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Introduction  

The paper is divided into two equally weighted sections. Section A offers students a choice 

of a Shakespeare play (Measure for Measure, The Taming of the Shrew, Hamlet, King Lear). 

In Section B students choose from one of three prescribed anthologies (Metaphysical Poetry 

edited by Colin Burrow, English Romantic Verse edited by David Wright and The New Oxford 

Book of Victorian Verse edited by Christopher Ricks). In Section A, candidates are invited to 

explore a statement about the play and consider contextual factors in their response. For 

the poetry questions, candidates are presented with one poem from their chosen collection 

and asked to choose an additional poem with which to explore the question and consider 

relevant contextual factors.  

It was evident that candidates at all levels were capable of engaging with their chosen texts 

at least on some level and that centres continue to prepare students for the exam in a way 

that enables many of them to access the higher attainment strands. Relatively few 

candidates seemed to have difficulties with timing and only a very small number failed to 

attempt both sections of the paper.  

The role of textual reference deserves mentioning here. The Assessment Objective grid 

states that a Band 3 answer (for example) will offer ‘a clear response using relevant textual 

examples’. Whilst many candidates embed their references in a sophisticated, even elegant 

way, a reasonable portion do not demonstrate command of this skill in their responses. 

Candidates are strongly reminded to quote in their essays. As this is an open book exam, 

there should be fewer problems in managing this important aspect of the assessment.  

Candidates also need to make sure that they are addressing the questions. Some answers 

were prepared, it seemed, then adapted to fit whatever came up in the respective rubrics. 

Examinees should regularly check back to the terms of the task to ensure that that their 

discussion is on track. 

Critical interpretation has to figure in any response for it to be effective because two of the 

bullet points in the Assessment Objective grid address it: 

  

• Offers clear understanding of different interpretations and alternative readings of 

texts.    

• Explores different interpretations in support or contrast to own argument.  

(Band 3: 11-15 marks out of 25) 

 

Whilst the kind of assertion which begins something like ‘! Marxist would consider this 
fascinating because/’ does at least show that the candidate is trying to signpost their 
engagement with this aspect of the construct, it doesn’t always lead to great success, 

particularly where it is ‘bolted-on’. A suggested approach might be to help students to 

understand one or two lines of analytical interpretation in depth and have them adapt those 

to the task, rather than try and cover all bases in less detail.  

 



Candidates are once again advised to make sure that they spell Shakespeare at least as it 

appears on the cover of the text which they have with them. This would also apply for 

names of characters in the plays and the poets about whom they write in Section B.  

Section A: Shakespeare 

Hamlet and King Lear were the most popular choices of texts for this section of the paper, 

with significantly fewer candidates attempting the questions on Measure for Measure or 

The Taming of the Shrew.  

Q1 

In this example, responding to a question about sympathy created for the various characters 

(or lack of it) the candidate writes effectively, producing a succinct, well-supported passage 

of analysis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



There is much to recommend a purposeful finish, as provided here – the ‘vacuum of sympathy’ line 
is very neat. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Q2 

There were very few responses indeed to the task on voice. In this extract, the candidate 

provides a reasonable conclusion which might have been even better if it had been more 

concise.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Q3  

The assertion that The Taming of the Shrew lacks suspense was not massively popular. In 

this case, the candidate writes pleasantly enough, but isn’t really gathering marks and it 
would be more profitable to avoid this kind of narrative approach. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

It is often gratifying when a candidate takes the question head on, as here. 

 

In this fully engaged conclusion, the candidate nails their colours to the mast. As they are 

implicitly being invited to dispute the terms of the question, this sort of thing is perfectly 

welcome! 



  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Q4 

The task on confusion proved more attractive to students writing about The Taming of the 

Shrew. Needless to say, there was a lot of coverage of the Induction and the role of disguise, 

as well as plenty of discussion of Petruchio’s deliberate attempts to bewilder his bride. 

Some of the stronger answers moved into well thought-out gender concept readings, even 

for instance referring to Chicago Shakespeare’s 2017 production with an all-female cast to 

support their readings. There was some highly successful discussion of the ending and 

whether or not it too could be considered ‘confusing’.  

Q5 

The question on guilt in Hamlet was by far the most popular of the Shakespeare options. 

Candidates mainly focused their arguments on issues such as the relative culpabilities of the 

characters, the role of action (or lack of it), how other themes such as responsibility and fate 

contributed, the significance of generic convention and the importance of the play’s 
sources. Only a few failed to derive much beyond the simply descriptive.  

This approach is at least thinking of the presentation of guilt in the play as something which 

can be enacted on stage or film and that is always to be encouraged where it is relevant. 

 

This is a very neat meshing of critical approaches. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Q6  

Though it was less comonly answered, the task on irony in Hamlet produced a number of 

well-crafted responses. This interesting conclusion uses versions of the play quite well and 

delivers a good closing line. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Here too, the candidate writes knowledgably and makes good use of contextual information. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Q7 

There was a good deal of commentary on the role of Cordelia in King Lear and candidates 

seemed to have a generally sound grasp of her character and its contribtion to the play, as 

in this example. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Q8  

The question of whether or not the characters in King Lear are at the mercy of fate was not 

far behind in terms of the numbers of answers which it drew. This candidate links context 

and criticism to the language in a proficient manner.  

 

 

 

 



Section B: Pre-1900 Poetry  

Here too, many candidates dealt well with their texts and seemed confident in their 

exploration of meaning and the poet’s craft. This said, achievement at AO3 and AO5 

remains a clear area for development – whilst candidates generally have some sense of 

context and critical approaches in Section A, these issues are often less assuredly addressed 

when it comes to poetry in this exam.  

Q9  

The task on sin, naming A Hymn to God the Father by John Donne was attempted by just 

over 10% of the entrants. Other poems frequently chosen to complete the task included The 

Flea and Batter My Heart/ 

This excerpt comes from what was a fairly successful answer overall but it is a good example 

of what might be termed ‘Generic Poetry Essay Conclusion’. The candidate could have 

improved this by referring to the terms of the question or offering a summation of their 

thesis specifically about the notion of sin and how it is presented.  

 

Q10  

The use of imagery and symbolism in To My Mistress Sitting by a River’s Side: !n Eddy was 

slightly more popular. Candidates clearly understood the ideas and many made use of their 

conceptual awareness of ‘conceit’, amongst other things. There was much musing on 

contextual factors and the nature of relationships in contemporary society, including more 

than one candidate who chose to see ‘Eddy’ as the name of a female character. !lternatives 

for second poems included The Flea and The World. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Q11   

The opportunity to consider the expression of regret in Byron’s So We’ll Go no more A 

Roving’ was seized upon by close to 30% of the candidature. Common choices of second 

poems included Stanzas Written in Dejection, near Naples and On This Day I Complete My 

Thirty-Sixth Year, as in this impressive conclusion to a very lengthy disquisition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Q12  

The task on isolation in Shelley’s Stanzas Written in Dejection, near Naples was the second 

most answered on the paper. It was frequently compared with Lines Composed a Few Miles 

above Tintern Abbey and Sonnet on the Sea. Here, the candidate makes a good start, 

focusing confidently on AO1.  

 

To prove that more than one approach will work, here is a good, straightforward opening of 

the kind which demonstrates the candidate is likely to be clear. 

 

 

 

 

 



Q13 

The anthology of Victorian poets is the least covered in the exam and there were not that 

many answers to the question on the passing of time in Hardy’s I Look into my Glass. Those 

who did it tended to compare it with Remember or one of the Tennyson verses. There was a 

generally sound awareness of contextual factors such as the alleged complications of 

Hardy’s personal life but here in particular there seemed a marked absence of alternative 

critical interpretation with many candidates opting for a fairly conventional and 

uncontested reading.   

Q14  

‘The Autumn day its course has run-the Autumn evening falls’ by Charlotte Brontë, though 

short, does create mood and tone. A handful of candidates chose this option. Here, one of 

them makes a fairly well-managed introduction.  

 

 

 

 

 



General Comment 

Attempting to use more ambitious critical meta-language is a sensible aim but it needs to be 

accurate and fully understood if it is to get meaningful credit. As an example, in the second 

line of the extract below (and elsewhere in the essay) the candidate deploys ‘lexical’ when 
‘lexeme’ (not ‘lexis’) would be more standard. In addition, it isn’t really clear that ‘metonym’ 
is being sent in to bat with absolute confidence in line 8.  

 

The role of exam pressure in creating miscues is fully acknowledged and candidates should 

certainly not feel discouraged from using technical vocabulary, but sometimes something 

such as ‘adjective’ would certainly be acceptable, as would have been the case in the first 
paragraph here. 

!nother term which is often seen is ‘juxtaposition’ (or ‘juxtaposing’, etc.). !pplication of this 
word can be variable and candidates are advised to ensure that what they are writing is 

accurate in terms of its exemplification. For instance, it is hard to accept the claim that 

Wordsworth ‘juxtaposes’ the symbolism of the river with nature in ‘Lines Composed a Few 
Miles above Tintern !bbey’. 

A significant number of responses explore rhetorical techniques such as anadiplosis, 

anaphora and asyndetic listing. Again, this sort of discussion definitely has its place in an 

exam which specifies ‘use of terminology’ in its assessment criteria. However, the key here 
is relevance and it is always important to ensure that there is some purposeful focus on 

effect or the creation of meaning when venturing into these territories.  

 

 



Paper Summary  

Future students are offered the following advice:  

• address all four assessment objectives, which are the same across both sections of the 

paper; AO3 (the significance and influence of context; links between text and context) and 

AO5 (different interpretations and alternative readings) need to be a focus  

• context covers a whole series of factors – political, social, cultural, historical, intellectual, 

literary, biographical – that influence both the writer and the audience (context of 

production and context of reception)  

• in Section !, candidates should carefully consider the starting point assertion (the 

comment in inverted commas) and the injunction which follows it (the actual task being 

set). Answers should not deal with the second part of the question only. Often, the assertion 

is intended to help with !O5 (“exploring literary texts informed by different 

interpretations”)  

• candidates should remember that the play in Section A was written to be performed and 

consider how the play may be interpreted and performed in different productions, as well 

as how audiences and critics respond  

• in Section B, candidates should make sure they extend the argument by choosing an 

appropriate additional poem, not just the one they happen to know best from the anthology  

• candidates should develop a flexible “toolkit” of technical knowledge that can be applied 

to drama and poetry, along with a range of literary terminology which they must attempt to 

use relevantly  

Thank you,  

Principal Examiner (IAL English Literature WET04_01)  

June 2022 grade boundaries: grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found 

on the website on this link:  

http://www.edexcel.com/iwantto/Pages/grade-boundaries.aspx  
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