparation and teaching. Nearly all candidates observed the physical reactions of Julia and 
Winston to being discovered and included apt quotations from the extract to support their points. Stronger 
answers were able to evaluate some of the techniques used by Orwell to create shock. The symbolism of the 
paperweight was a favourite, but the better answers appreciated the sinister atmosphere created by the use 
of repetition and the symbolism of the singing. Weaker answers were generally able to note some of the key 
points in the passage but needed to comment in more detail on how the ‘shock’ was created.  
 
A few answers were distracted by the opportunity to discuss at length the characteristics of totalitarianism. 
 
Question 18 
 
This was a much less popular choice than the extract-based question and, overall, less well done. A very few 
candidates were able to present convincing arguments which went beyond a character sketch. Stronger 
answers were able to select relevant examples from the passage which described the Parsons family. 
Weaker answers usually showed some understanding of the family but either did not provide sufficient 
support or wrote in very general terms. As for the extract-based question, some candidates spent too much 
time writing about totalitarianism without providing solid points that were supported from the novel. 
 
Question 19 
 
This was a less popular choice of question and textual knowledge was varied. There were very few strong 
answers and these picked up on the correct context of the extract (just before the verdict) and why this made 
it particularly dramatic. Many candidates struggled to place the extract chronologically which affected their 
understanding to some degree. There wasn’t always a great deal of focus on the ‘dramatic’ aspect of the 
extract – candidates on the whole found this difficult. Most candidates also found it difficult to respond to 
language and most treated the opening conversation perfunctorily. They concentrated on the episode of the 
newspaper, and gave details of why it was a threat to the trial, often ignoring the beginning and end of the 
extract. A few candidates ran through the passage and simply paraphrased the events and conversations. 
 
Question 20 
 
There were too few responses seen to make meaningful comment. 
 
Question 21 
 
Whilst there were many reasonable responses, few achieved the higher band marks. In general, candidates 
struggled to link the descriptions of places and events to the question, which was about the ‘moving ending’. 
Stronger responses showed their understanding of deeper meaning by looking beyond the individual 
circumstances of the old woman to consider some of uncomfortable truths about life as one goes into 
physical decline. These were also able to comment on the beauty and peace of the environment, and the 
comparison of the bath and the coffin. Many candidates referred to the opening of the story in which the 
main character struggles to get out of the bath but did not link this to the question – how does Frame make 
this such a moving ending? Weaker scripts showed excessive empathy or moralising at the expense of close 
reading of text and struggled to provide points that were relevant. 
 
Question 22 
 
There were very few responses to this question. Those seen displayed knowledge of the story, engagement 
with the boy’s and his aunt’s feelings and some appreciation of Mac Laverty’s style. Candidates were 
generally able to provide relevant points to explain why ‘Secrets’ is such a sad story. These included the 
boy’s intrusion, his innocent curiosity and the guilt and regret he felt. 
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Key messages 
 

• The most successful responses focused on the key words in the question, remained focused and 
supported ideas with concise quotations which were analysed fully. 

• Useful opening paragraphs were brief, referenced the question and avoided lengthy socio-historical 
detail and lists of the writer’s techniques to be addressed. Conclusions needed to be more than a 
reiteration of points. 

• Responses to passage-based questions which briefly contextualised the passage in the play, explored 
the whole passage, including the ending, were the most successful. 

• Successful answers to discursive questions maintained a tight focus on the question and gave a 
precise, wide range of reference. 

• Many responses would have been improved by avoiding a retelling of the whole plot before addressing 
the specific question or only attempting to link this information to the question in the conclusion. 

• An awareness of the text as drama and an appreciation of the play on stage was a feature of the most 
successful answers. 

 
 
General comments 
 
The strongest candidates knew their set texts well and were able to demonstrate their knowledge whilst 
focusing closely on the terms of the questions. They deconstructed the question, focusing on the key terms, 
for example, ‘memorably’, ‘vividly’ or ‘strikingly’, to choose their material effectively. They demonstrated their 
ability to quote from texts to support their comments and developed the argument effectively. These often 
included an introductory paragraph to give an overview of the intended answer. 
 
A less successful approach was where candidates wrote all they knew about a text, or character, without 
linking it to the specific question. These often relied on lengthy quotations or textual detail without 
demonstrating understanding of the text quoted. Often there was some reference to the text, but this was not 
analysed to show understanding of the author’s methods and effects. The tendency to retell the plot up to the 
start of a specific passage, before attempting to focus on the question, resulted in much valuable 
examination time being wasted. The best responses were able to write a sentence or two to contextualise a 
passage before analysing well-selected material drawing close links to the question throughout. 
 
Formulaic approaches were common, where the same point introduced and ended a paragraph, resulting in 
unnecessary repetition and taking away valuable time in an examination context. 
 
Successful responses demonstrated a constant awareness of the text as drama, referring to the ‘audience’, 
rather than ‘reader’ and the ‘play’ rather than ‘novel’, as well as exploring the author’s methods to convey the 
texts’ main concerns. They recognised that characters were constructs and not real people. The ability to 
read closely and analyse linguistic and dramatic effects is key to successful responses. Whilst some 
candidates understood and used literary terminology correctly, for example, foreshadowing and dramatic 
irony, there remains the tendency to point out terms that do not relate to the question or help to develop an 
argument constructively. 
 
The most popular texts were Macbeth, A Raisin in the Sun and Romeo and Juliet. Fewer candidates 
answered on The Winslow Boy. There was one new text this series, The Crucible but this was studied by 
relatively few candidates. Candidates should be made aware that it is not a productive use of examination 
time to preface responses to this text with lengthy introductions about the religious, social, and historical 
background of Salem, or the political context of McCarthyism in the United States in the 1950’s, in response 
to questions on this text. 
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Candidates endeavoured in all but a few instances to number their questions correctly. However, there are 
still a few candidates answering the discursive question on the passage which resulted in some low marks as 
these responses were self-penalising. 
 
 
Comments on specific questions 
 
LORRAINE HANSBERRY: A Raisin in the Sun 
 
Question 1 
 
This was a popular choice of text and question. It was a rich passage with a lot to say about George and 
Beneatha separately and together. Most candidates who attempted this question focused on the ‘striking 
impressions’ created and understood that this passage revealed the incompatibility of Beneatha and George. 
They were able to identify the different ideologies of the two characters and the tension this causes between 
them. Some candidates over-stated the impression of George labelling him a ‘misogynist’ whilst others were 
more measured, considering him ‘sexist’, in attitude and behaviour. The most successful were able to identify 
that George was ‘shallow’, a stereotypical male of this period whilst Beneatha was not the stereotypical 
female and not in terms of the Black community. They were able to support these comments with some well-
selected references to their behaviour and dialogue: George only interested in Beneatha for her looks and 
not her ‘thoughts’ and Beneatha wanting and enjoying more intellectual conversation. The best candidates 
managed to explore the stage directions and what they reveal of George and Beneatha at this moment. 
There was some effective analysis and general satisfaction conveyed at the writer’s use of pauses, with 
emphasis on Beneatha’s ‘longer pause’ followed by her abrupt ‘Good night, George’. Many understood that 
this was a moment where Beneatha felt understood by her mother in the final exchange between them and 
identified this as ‘striking’, contrasting it to the previous scene when Mama had slapped her. 
 
Less successful responses worked through the passage with little focus on the question and concentrated on 
George, or strayed from the passage completely, to talk about the couple in other parts of the play. There 
was some misinterpretation of the stage directions, especially of ‘groping’, with some candidates accusing 
George of sexual assault: he was considered evil and a pathological liar as he tells Mama that he had had a 
nice time. There was also some misinterpretation of his reference to ‘Garbo’ with candidates failing to 
understand who she was, or the context, and saying that he was calling her ‘garbage.’ Some responses 
demonstrated a surface understanding of the passage attempting a narrative overview with evidence that the 
text had not been studied or understood. 
 
Very few candidates explored the staging with any awareness of the humour of George’s persistence or the 
visual comedy of Beneatha’s rejection of George. 
 
Question 2 
 
Fewer candidates answered this question, and many struggled with the idea of the apartment having any 
significance beyond showing the family’s poverty. Too often responses focused on the biographical details of 
Lorraine Hansberry and the socio-historical context of the play with some candidates focusing entirely on the 
poverty and discrimination of the black community rather than focusing on the text and question. Few 
managed to get beyond the basic assertion that as the apartment was the only setting it was ‘memorable’ 
and then proceeded with describing, often in generalised terms, a few moments from the play. These did not 
move beyond the lack of rooms and space for a family of five people; the shared bathroom; only having one 
window and the lack of sunlight and the worn-out furniture. Most candidates were able to include one or two 
quotations mainly taken from the opening setting of Act One. 
 
Better responses were able to discuss the significance of the single window and the symbolism of Mama’s 
plant, showing an understanding of how the apartment reflected the characters’ emotions, lives and dreams. 
Stronger candidates linked the poverty of the area, reflected in the apartment, to racism and the family’s 
desire, especially Mama’s dream of moving to a larger home and better neighbourhood. There was 
understanding of the ‘centrality’ of the apartment as a setting: all the action takes place here, so the 
audience is directly involved in the daily struggles of individual family members. There was some 
understanding of the ‘care and love and even hope’ in Mama’s original choice of the furnishings and the fact 
that it was now ‘tired’, signifying the worn-out lives of mama and Big Walter. Better responses were able to 
link the drama of the characters’ lives specifically to the apartment, for example, Ruth’s willingness to resort 
to an abortion due to the lack of space, reflected in Beneatha’s brutal comment about where ‘it’ was going to 
sleep, suggesting ‘on the roof?’ Others noted Travis being unable to prepare his bed on the sofa, or sleep, 
whilst Walter was on the telephone or Beneatha had visitors. The best responses picked up on Mr Lindner’s 
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visit to the apartment with the pertinent comment that for a white man to visit a Black family’s home in those 
time was unusual, so clearly ‘memorable’, and obviously for a particularly important reason as the audience 
were to find out. 
 
Some weaker responses compared the apartment with hypothetical living conditions in their ‘new home’ 
without considering that they had yet to move. 
 
ARTHUR MILLER: The Crucible 
 
Question 3 
 
Of the few candidates who answered on this text, this was the more popular question. This was a 
straightforward question focused on what was ‘powerful and dramatic’ and the passage provided a plethora 
of detail for candidates to explore. However, only a few stronger responses showed a secure understanding 
of the passage and its context within the play. There was some understanding of what was happening in the 
passage, the chaos and drama, and what it revealed about Abigail’s manipulation. Most understood that 
Mary was turning the tables on Proctor and that this was a dramatic twist in expected events. They showed 
awareness of the text being performed on stage and commented on the language and stage directions, 
especially in relation to Mary, though few explored the actual sounds, the screams and movements of the 
girls. 
 
Comments on John Proctor and Hale were less successful, with widespread misinterpretation of both 
Proctor’s and Hale’s words. Some candidates did not grasp Proctor’s words, ‘God is dead’, and thought this 
was a ‘confession’, that he had publicly acknowledged that he was in league with the devil and agreeing with 
Mary’s accusations against him. They did not understand that Hale left the proceedings due to his horror at 
what was happening and argued he was leaving the proceedings because he was angry with Proctor and 
siding with Mary. There was little focus on the hysteria in court or commentary on Proctor’s concluding 
words, ‘You are pulling Heaven down and raising up a whore!’. Danforth’s role was only mentioned in a few 
of the strongest responses. 
 
Less successful responses paraphrased the passage with little or no focus on the question, demonstrating 
little understanding of the situation. Some responses were very confused thinking that Mary is John’s wife, 
and that John is guilty of witchcraft. 
 
Question 4 
 
Very few candidates attempted this question. For this to be more than a straightforward character profile of 
Rebecca Nurse, it was essential to focus on the terms of the question, her ‘dramatic impact’ on the play. 
Better responses recognised her worth as a kind and good Christian woman, a pillar of the community, 
supporting this with her husband’s comment, that she is the ‘brick and mortar of the church’. She was 
considered a wise woman and being the mother of seven children, an expert on children as she said that 
Betty would awake when she was ready. Some commented on her husband Francis, his arguments with Mr 
Putnam over land and Mrs Putnam’s jealously of Rebecca’s children whilst she had several children die in 
infancy when Rebecca acted as the midwife. Only the best responses linked the Putnam’s jealousy to their 
unfounded accusation and saw the dramatic impact of her arrest and execution, and how petty jealousies 
could result in people being accused of witchcraft with no chance of defending themselves. The Proctor’s 
shock at her arrest and her conversations with John Proctor, before their respective deaths, were rarely 
explored. 
 
Less successful responses narrated a little of her role in the play finding little to say about her, so these 
tended to be brief. These responses lacked precise textual reference to the text and there was some 
confusion between Rebecca Nurse and Mrs Putnam. 
 
TERENCE RATTIGAN: The Winslow Boy 
 
Question 5 
 
This was a less popular choice of text. Responses to the passage needed to focus on Rattigan’s methods to 
making the family’s first meeting with Sir Robert memorable. Many candidates were confused about the 
timing of the meeting, stating that Arthur was late rather than Sir Robert being early. This impacted on some 
responses where they argued Catherine was embarrassed and attempting to keep Sir Robert engaged until 
her father arrived, supporting this further by Grace entering ‘hastily’. The best responses understood the 
context and Catherine’s knowledge and support for Len Rogers. Her deliberate attempt to provoke a 
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response from Sir Robert during this meeting was also explored as memorable. These candidates 
commented on her intended irony in reporting his handling of the case as a ‘great forensic triumph’ and 
‘masterly’ before implying that Rogers’ suicide is Sir Robert’s fault. Her provocation in labelling Ronnie’s case 
‘trivial’ was understood. There was an awareness of audience response with exploration of the underlying 
tension, the language, the stilted dialogue and the pauses. The family’s respect and awe of Sir Robert, his 
dining at ‘Devonshire House’ and activities in the ‘House of Commons’ were also highlighted as memorable 
as was his affected manner, described as ‘carelessly’ and ‘languidly’. Some candidates were amused to see 
Arthur forced to be more polite, than his usual self, in trying to secure the examination of Ronnie and with it, 
the services of Sir Robert. The satisfactory ending to the meeting with the enjoyment of the phrase, ‘Let 
Right be done’ was a memorable ending to the passage. 
 
Less successful answers just described what happened in the passage with some confusion over Sir 
Robert’s behaviour. Some thought he was behaving so ‘indifferently’ as he was attracted to Catherine and 
that he becomes more amiable when Desmond enters to belatedly impress Catherine, clearly not 
understanding the context or purpose of this meeting. These did not convey understanding of Catherine’s 
cold response to Sir Robert or understand what her comments about the past case signified. The weakest 
responses relied on paraphrasing the passage with little understanding, or focus, on how the different 
members of the Winslow family interacted with Sir Robert during this, their first meeting. 
 
Question 6 
 
There were fewer responses to this question. They were relatively weak with candidates adopting a narrative 
approach or writing a character profile of Ronnie, occasionally adding that this made the reader/audience 
feel sympathy for Ronnie but without exploring how the writer makes the audience sympathise with Ronnie. 
Most candidates found it difficult to provide supporting evidence from the text, so responses were very 
general. There was little detailed discussion of Sir Robert’s interrogation of Ronnie or the reactions of other 
characters to Ronnie. 
 
More successful responses sympathised with how a young boy, unfairly expelled from school for allegedly 
stealing a postal order was sent home alone. His fear of facing his father, hiding in the garden in the rain and 
Sir Robert’s interrogation of Ronnie were also reasons to sympathise. A few candidates balanced their 
responses feeling little sympathy due to his perceived indifference to his case, falling asleep rather than 
following the news and his absence at the crucial moment of the final verdict. Most responses would have 
been improved by a wide range of precise textual references. 
 
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE: Macbeth 
 
Question 7 
 
This was the most popular text and question, and most candidates were able to identify some aspects of the 
context. The most successful responses briefly contextualised the passage commenting on Macbeth having 
just murdered King Duncan and returned to Lady Macbeth with the guards’ bloody daggers. There were 
many strong responses to this passage with candidates maintaining a sharp focus on the question with much 
perceptive analysis of the language and what it reveals of their different reactions. There was critical 
understanding of Macbeth’s guilt, fears and regrets, with the stark contrast to Lady Macbeth’s ‘calm and 
collected’ approach. These were supported by well-selected references and close analysis of the language. 
Stronger responses drew salient links between their behaviour in the passage to both before the murder, and 
later in the play, when their reactions change completely with Lady Macbeth’s words, ‘a little water clears us 
of this deed’ and Macbeth’s repetition of having ‘murder’d sleep’ coming back to haunt her. The strongest 
candidates were able to do this, without losing focus on the question or passage itself. Candidates 
commented on Lady Macbeth’s decisiveness, scorn and use of imperatives, contrasting this to Macbeth’s 
fearful state and the visual horror at the sight of blood for the audience. Some candidates lost focus and 
drifted into commentary on gender role-reversal and concepts of masculinity and femininity, with both 
characters falling short of these perceived standards. Many candidates could talk of Lady Macbeth’s 
emasculation of her husband but struggled with the imagery itself – the eye of childhood/heart so white. The 
latter was frequently seen as her thinking she was still pure. 
 
Less successful responses were generalised, writing about their reactions collectively as in, ‘they were 
afraid’, which misses the point of the question and shows little understanding of their respective behaviour 
and dialogue at this moment. A few candidates thought they had both committed the murder. Some 
discussed his ‘unbearable guilt which keeps him awake at night’ when, in fact, he has only just committed the 
murder. There were other mis-readings on his invocation of Neptune as a desire for ‘God’s’ help and asking 
for his forgiveness. Others commented on the absurdity of mentioning ‘oceans’ and ‘water’ as there is no 



Cambridge Ordinary Level 
2010 Literature in English November 2020 

Principal Examiner Report for Teachers 
 

  © 2020 

water on Neptune, forgetting that Shakespeare and the Elizabethans would have had no such knowledge of 
the planetary system. Only the best responses addressed and understood the knocking which heralds the 
arrival of the outside world with weaker responses interpreting this as ‘within’ his mind like the ‘voices’ at the 
start of the passage. 
 
Weaker candidates resorted to paraphrasing the passage, after lengthy introductions about the plot. Where 
there was textual detail it was repetitive and did not help to develop the argument. For example: ‘Macbeth is 
afraid, because he says, ‘I am afraid’’, without further commentary. There were some sweeping 
generalisations on Macbeth’s ‘paranoia’ and descent into ‘madness’ and Lady Macbeth’s behaviour as 
evidence of her being the ‘fourth witch’, without any textual support or development. 
 
Question 8 
 
This was a less popular question and difficult for many candidates as they had limited textual support and 
precise moments in the play to support Shakespeare’s characterisation. The most successful responses 
were aware of the terms of the question, Banquo’s ‘dramatic impact’ and understood that he was a foil to 
Macbeth. They were able to explore their responses to the witches’ prophecies, loyalty to King Duncan and 
the dramatic murder of Banquo and appearance of his ghost. Only the strongest answers were supported by 
well-selected references to the text and relevant quotations, fully analysed. They explored his dramatic 
impact on Macbeth, the murder of his ‘best friend’ attempting to secure the crown and returning as a ghost to 
signify Macbeth’s guilt and the suspicions Macbeth’s babbling raises in the minds of the thanes regarding 
both the murder of King Duncan and Banquo himself. The brutality of his murder and telling Fleance to flee 
were frequently commented on. 
 
Less successful answers wrote character sketches of Banquo and lost sight of the question, except to 
mention it at the end. When used, references to the text supported a narrative approach and lacked the 
detail concerning the effect and implications of Banquo’s language quoted. The weakest responses retold 
the plot tracing Banquo’s part in the play or contrasted him to Macbeth, often writing more on Macbeth than 
Banquo. It was clear that some candidates referred to film versions of the play particularly when referencing 
Banquo’s murder and Fleance’s escape. 
 
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE: Romeo and Juliet 
 
Question 9 
 
This was a more popular question than Question 10, perhaps because a passage offers the opportunity to 
support comments with textual detail and for some analysis of the language. However, many candidates 
found it difficult to comment on how Shakespeare portrays their friendship and struggled to explore the 
language of the passage. Most saw how Mercutio and Benvolio were trying to cheer up a lovesick and 
depressed Romeo. Unable to explore the extract in any meaningful way, many responses provided a simple, 
repetitive overview of their friendship: ‘They were good friends and trusted each other’. Only the strongest 
candidates were able to contextualise the passage accurately knowing that Romeo had read the Capulet 
servant letter about the feast and that Benvolio’s plan was for Romeo to see other ‘admired beauties. Most 
candidates saw it as a sudden idea to ‘gate crash’ the party. There was a lot of misreading of individual 
phrases within the passage with weaker candidates copying out lengthy quotations then trying to explain 
them but showing only a surface understanding of the text. Assertions were then made that this showed that 
they ‘trusted’ or ‘advised each other’, showing they were good friends, but without any precise analysis of the 
language or the writer’s methods to show this. 
 
A few stronger responses showed understanding of their closeness and camaraderie; Mercutio’s teasing and 
the banter, and how Shakespeare was laying the foundations of a solid friendship to prepare the audience 
for later events: the death of Mercutio and Romeo’s act of revenge against Tybalt. One candidate argued 
that in persuading Romeo to attend this ball where he meets Juliet, ironically, they ultimately proved not to be 
good friends at all. 
 
The weakest responses resorted to narrating the plot and what follows this scene, with scant focus on the 
question or the passage. There were reports of some candidates simply copying out the passage verbatim 
with no attempt to answer the question. 
 
Question 10 
 
Fewer candidates attempted this question. Effective responses focused on the Nurse’s relationship with 
Juliet, addressed the ‘How far’ of the question, and presented a balanced argument. She was not to blame 
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because everything she did was to make Juliet happy, but she was to blame as she encouraged the 
romance with Romeo, knowing the feuding families would never agree to their union. They traced her role as 
messenger, not telling the Capulets and giving bad advice. Many candidates argued that her most culpable 
contribution was her advice to marry Paris, perceived as the betrayal which resulted in Juliet’s death as she 
is driven to desperate measures. Only the strongest responses were able to support ideas with close 
reference to the text and detail to the nurse’s language. These responses referenced other factors 
contributing to Juliet’s death before coming to a decision. The best answers explored the words of the 
Chorus at the start of the play, arguing that the death of the ‘star-crossed lovers’ was destined so whatever 
the nurse did made no difference to the outcome. 
 
Less successful responses became speculative, losing sight of the question and the Nurse’s role, suggesting 
what she could have done differently, and ideas were not rooted in the text. They narrated the plot, working 
through who, or what, was to blame. The weakest responses were confused about the chronology of events 
and thought the Nurse was involved in the plan with Friar Lawrence. These were very general, narrative in 
approach and could only indicate others who were culpable. 
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Key messages 
 
Successful answers have focused introductions which address the question briefly in three or four key points 
which are then developed in the course of the response. 
 
All good answers use evidence from the text to support the key points, either direct quotation or precise 
reference. 
 
All questions require a response to the text as drama on stage.  
 
In passage-based questions, successful answers briefly state the context of the passage in order to show a 
deeper understanding of its content. 
 
When responding to a discursive question, candidates need to select the best supporting material from the 
whole text. 
 
 
General comments 
 
This session all texts and questions saw some highly successful answers, which showed candidates’ 
detailed understanding and appreciation of their chosen text. Arthur Miller’s The Crucible was new to the 
paper this session. Candidates who placed the passage from this text in its context showed a sound grasp of 
its disturbing central issue: how innocent villagers are accused of witchcraft on the flimsiest of evidence. 
Candidates were also disturbed by how Macbeth first considers the murder of King Duncan in the passage 
on Macbeth, with his speech showing this in its structure as it mirrors the rhyming of the witches. There were 
strong personal responses to all of the texts, and these were credited highly where they were well-supported 
with evidence from the text. Thus, sympathy was felt for how Walter’s dream was lost in A Raisin in the Sun, 
for Catherine’s limited life-choices at the end of The Winslow Boy, and for Juliet as she discovers her cousin 
has been killed by her husband in Romeo and Juliet. Much less sympathy was expressed for the dislikeable 
Reverend Parris in The Crucible, and for the wicked tyrant Macbeth. Every question expected candidates to 
consider the effects of staging the text. Answers gained credit where candidates showed understanding of 
how playwrights created dramatic effects from features such as: action on stage, dialogue between 
characters, or between a character and the audience, entrances and exits, and likely audience reaction. 
 
To write a successful answer, candidates need to begin by thinking through the requirements of the 
question, and then they need to select the most important points to include, and then to decide on the most 
suitable material to use in support of these points. Thus successful answers this session began by briefly 
giving three or four main points which are then developed in detail and supported from the text. Some 
responses began unhelpfully with general introductions which summarised the plot, listed irrelevant cultural 
or historical detail, or biographical detail of the writer. Other answers lost focus on the question or did not 
provide evidence from the text in support of the candidate’s comments. 
 
In preparation for a good response to a passage-based question, candidates needed to read the whole 
passage, consider the requirements of the question, and then select the best points from the whole passage 
with which to address the question. Some responses this session focused on the first few lines of the 
passage, and so missed significant material from later on. It was helpful when candidates briefly stated their 
main points in their introduction, then went on to develop each one, with reference to the ways in which the 
writers achieve their effects, with a focus on dramatic features such as action, dialogue, or significant exits or 
entrances. For example, in the passage question on The Winslow Boy, the exit of Arthur is significant 
because the tone of the passage changes as his wife, Grace, drops her pretence of light-heartedness in front 
of Arthur and then shows her deep concern for Arthur’s health to their son. Some answers treated the 
passage in isolation and so they tended not to show understanding of any deeper implications. For example, 
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some answers to the passage on The Crucible focused entirely on Proctor’s shocking treatment of Mary 
Warren at the start of the passage, where he grabs her cloak and threatens to whip her. Some of these 
gained credit for exploring how Miller’s stage directions suggest Proctor’s physical strength. Many candidates 
pointed out that physical violence is disturbing, which showed a basic understanding. Stronger answers 
developed their points to consider Mary’s lack of response, due to mental exhaustion because of her 
participation in the court’s accusations of witchcraft. The key point of her part in condemning fellow villagers 
to death on little evidence is shown in the rest of the passage. 
 
Candidates who made good answers to discursive questions knew the text well and were able to select the 
most relevant material from the whole text with which to support their answer. They began by giving three or 
four key points, then developed these, using apt supporting text. This session, some answers were limited 
because they drew on material solely from the beginning of the play. Thus, in making an argument to the 
question on whether Macbeth is completely wicked, some candidates drew material from the beginning up to 
the murder of Duncan. They often argued that Macbeth was a loyal warrior who was tricked by witches and 
manipulated by his wife into killing Duncan, so he was more misunderstood than wicked. Stronger responses 
were able to develop this partial judgement by including some of Macbeth’s actions later in the play, such as 
the murder of Macduff’s family, to arrive at a more considered answer. Similarly, some answers on how 
dislikeable Parris is in The Crucible limited their references to the first act, where their judgement rested 
purely on how fond Parris is of his reputation, whereas stronger answers reached later in the play to include 
Parris’s more significant and vindictive role in condemning to death innocent parishioners for witchcraft, such 
as John Proctor. 
 
The key to a good answer is a sound grasp of the play’s events and an apt selection of supporting material. 
Some candidates did not know the play well enough to select salient supporting material, and some gave 
incorrect plot details, or mixed up characters. This was evident in weaker answers on all texts, but a lack of 
textual support was a recurring problem in answers to how good a friend Mercutio is to Romeo in Romeo and 
Juliet. Some answers gave an account of Mercutio’s actions, but without detailed textual support, it is difficult 
to achieve high credit. Some answers quoted from their text, but explained it or paraphrased it without 
making clear how it supported the point being made or referred to the question. 
 
This session there was a very small number of rubric infringements on component 23, in which candidates 
answered two passage-based or two discursive questions. In these cases, only the higher mark was 
credited. 
 
 
Comments on specific questions 
 
LORRAINE HANSBERRY: A Raisin in the Sun 
 
Question 1 
 
(a) Good answers started by briefly placing the passage in the context of Lindner’s racism as he has 

just offered to buy back Mama’s new house to prevent the Youngers moving into the area. These 
candidates were able to place Walter’s hatred against this background, and explore the stage 
directions to consider how Hansberry conveys his feelings. Candidates alert to staging effects 
commented on the dramatic moment of quiet as characters on stage say nothing while the 
audience and the Youngers process the insult. Stronger answers identified the sarcasm of 
Beneatha, Walter and Ruth evident in ‘Welcoming Committee’, and went on to consider how 
Hansberry uses humour to ridicule Lindner’s prejudice in Beneatha’s ‘eat ‘em’ and Ruth’s ‘marry 
‘em’. Attentive candidates considered the dramatic contrast of their humour with Mama’s worries, 
as she prays for strength against possible violence. Some candidates expressed their anger at 
such racism in a strong personal response, and explored how Hansberry encourages this response 
with the Younger’s mockery of Lindner. 

 
 Most candidates commented on Walter’s anger, but some candidates needed to consider the 

reason for it, and some took the ‘Welcoming Committee’ at face value and misunderstood 
Beneatha’s sarcastic tone, and the mocking humour at the end of the passage. Some needed to 
consider effects of stagecraft, such as the dramatic silence, or the mockery of the handshake. 

 
(b) Candidates needed to develop their own personal response to Hansberry’s writing and to what they 

found memorable about Walter’s dream of a better life. Some candidates usefully focused on how 
Walter’s dream provides a contrast with his current life, others on Walter’s development as a 
character faced with the unreality of his dream, and others still on how Walter’s dreams conflict with 
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those of other family members. Some stronger answers took a wider view of Walter as a symbol of 
every black person whose dreams have been thwarted by an unjust society. Whatever their 
approach, the best answers responded well to ‘memorable’ and selected detailed material from the 
text to support their answer. 

 
 Some candidates needed to move beyond a narration of the sorry tale of Walter’s liquor store, or 

an explanation of the dream of each Younger member in turn. They also needed to use detailed 
references to the text to support their comments. 

 
ARTHUR MILLER: The Crucible 
 
Question 2 
 
(a) Good answers started by briefly placing the passage in its context within the play, and pointed out 

that Mary Warren has just returned from court where she has been made an official. She has 
contributed to the disturbing increase in the number of people accused of witchcraft. Given this 
context, candidates were able to consider how Mary’s stress at seeing accused people sentenced 
to death has led to her feelings of sickness, exhaustion and an unexpected lack of response to 
Proctor’s threats of violence. Strong answers explored the disturbingly weak evidence for 
accusations of witchcraft; that Sarah Good ‘mumbled’ once and that she tried to kill Mary in court, 
when Mary experienced hysteria so smothering that she had difficulty breathing. Sarah’s false 
confession of making a compact with the Devil was considered understandable in the context of 
avoiding being hanged. Stronger candidates explored the deeper implications of Mary’s gift of the 
poppet and her pious homily to Elizabeth, and often showed how Miller was using Elizabeth and 
Proctor’s dialogue to bring a sense of reason in the face of Mary’s absurd revelations. 

 
 Some candidates limited their response by not considering context; thus they often selected 

disturbing elements such as Proctor’s violent grabbing of Mary’s cloak, or Mary’s dramatic sobbing, 
but they did not understand their significance. The weakest answers related Mary’s treatment to 
modern-day concerns with domestic abuse, sometimes calling Mary a ‘slave’, or accepted Mary’s 
claims that Sarah Good was a proven witch. A few seemed to be answering a question on tension 
in the passage, rather than the question asked. 

 
(b) Most candidates had a good understanding of the dislikeable central character, Parris. They 

explored his greed, hypocrisy and cowardice and were able to cite detailed textual support, such as 
the gold candlesticks, his hellfire preaching, and his fear of rioting at the end. Stronger responses 
developed their answers to consider how Parris’s keen desire to preserve his reputation revealed 
him as an ungodly person, too ready to protect himself at all costs. They often explored Parris’s 
role in the accusations of witchcraft and the sentencing of those found guilty to death, and how he 
abuses his respected social position to destroy those who have criticised him, such as John 
Proctor. Parris’s cowardice was seen at the end, when he tries to halt the executions after his 
personal safety is threatened by a knife stuck in his own front door, which makes him fearful of civil 
unrest. 

 
 The best answers knew the text well and selected apt material from the whole play to support their 

answer. A strong personal response was often made to the unfairness of Parris abusing his 
position. Some answers made assertions about Parris’s dislikeable character, but needed to 
support their comments with evidence from the text. Others focused mainly on Parris’s actions at 
the start with his daughter, Betty, lying in bed; they considered his concern for his reputation, but 
little of his more consequential traits shown later in the play. 

 
TERENCE RATTIGAN: The Winslow Boy 
 
Question 3 
 
(a) Good answers started by briefly placing the passage in its context in the closing stages of the trial, 

with Grace feeling the pressure of dealing with the press as she attends court every afternoon, and 
then coping with Arthur at home, bad-tempered as he is due to stress from the trial and his ill-
health. Stronger answers commented on Grace’s determined light-heartedness in the first part of 
the passage, in front of Arthur, as she pretends to be concerned only with more trivial things, such 
as her clothes or lunch, and pointed out that this is her way of coping with the stress of the trial and 
of not worrying Arthur too much. She encourages him to criticise her trivial comments, rather than 
have him focus on the more serious aspects of the trial, finance and his illness. Some candidates 
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commented on the exchange about sacking the maid, Violet, which serves to emphasise the 
impact on Grace of the cost of the trial as she faces losing her help. Stronger answers identified 
Arthur’s exit as the point where the tone of the passage changes. Grace then reveals her worries to 
Dickie; she is concerned about Arthur’s health, which is ruined by the stress of the trial. Dickie 
appreciates the full impact of the trial on Grace as he sympathises with her. Strong answers 
commented on the resignation shown by Grace at the end, as she says her wish to drop the trial 
was ignored, and she can only try to ‘pick up the pieces’. 

 
 Some answers thought Grace was only concerned with her looks or clothes, not understanding the 

deeper implications. Violet’s character as the maid was not always recognised. Other answers 
needed to acknowledge Grace’s love and concern for Arthur, which is shown in her exchange with 
Dickie, and her stoicism at the end of the passage. 

 
(b) There were some superb answers to this question on Catherine’s sacrifices. These started by 

considering how she sacrifices her marriage to John and the financial security it would provide to 
her, as a woman of thirty. They then considered how Catherine has to recant on her firmly-held 
views about Sir Robert Morton, and explored how she suffers the indignity of having to consider 
marriage to an older man she does not love in order to secure a place in the world. There was a 
sensitive understanding of how Catherine finds this particularly hard to accept as a modern, 
thinking and independent young woman. Some good answers responded to ‘strikingly’ by 
considering the drama of the broken engagement on stage, following Catherine’s heartfelt 
declaration of the strength of her love for John to her mother; and the later drama of Desmond’s 
doomed proposal. Strong answers supported their views throughout with detailed textual support. 

 
 Some answers focused entirely on Catherine’s broken engagement to John Watherstone, and so 

lacked breadth. Others showed a general understanding of what happens to Catherine, but they 
needed more detailed textual support. Some good answers needed to make a stronger response to 
‘strikingly’ to gain more credit still. 

 
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE: Macbeth 
 
Question 4 
 
(a) There were some excellent responses to this passage, which began by briefly placing the passage 

in its context; previously, the witches have made their first three prophecies, and Duncan has 
praised Macbeth’s loyalty and heroic fighting. Many good answers focused firmly on the key term 
‘disturbing’, and explored how Macbeth takes the news that he is to be the new Thane of Cawdor 
as proof that he will also be king, awakening his ambition. Many considered that the execution of 
the previous Thane of Cawdor for treachery ironically foreshadows Macbeth’s future treachery as 
Thane of Cawdor. Strong answers explored how Macbeth first entertains the idea of murder, but 
wavers between the idea of doing good or evil, while, in contrast, Banquo explicitly warns against 
the witches’ tricks. Some answers developed their comments on Banquo to consider how Macbeth 
sounds out Banquo on his sons, suggesting they ‘speak their free hearts each to other’. This was 
interpreted either as Macbeth looking to involve Banquo as an ally against Duncan, or as Macbeth 
already plotting against Banquo after the witches’ prophecy. 

 
 Better answers made a detailed analysis of the writing, selecting features such as Macbeth’s use of 

asides to convey his wavering directly to the audience, increasing the drama of which he will 
choose, and they explored some of the imagery in detail, such as that of his ‘seated heart’ knocking 
at his ribs at the horror of killing Duncan, which is what he will probably have to do if he is to 
ascend to the throne; but this idea is yet ‘fantastical’. Fewer considered how Macbeth almost 
rejects this idea as he thinks that if it is prophesied then he may become king ‘Without…stir’. Some 
related the striking paradoxes in Macbeth’s speech, such as ‘nothing is but what is not’, to the 
riddles of the witches in ‘Fair is foul’, and some considered that Macbeth’s use of rhymes showed 
him falling, ‘rapt’, under the witches’ spell. The image of ‘borrowed robes’ was often thoroughly 
explored. 

 
 While no answer is expected to be exhaustive, strong answers selected several salient disturbing 

features from throughout the passage, while other responses tended to focus on just one aspect, 
such as the Thane of Cawdor, often giving lengthy and irrelevant narrative information. Some lost 
the focus of the question and passage in irrelevant comments on general themes such as 
‘appearance versus reality’, or gave an account of the social and historical context of how witches 
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might be viewed by a Jacobean audience. Some spent too long recounting all of the witches’ 
prophecies, or the whole plot. 

 
(b) All candidates found something to say about Macbeth’s wickedness. Stronger answers created 

their own argument and selected apposite material from throughout the play to support their 
reasoning. A common approach was to show how Macbeth was at first a noble and valiant warrior, 
who was tempted by witches making predictions and unwillingly manipulated by his wife into 
murdering the king. Some candidates limited their response to this early section of the play, and so 
they tended to consider that Duncan’s killing was not Macbeth’s fault and that he is not very wicked 
at all. Given the murders Macbeth went on to commit, this is perhaps a limited view. Strong 
responses explored the text in detail to argue how far Macbeth’s wickedness is revealed at different 
points, as well as apportioning reasoned degrees of blame to the contributions of the witches and 
his wife. Some sophisticated answers used Macduff’s description of Scotland under Macbeth’s rule 
to illustrate his tyranny and wickedness. 

 
 Some less well-reasoned answers absolved Macbeth of any wickedness because he expresses 

regret after killing Duncan, or because the battle between warriors at his death shows courage 
which redeems him. Some answers with a strong personal response to Macbeth’s wickedness 
limited their answer because they did not use detailed textual support. The least successful 
answers confused the narrative; but most candidates were able to give an opinion on Macbeth’s 
wickedness in murdering King Duncan, at least. 

 
WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE: Romeo and Juliet 
 
Question 5 
 
(a) Good answers placed the passage in its context, that Romeo has just slain Tybalt in revenge for 

Mercutio’s death, and as a result the Prince has banished Romeo from Verona. Most candidates 
understood that Juliet’s distress arises from her confused emotions of divided loyalties between her 
cousin and her husband. Stronger answers explored the use of language to consider in detail how 
Juliet’s distress is conveyed. They commented on her repeated questioning of the Nurse at the 
start and how it shows that she finds it hard to accept that her husband has killed her cousin. 
Shakespeare’s vivid and extensive use of oxymorons in Juliet’s speech here was often identified, 
and some candidates thought they exemplified the cause of her distress. Some stronger answers 
analysed their effects in detail. For example, the juxtaposition of the two contradictory words in 
‘Beautiful tyrant’ exemplifies her dilemma, in that she wonders how someone as beautiful as her 
husband could act in such a tyrannical manner as to kill her cousin. Strong answers continued their 
analysis to say that the addition of ‘fiend angelical’ reversed the pattern of the previous two words, 
and compounded the confusion in her emotions – as indeed the continuation of this section of the 
text does, with its repeated use of oxymorons, each one vivid in its extremes. Less assured 
answers identified the excessive use of question marks and exclamation marks in Juliet’s speech 
here, with claims that they heightened the drama; but such assertions are difficult to credit without 
any exploration of the content they are used to mark. Other answers quoted sections of the text 
and explained them without comment, which also did not gain much credit. Juliet’s speech at the 
end of the passage proved fairly demanding for some candidates, who showed limited 
understanding of her changing reactions to her tears, and also of Juliet’s distress at recollecting 
Romeo’s banishment. 

 
 Some stronger answers sensitively analysed the contributions of the Nurse. They saw how her 

confused announcement of Tybalt’s death contributes to Juliet’s confusion; how her dramatic 
lamentations add to the intensity of the drama; and how her condemnation of Romeo provokes 
Juliet into defending Romeo and reaffirming her love for her husband. 

 
(b) Most candidates considered Mercutio to be a good friend to Romeo because he tries to cheer him 

up when he is pining for Rosaline, and takes him to the Capulet ball to take his mind off her. 
Stronger answers were able to support their argument with detailed reference to the text, by 
quoting some of Mercutio’s many jokes. Some explored the difference between their attitudes to 
love, with Mercutio all for being proactive in dealing with love as seen in ‘If love be rough with you, 
be rough with love’, while Romeo takes on the idealised role of thwarted romantic when he laments 
that love ‘pricks like thorn’. Candidates often saw Mercutio as being rather disgusted by Romeo’s 
love-sickness, and that his harsh teasing and his rude jokes were his way of trying to jolt Romeo 
out of his melancholy, which was what they thought a good friend does. Some also quoted from 
Mercutio’s Queen Mab speech to illustrate his fun-loving character. Candidates often suggested 
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that Mercutio shows a good friend’s loyalty by fighting with Tybalt in defence of Romeo’s honour, 
because Romeo refuses to fight since Tybalt is now a relation of his, due to his secret marriage to 
Juliet. In dying, Mercutio makes the ultimate sacrifice for his loyalty, thus demonstrating what a 
good friend he is. 

 
 Some discerning candidates challenged the idea of what a ‘good’ friend to Romeo would really do. 

They considered that a better friend might first try to discover why Romeo is so reluctant to fight 
Tybalt now, or he might try to stop Tybalt and bring peace to Verona, rather than charging in with 
drawn sword at the first opportunity. Some made the case for Mercutio as a bad influence on 
Romeo by encouraging him to attend an enemy’s ball, to pick up any attractive girl and disregard 
his feelings of love; and then encouraging him to disobey the Prince to fight Tybalt. Whatever 
approach they took, strong answers supported their views with detailed references to the text. Less 
confident responses tended to be undeveloped and needed to support their comments with textual 
reference. 
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