
Examiners’ Report
June 2025

GCE English Literature 9ET0 01



Edexcel and BTEC Qualifications

Edexcel and BTEC qualifications come from Pearson, the UK’s largest awarding body. We provide

a wide range of qualifications including academic, vocational, occupational and specific

programmes for employers. For further information visit our qualifications websites at

https://www.edexcel.com or https://www.btec.co.uk.

Alternatively, you can get in touch with us using the details on our contact us page.

Giving you insight to inform next steps

ResultsPlus is Pearson’s free online service giving instant and detailed analysis of your students'

exam results.

• See students' scores for every exam question.

• Understand how your students' performance compares with class and national averages.

• Identify potential topics, skills and types of question where students may need to develop

their learning further.

For more information on ResultsPlus, or to log in, visit https://www.edexcel.com/resultsplus. Your

exams officer will be able to set up your ResultsPlus account in minutes via Edexcel Online.

Pearson: helping people progress, everywhere

Pearson aspires to be the world’s leading learning company. Our aim is to help everyone progress

in their lives through education. We believe in every kind of learning, for all kinds of people,

wherever they are in the world. We’ve been involved in education for over 150 years, and by

working across 70 countries, in 100 languages, we have built an international reputation for our

commitment to high standards and raising achievement through innovation in education. Find

out more about how we can help you and your students at: https://www.pearson.com/uk.

June 2025

Publications Code 9ET0_01_2506_ER

All the material in this publication is copyright

© Pearson Education Ltd 2025

GCE English Literature 9ET0 01 1

https://www.edexcel.com
https://www.btec.co.uk
https://www.edexcel.com/contactus
https://www.edexcel.com/resultsplus
https://www.pearson.com/uk


Introduction

In Summer 2025, examiners for this paper commented on the great deal of thoughtful and

challenging work they read by candidates who had clearly been very well prepared for the

examination and demonstrated, in many cases, a wealth of understanding in relation to the texts

they had studied. There were very few examples of rubric infringement, demonstrating that

teachers and candidates alike have developed a good understanding of how this well-established

paper works.

The paper addresses four Assessment Objectives over its two sections, and most candidates were

able to cover these effectively. This paper takes an integrated approach to the assessment of AOs

1-3 (which are assessed in both Section A and Section B of the paper). Therefore, the most

successful responses were those that managed to integrate their coverage of these objectives.

They did not, for example, treat contexts separately from the discussion of the plays’ contents or

the methods they employ in shaping meanings. Successful candidates wove these elements

together in carefully constructed arguments and illustrated these with regular and well-selected

textual references.

For Section A, a separate mark is awarded for AO5 – the use of critical ideas. This is a weighted

objective, carrying a potential 14 marks out of the 35 available in this section of the examination.

Again, much good evidence was seen that candidates are being introduced to a range of high-

quality critical material and that they are able to deploy this within their writing about the

Shakespeare texts they have studied. Again, the best work in this regard does not treat the critical

material as separate from the rest of the material, but weaves this into personal arguments,

demonstrating the ways in which it has framed and shaped candidates’ personal readings of the

plays.

The following report offers detailed commentary on individual questions, but there are some

general points to make at the outset, for both teachers and candidates to consider:

• Candidates who took the time to plan their responses tended to develop clearer and more

organised lines of thought, especially where they had considered how and where to make use

of critical and contextual material.

• Candidates who used the introductions to their answers to establish clear lines of argument

tended to be better able to structure their responses successfully and engage with all of the

AOs.

• By contrast to this, there was evidence of candidates using stock learnt introductions – often

including unhelpful factual information such as the dates of the plays’ composition and/or the

application of assertive adjectives (e.g. ‘Shakespeare’s masterly tragedy’). Candidates are

advised that it is more effective to use introductions to engage in more focused and explicit

ways with the task set.

• AO2 tended to be the least well-covered of the Assessment Objectives, especially in lower and

middle range responses. In weaker responses – and even some stronger ones – this was

largely at word or sentence level, and opportunities were missed to discuss the many

dramatic methods the writers employ and to consider how these shape meanings within the

plays studied.
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• Some responses with great potential and novel ideas were limited by their lack of supporting

evidence from the text. It is important that candidates root their answers in the texts they

have studied, otherwise there is the risk that they drift, however good it might be, into more

generalised commentary.

• Candidates are encouraged to use more circumspection when discussing contexts and to

avoid blanket assertions, such as the idea that all inhabitants of Jacobean England were

religious, or that they were inherently racist. It is also important to ensure that context is not

simply identified, but that it is applied to the issues under consideration.

• Many lively and thoughtful responses linked discussion of the texts to theatre and film

productions. This is to be encouraged. However, it is important that when referring to stage

or televised versions of their plays, candidates treat these as contexts and ensure that they

connect them closely to their personal readings of the plays.

• Weaker responses tended to offer sequences of examples of issues from texts, or textual

features, or quotations from critics and then to try to extract an argument from that. Stronger

answers tended to do the reverse: they had a strong argument and sought to exemplify it

with material.

• Many examiners commented on the continued trend of deterioration in handwriting. Equally,

some candidates persist in writing in tiny script. Candidates should be aware that no matter

how good the content of their answers might be, examiners cannot reward work that cannot

be read.

• The best answers demonstrated that candidates knew the texts well and were able to be

creative and express ideas about them in critically informed ways. Highly formulaic structures

(such as ‘PEE’) are still occasionally in evidence. These are not always suitable or effective at

this level of study.
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Question 1

Antony and Cleopatra

The question asked about the presentation of power.

Power proved an approachable theme within the play for candidates of all levels. Many

candidates identified and explored a range of different manifestations of power in the play. Less

effective responses tended to present a sequence of different kinds of power, providing surface

readings of the ways in which Shakespeare shapes this within the text. Stronger candidates were

able to analyse the effects of power, such as Antony’s inability to prioritise his political position

over the emotional power Cleopatra wields over him, Cleopatra’s sexuality as a form of power

over Antony, and how other characters see Antony’s reduction from great soldier to fool because

of his infatuation. Some candidates opted to discuss Caesar, but in many cases, this appeared to

be an afterthought. Antony’s botched suicide was seen to demonstrate his loss of power, even

over his own death. Cleopatra’s choice to commit suicide rather than be paraded as a trophy of

war was explored as evidence of her taking power back over her own life.

Here we see two different introductions to Question 1.
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Note here the way the candidate uses the introductory paragraph to set out a set of clear

and relevant ideas in relation to the topic of power. This is related to both the group of

central characters and to different manifestations of power in the play. There is also a nod

to the play as a Tragedy and how this might be significant.

It is a very good idea to make introductions explicitly relevant to the topic under discussion.

In this second introductory paragraph, the candidate offers a much more general

introduction. Notice the extraneous reference to '17th century tragedy' and the absence of a

clear argument.

The listing of factual information about the play ('17th century tragedy') in and of itself adds
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nothing of real substance to the answer.
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Question 2

Antony and Cleopatra

The question asked about the presentation of messengers.

Very few responses were seen to this question. Candidates identified the way Shakespeare makes

use of different kinds of messenger within the play, including both conventional messengers and

characters who provide messages of different kinds for both the other characters in the play and

for the audience, such as The Soothsayer and Enobarbus. Some candidates commented

interestingly on the dramatic functions of messengers in creating connections between the

geographically disparate settings Shakespeare employs. There was also some discussion of the

ways in which characters in the play respond (or fail to respond) to the messages they receive.

This was, when done well, very effective. Others commented on the narrative purposes both the

messengers and their messages fulfil.

Here is a good example of a clear and relevant introduction. This is an extract from a solid Level 3

response.
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This candidate identifies clear and relevant connections between how both Antony and

Cleopatra respond to messengers in the play. There is some clear awareness of the

structural function of these messengers, as well as some clear integration of contextual

material.
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Question 3

Hamlet

The question asked about the presentation of masculinity in the play.

Candidates responding to this question offered a variety of interesting approaches to the

presentation of masculinity in the play. Most focused primarily on the character of Hamlet and

his crisis of masculinity. Typical topics included the conflict between contemplation and action

and the trouble he faces in fulfilling the expectations placed on him by his father. Most also wrote

about other representations of masculinity in the play, comparing Hamlet to Claudius, Old

Hamlet, Laertes and (in fewer cases) Fortinbras. Some interesting observations and definitions of

masculinity were offered. Many responses also included interesting explorations of masculinity

via the use of Gertrude and Ophelia and how they are treated by the men in their lives. Higher

level responses handled this effectively, maintaining the focus on masculinity, but weaker

responses tended to drift into Shakespeare’s portrayal of femininity.

An interesting range of contextual material was covered, including consideration of a typical

Elizabethan/Jacobean ‘modes’ of masculinity, ideas of chivalry and humanism and the notion of

the Renaissance Man. Higher level responses looked further afield, exploring, for example, the

contrast between Claudius and Old Hamlet as models of the ruler, with some very detailed and

perceptive analysis of contemporary beliefs about the monarch as the centre of society.

Candidates were generally very well prepared in terms of AO5 and had evidently undertaken a

range of wider reading. Higher scoring candidates thoroughly engaged with the critical ideas,

often evaluating differing critical perspectives. Good responses related these to supporting

evidence from the text, rather than simply quoting relevant ideas from critics.

Here we see an extract from a Level 5 response, awarded marks of 19 + 12.

GCE English Literature 9ET0 01 9



10 GCE English Literature 9ET0 01



GCE English Literature 9ET0 01 11



In this extract, the candidate establishes sophisticated arguments, drawing on a rich variety

of contextual and critical ideas, weaving these seamlessly into their work and allowing them

to frame key ideas. Textual references are short and to the point.

It is important candidates make sure that their answers make regular reference to the text

they have studied. This keeps arguments well rooted in the play.

This extract is from a Level 2 response.
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Note the much more general tone of this response. Arguments and textual references are

not developed with clarity.

Successful candidates engage in discussion of Shakespeare’s dramatic methods. His use, for

example, of soliloquies by Hamlet and Claudius, rhetoric, verse, dramatic irony and foil

characters as means of conveying or undermining traditional views of masculinity.
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Question 4

Hamlet

The question asked about the presentation of pretence.

There was a wide range of approaches to this question, exploring different interpretations of the

word ‘pretence’. Most candidates chose to focus (some uniquely) on Hamlet’s ‘antic disposition’.

Many, however, widened the discussion effectively to consider other manifestations of pretence

at Elsinore. Some, for example, explored the importance of acting and actors in the play, or

compared Hamlet’s feigned madness to Ophelia’s genuine loss of sanity. Others compared

Claudius’ pretence to be grieving Old Hamlet to Hamlet’s genuine emotions, some usefully

engaging in discussion of the playwright’s use of soliloquy. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s

pretended loyalty to Hamlet also made an interesting appearance. Some commented on

dramatic methods, such as Hamlet’s use of pretence in ‘The Mousetrap’ to capture the

‘conscience of the king’.

A wide array of contextual ideas was seen, such as the tropes of Renaissance tragedy, the

relationship between Hamlet and its various source texts, religious conceptualisations of truth

and deceit, contemporary attitudes towards truth and pretence, and a variety of performance

versions of the play.

Coverage of AO5 was wide and varied, and demonstrated that centres continue to be imaginative

in developing candidates’ critical responses to the play. Material from the critical anthologies was

often effective. There was some controlled and purposeful engagement, for example, with Mack’s

critical argument on the freedom of speech which madness brings. Less effective responses

tended to rely on critical quotations that stand separate from the candidates’ arguments or

generic statements related to critical approaches such as psychoanalysis, feminism or Marxism.

This is a complete Level 3 response, awarded marks of 13 + 9.
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Notice the consistently clear and relevant ideas about pretence that the candidate sets out.

These are clearly illustrated from the play and there is consistent coverage of all of the

Assessment Objectives.
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Question 5

King Lear

The question asked about the presentation of the storm scene in Act III Scene ii.

The specific focus of this question on the storm scene prompted some effective engagement with

stagecraft, imagery and symbolism, and also some very thoughtful discussion of how the scene is

staged in varying stage and screen productions.

Less successful responses tended to outline the events of the storm scene, whereas stronger

candidates demonstrated their understanding of the broader metaphorical, symbolic and

narrative significance of this scene in the context of the play as a whole. As one examiner

observed: ‘the best responses were confident enough to decide to go beyond the scene in the

scope of their response.’ Many considered the physical storm as metonym for Lear’s mental

turmoil. Some strong responses connected Lear’s tirade at the storm to his earlier outbreaks to

his daughters. This was an effective way to connect scenes together and show an understanding

of how Shakespeare structures the play, seeing the scene as part of a dramatic arc tracing Lear’s

gradual decline in power. Others chose to compare the storm to other settings Shakespeare

employs, providing useful AO2 focus.

A variety of relevant and interesting contexts was seen, including contemporary notions of

kingship, and how Lear’s actions and the storm might reflect contemporary political turmoil.

Some commented on the pre-Christian context of the play, exploring the tensions this establishes

with Shakespeare’s own times.

It is important to think about how successful candidates incorporate critical ideas into their work.

Here we see an example of discriminating use of such material.
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In this first example, the candidate offers some discriminatingly developed discussion of A.C.

Bradley’s ideas, applying these to the character of Lear and to concepts Shakespeare deals

within the play.

Here we see the same candidate making use of critical material in a different way.
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In this example, the candidate uses a psychoanalytical reading of the play by Barber to feed

into their argument about the breakdown of Lear’s personality and as a springboard into

discussion of examples from the play.

It is a very good idea to think about how critical ideas can be incorporated within candidates'

own arguments. This makes the critical ideas key generators of thinking about meanings in

the play.
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Question 6

King Lear

The question asked about the presentation of social order.

This proved an effective and accessible question. Most candidates were able to comment on the

presentation of social order in terms of society’s failings and its breakdown. Weaker responses

tended to describe changes in the social order of the play and how it changed, while stronger

responses identified ways in which this challenged or related to Jacobean hegemonic structures.

Some responses interestingly explored key contexts such as ‘the great chain of being’. Stronger

candidates incorporated such ideas into detailed discussion of how, by giving up the crown, Lear

breaks a key element of the social contract, leading both to his own ‘punishment’ and to the

outbreak of civil unrest. Lower level candidates sometimes allowed such contexts to ‘run away’

with responses rather than focusing on their contribution to readings of the play.

There was a tendency, in less effective responses, to include (sometimes lengthy) narrative

passages, loosely related to assertions about social systems, power and unrest. Stronger

responses incorporated targeted textual reference seamlessly within argument. One examiner

was impressed by scripts that suggested Lear ‘brought about his own downfall by going against

patriarchal ideals when he encouraged his daughters to speak’, thus setting off a chain of events

that further destabilise the world of the play.

Key contextual factors explored included the difference between the newly emergent middle

class of Shakespeare’s time and old-blood aristocracy, social constructions of monarchy, social

rights and responsibilities and legal status. Some candidates also considered ideas of gender and

social status, as well as genre contexts related to the role of social outsiders, such as Edmund and

The Fool.

Integrating coverage of the Assessment Objectives is a skill and a key feature of responses

awarded marks in the higher levels.
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In this example, we see a candidate discriminatingly weaving contextual and critical ideas

into their discussion of the text and the ways in which it deals with concepts related to social

order.

Use of settings and symbolism can be a useful way of addressing AO2. For this question, the

storm as a symbol of the breakdown of social order and the use of the map in the opening

scene as a symbol for the division of Lear’s kingdom are both significant in relation to social

and familial breakdown in the play.
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Question 7

Othello

The question asked about the extent to which Othello is a flawed hero.

This was the less popular option for Othello, but many thoughtful responses were seen. It

encouraged approaches via genre context, and many candidates rose to this challenge. As well as

the Aristotelian model of tragedy, many candidates considered how inherent misogyny, racism

and social constructions of honour and reputation could define Othello as a flawed hero. A

number of stronger candidates engaged thoughtfully with Leavis’ views on Othello’s propensity

for ‘self-dramatisation’.

Lower-level responses tended to catalogue features of tragic heroes or to see Othello as

unproblematically flawed from the outset on the basis of his race and/or his masculinity.

Some responses considered Othello in relation to other characters – primarily Iago, Desdemona

and Cassio – exploring their roles in his downfall. There was some interesting AO2 focus on the

play’s shift in locus from Venice to Cyprus and their roles as liminal spaces in shaping Othello’s

fate. There was some very effective use of stage and screen performances of the play and the

interpretations they offer of Shakespeare’s text.

The task naturally focused on literary context, and examiners commented on some impressive

analyses of Shakespeare’s conformity to, and subversion of, Aristotelian and Senecan tragic

conventions. Some candidates enriched their argument by considering Nietzschean perspectives

on classical tragedy. Others explored literary parallels and divergences between Cinthio’s original

and Shakespeare’s version and the effects might have on audiences views of Othello.

In terms of AO2, many candidates noted Shakespeare’s use of dramatic verse and its role in

shaping our views of Othello. Others observed Shakespeare’s significant pairing of characters and

his use of set pieces such as the handkerchief scene and Iago and Othello’s observation of Cassio.

In this extract we see a candidate offering a clear and relevant response to the task.
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The response includes critical ideas, and these are applied in a relevant way to the

proposition of the question and to the candidate’s arguments, but these ideas are not

developed. Expression is clear throughout. There is some textual reference, though this is

localised and not analysed in detail.

Regular close reference to the text is important in making sure that responses are closely

related to the play.
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The strongest candidates use their critical reading in integrated and evaluative ways in their

analysis of the plays. This is well exemplified in the following extract from a Level 5 response.
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This candidate draws on a range of readings of Othello and demonstrates a very clear

understanding of how the characters and events of the play might be interpreted in

different ways. They draw freely on these critical interpretations in developing their own

informed personal response to the play.
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Question 8

Othello

The question asked about the presentation of manipulation.

This proved to be the more popular question on Othello. On the whole, candidates engaged well

with the task. Almost all candidates dealt, at least in part, with the theme of manipulation by

considering the character of Iago, and many candidates dealt with him exclusively. This was a

perfectly valid approach to the task, and was handled very well by many.

Many commented on issues such as the basis of his skilful manipulation of others in both his

psychological insight into those he despises and in his linguistic felicity. The latter was examined

in detail through consideration of Shakespeare’s use of deliberately audible asides, imagery,

insinuation, echoing, rhetorical questions, false but credible and eloquent assertions of love and

loyalty. There were, however, less effective examples, in which responses drifted into being a less

focused character analysis of Iago. Some candidates also considered other examples of

manipulation in the play. Examples include Othello’s manipulation of the Senate, Desdemona’s

efforts to manipulate her husband in lobbying for Cassio, and Othello’s final speech in an attempt

to manipulate posterity.

Lower-level responses tended to rely heavily on Coleridge’s assertion of Iago’s ‘motiveless

malignity’ with little consideration of what this might mean and how it shapes understanding of

the play. Stronger answers engaged in a range of ways with whether Coleridge is correct in his

views, thinking about a variety of potential motivations for Iago’s manipulative behaviour,

including racial prejudice, and sexual and/or professional jealousy. There was also much

discussion of the ways in which manipulation is tempered by the play’s repeated assertion that

Iago is ‘honest’. Some responses took this further by exploring how male characters manipulate

the identities of women, or how Iago also manipulates the audience, suggesting that he

weaponises the racial prejudices of a Jacobean audience to create a first impression of Othello,

before he enters the stage.

A wealth of contextual and critical material was seen. Answers made good use of writings by Leo

Africanus, Elizabeth I’s expulsion of black people from England, and a number of candidates used

the character of Aaron from Titus Andronicus as a comparative literary context. Some included

reference to various staged or adapted versions of the play. AO5 was often addressed effectively,

many candidates demonstrating the ability to apply purposefully critical concepts derived from –

amongst others – Loomba and Honigman.

The following extract is from a borderline Level 4/Level 5 response.
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Consideration of AO2 is here embedded within the candidate’s discussion of Iago and the

ways in which he manipulates the events of the play. The candidate’s discussion of methods

integrates seamlessly with their approach to the topic under discussion.

Consideration of the playwright’s methods is key in successful responses. Here we see an

example of a candidate on the Level 2/Level 3 borderline.
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In this extract, the candidate clearly understands that Shakespeare’s use of verse is a key

issue. However, this is not clearly exemplified by careful reference to the text and through

analysis of the effects Shakespeare achieves.
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Question 9

A Midsummer Night’s Dream

The question asked about the play’s use of contrast.

This question elicited a wealth of interesting ideas from candidates at a variety of levels. Many

responses drew on the play’s many straightforward contrasts and divides: between, for instance,

Athens and the forest, male and female characters, human and fairy realms, waking and

dreaming, higher- and lower-class characters, or between different generations. More

discriminating and sophisticated responses also considered a range of the play’s many

conceptual contrasts, discussing issues such as the contrasts between liberty and imprisonment,

between illusion and reality, between individual and society, between free will and constraint,

between love and hatred. Such discussions generated some very thoughtful ideas. Many

candidates were able to place their arguments within a broader consideration of Shakespearean

comedy and its tropes, including the ways in which the play often comes perilously close to

tragedy.

There was some very good consideration of AO2 – though this was not always addressed –

considering a variety of Shakespeare’s methods, including his use of rhymed and unrhymed

verse, the dramatic function of Pyramus and Thisbe, the pairing and contrasting of characters, use

of contrasting settings.

Contextual and critical ideas were often relevantly and clearly used, many candidates drawing on

social-, political- and gender-based contexts and concepts. Many also made use of literary

contexts, drawing on other examples of Shakespearean comedy, as well as Romeo and Juliet. In

some responses these references appeared mainly as information, but in other cases they were

developed in informative and fruitful ways. References to the almost ubiquitous ‘green world’

were often less effective, as candidates tended to leave this phrase to speak for itself without

either referencing its provenance in the work of Northrop Frye or explaining how and why this is

a valuable concept.

Here we see a response falling in the Level 3 range, awarded marks of 9 + 6.
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This is a clear and relevant response. The tendency to recount events without specific

reference to the text and the more general nature of analysis in sections leads to the mark

falling at the lower end of the range.

44 GCE English Literature 9ET0 01



Question 10

A Midsummer Night’s Dream

The question asked about the presentation of the four young lovers.

This was the less popular of the two questions on A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Many candidates

explored in detail the ‘ins and outs’ of the shifting relationships between the characters. In the

case of less effective responses, this tended to be rather narrative and descriptive, while more

able candidates were able to explore how the twists and turns of the plot illustrate the fragility

and vulnerability of the characters concerned. There was also some useful discussion of the ways

in which these events are experienced differently by the male and female characters. Surprisingly

few responses commented on the ways in which Shakespeare’s presentation of the young lovers

leads to confusion – for the characters in the play and for audiences alike. Several candidates

considered especially carefully the character of Hermia and her presentation in the opening

scene of the play, where we see her placed in relief against an array of significant male

characters. Other common issues for exploration included a comparison of the young lovers to

the older lovers in the play – Theseus and Hippolyta, Oberon and Titania – and to the

Mechanicals.

As with Question 9, not all candidates were effective in addressing AO2. However, useful

comments were made on methods such as the use of verse, the final scene with its play-within-

the-play, the shifting pairings and alliances of characters, and Shakespeare’s employment of

different settings.

Here we see an extract from a Level 4 response.
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Integrated coverage of the Assessment Objectives is a feature of stronger responses. Notice

the way the candidate focuses on Shakespeare’s use of Pyramus and Thisbe as a dramatic

device to highlight the position of the four young lovers, also effectively incorporating critical

materials.

It is important to be specific in identifying the dramatic methods that Shakespeare uses and

the ways in which these shape audiences' responses. This is key in meeting the

requirements of AO2.
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Question 11

Measure for Measure

The question asked about the presentation of the play’s ending.

Candidates across the range were able to identify the troubling ambiguity of the play’s ending

and the extent to which it can be considered a comedy. Many engaged with this difficulty by

considering the play’s ambiguous use of marriage and exploring whether these marriages

represent some kind of restoration and resolution at the end of the drama or whether, instead,

they carry their own disturbing overtones that constitute Measure for Measure a ‘problem play’.

The significance of the title of the play and its rooting in biblical notions of justice, punishment

and judgement was considered by many candidates, along with some interesting exploration of

how this might have been seen differently by Shakespeare’s contemporary audience as compared

to audiences today. Another popular focus for discussion was related to the relative outcomes for

the male and female characters and the extent to which the play’s ending provides an

imbalanced ‘justice’.

Discussion of Shakespeare’s method in employing a trial-like setting for the final scene provided

some interesting debate. Some commented on this as a liminal setting ‘near the city gate’,

reflecting the final scene’s attempt to bring together the oppositions the play has revealed.

Others considered the significance of the Duke’s use of disguise. Some candidates made use of

stage and screen performances of the play, and stronger candidates gave thoughtful

consideration to how these interpretations affected their personal responses to the troubling

ending of the play.

Strong conclusions are a feature of higher-level responses. Here we see two examples.
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A strong focus on the ways in which meanings are shaped is maintained until the end of the

response here.
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Here is a different kind of conclusion.

The candidate draws together the arguments made during the response, pointing to ways of

interpreting the play’s treatment of troublesome endings in the play.
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Question 12

Measure for Measure

The question asked about the presentation of death.

Fewer candidates writing on Measure for Measure opted for this question. Those who did explored

the play’s use of death in both literal and figurative terms. It was somewhat surprising that so

many, in a play so steeped in death, restricted themselves to using the sentence on Claudio as a

springboard for discussion of Angelo’s hypocrisy. Few mentioned the Duke’s 'Be absolute for

death…' or Claudio’s 'Ay, but to die…', which are key markers in the play’s consideration of death

and mortality. There was also little reference made to Barnardine and his stolid refusal to die.

Candidates offered insight into a range of interesting ways in which the idea of death can be

figuratively applied to the events of the play. There was, amongst others, consideration of the

death of justice and honesty in the Viennese court, the death of honour and the death of social

cohesion.

Many responses engaged in discussion of the play’s genre. They observed its designation as a

comedy in the First Folio, going on to question the extent to which the play flirts with tragedy (and

death) and is to be seen as a ‘problem play’. Several considered the play in relation to the political

world of Shakespeare’s day, exploring notions of statesmanship and social order. Others

discussed Shakespeare’s use of Cinthio’s story of Epitia from Hecatommithi, a similar tale that

ends in tragedy and Whetstone’s drama Promos and Cassandra, which includes more comic

elements.

Here is a complete script that falls low in Level 3.
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The coverage across the Assessment Objectives is clear (though there is little attention paid

to AO5), but the ideas are not always developed in detail.
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Question 13

The Taming of the Shrew

The question asked about the extent to which the play is a dark comedy.

Most candidates saw ‘darkness’ in the treatment of Kate and responses tended to explore how

different audiences might respond to the comedy in the light of Petruchio’s apparent misogyny.

Less effective answers were characterised by the recounting of a sequence of episodes from the

play that are darkly comedic. More developed responses considered such moments in the play in

the light of debates surrounding gender politics and the position of women in Jacobean England.

There was some purposeful, and at times nuanced, discussion (drawing on George Bernard

Shaw’s comments in the critical anthology) on the contrasting responses likely between

audiences of Shakespeare’s day and modern audiences. This led to some intelligent debate of the

extent to which the play could be viewed as a ‘dark’ comedy or, indeed, comedy at all. Such genre-

based discussion proved potentially fertile ground.

There was some consideration of the dramatic methods Shakespeare employs, but this tended to

be a less effective element of responses. One examiner, however, commented on a candidate

who ‘had looked in detail at the Induction and saw Sly’s treatment at the hands of The Lord as

Shakespeare’s way of preparing the audience for the darkness later in the comedy’.

Introductions in strong responses often set out a strong stall, making evident the candidate’s line

of argument.
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Here we see a candidate making a very clear case statement of their argument in relation to

the comedy of The Taming of the Shrew.

This is an introduction from a Level 3 response.
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Here we see that clear ideas are established, drawing in some relevant contextual factors

related to modern-day reception of the play.
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Question 14

The Taming of the Shrew

The question asked about the play’s use of irony.

Several candidates worked with the suggestion that Shakespeare is using the content of the play

ironically to challenge societal norms and the gendered nature of Elizabethan society. For

example, they considered the transformation of Bianca at the end of the play and the extent to

which she and other female characters indulge in subversive behaviours. Others suggested that

although ostensibly ‘tamed’, there is in fact little change in Kate’s behaviour in the course of the

play.

Examiners saw effective engagement with the question of how comedy functions as a genre and

the extent to which The Taming of the Shrew and its troubling content can be (or should be)

considered comic. There was some interesting discussion of the idea of performance in the play

and the influence of commedia dell’arte. Both production and reception contexts were

considered in relation to the content of the play, with a recognition that modern day audiences

are likely to respond quite differently than Shakespeare’s original audience. Several candidates

also commented on the relationship between the play’s Induction and the main drama,

considering the ways in which it is important in establishing the ironies of the play.

Here is an extract from a Level 4 response.
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Discussion of the dramatist’s methods is key in this section of the paper. Here we see a

candidate thinking in detail about the implications of the Induction to the play.

Think about the playwright’s use of specific dramatic methods. What is their effect on the

meaning of the play, and how might audiences respond? Might these responses have

changed over time? If so, why? Contexts can then be brought in to enrich arguments.
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Question 15

Twelfth Night

The question asked about the presentation of deception.

The theme of deception proved accessible to a wide range of candidates. Most were able to

connect this effectively to various dimensions of the play’s plot and many also connected it to

Shakespeare’s dramatic methods. Less effective responses tended simply to identify moments of

deception without deeper analysis of the significance or presentation of such moments in the

play. Others, however, offered more fully-fledged responses. Typical, in this respect, was the

widespread discussion of Shakespeare’s use of disguise and costume in the play, with some

candidates offering discriminating analysis of Viola’s cross-dressing as Cesario. This was often

connected to gender roles within Jacobean England, the idea of the Carnivalesque, and theatrical

practices of male players in the age of Shakespeare. Another popular focus for discussion was the

gulling of Malvolio, a topic on which candidates proved able to make purposeful connections to

the mocking of Puritanism and Malvolio’s desire for social advancement. This also led to some

debate surrounding the morality of deception and deceit. Some candidates also considered the

extent to which characters engage in self-deception, such as the Duke’s self-deceptive and self-

indulgent views of love or Malvolio’s belief in his own importance.

There was a trend amongst some candidates to use the Viola/Cesario deception plot to suggest

that Shakespeare was making statements about gender fluidity. The discussion of reception

contexts is, of course, important, but candidates should be aware of the potential difficulties of

such attempts to ascribe more modern intentions and perspectives retrospectively. Careful

thought and phrasing is required when adopting and pursuing such arguments.

There was some useful discussion of Shakespeare’s use of comedy, observing the prevalence of

deception and disguise within the genre, but also observing how near these devices come to

making the play a very dark comedy.

Detailed consideration of Shakespeare’s methods was often a weaker element of candidate

responses. Here, by contrast, we see a strong example.
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The candidate offers an extended consideration of the role of Viola’s adoption of disguise

and how this feeds into notions of deception in the play, and the ways in which this relates

to the responses of the audience.
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Question 16

Twelfth Night

The question asked about the use of different types of comedy in the play.

The genre-based focus of this question led candidates to explore a variety of issues related to the

tropes and conventions of comedy. Less effective answers, one examiner observed, ‘struggled to

comment on different ‘types’ of comedy – too descriptive in approach.’More effective responses,

however, provided controlled and well-informed discussion of the tropes of festive comedy,

connecting this out effectively to varied critical perspectives. Some candidates considered how

dark some of Shakespeare’s use of comedy is in this play, offering, for example, some confident

and purposeful analysis of the baiting of Malvolio as a satirical response to Puritanism

Other areas of coverage included Shakespeare’s use of physical, verbal and visual comedy, the

comic effects of deception and gender reversal. Some wrote about how comedy was created

through the suffering of others, particularly Malvolio (which was compared to the cruel sports of

Shakespeare’s time, such as bear baiting). Others discussed the ending of the play and the ways

in which it moves to typical comic resolution. Some candidates did a good job of developing

meaningful comparison between contemporary and modern audiences and how their views of

the events of the play might differ, but in some cases such discussions tended to result in gross

generalisations that were not so helpful. The role of Feste in the play was considered by many

candidates, including analysis of his (and other characters’) humorous wordplay and outrageous

behaviour.

The best essays dealt with a range of types of comedy, including farce, slapstick, and the thematic

and structural value of comedy, including the cultural significance and traditions of Twelfth Night

and comedy as an antidote to hypocrisy and pomposity.

It is important to ensure that contextual material is not treated as separate from the rest of the

response.
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Here we see a candidate clearly and relevantly embedding ideas of festive comedy into their

discussion of Twelfth Night.

It is good if candidates can weave context into their own arguments, rather than treating it

as information that is somehow separate from the text.
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Question 17

Les Blancs

The question asked about the presentation of Eric.

This was the more popular of the questions offered on Les Blancs. Candidates at all levels were

able to approach Hansberry’s presentation of Eric. Less able candidates tended to offer a series

of simple observations about his character and his role in the play. More developed responses,

however, were able to consider how he is representative of broader complexities and issues at

play in the drama. Useful discussion was seen in relation to the legacies of colonialism and the

complexities of Eric’s position as a man of mixed race. Many candidates were effectively prepared

to discuss Eric’s violent conception as the son of Major Rice and Aquah and how he therefore

represents in many ways the figurative ‘rape’ of Ztembe.

There was much well-informed discussion of Hansberry’s dramatic methods, and especially the

stage direction in which Eric is first introduced and the ways in which it delineates his liminal role.

Others explored the ways in which he might be fruitfully compared to his brothers, Tshembe and

Abioseh. There was some especially effective comparison with Tshembe – who is an equally but

differently conflicted character. Other fruitful discussion was directed at Eric’s role in the play’s

final showdown.

Contextual issues were effectively dealt with by many candidates, who were well aware of – and

able in many cases effectively to apply – the significance of the play in relation to the American

Civil Rights movement, the politics of African independence, and literary contexts (primarily

Genet’s Les Nègres), but also including other significant postcolonial works by Hansberry and

others.

Here is an extract from a Level 3 response.
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We see here a candidate responding clearly to some different ways in which the character of

Eric is presented, including how he is seen by other characters. The discussion also builds in

some clear and interesting reflection on contexts.
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Question 18

Les Blancs

The question asked about the use of stagecraft.

Fewer candidates opted for this task. However, its focus on Hansberry’s stagecraft in the play

meant that many candidates developed a much more concentrated and effective focus on AO2. It

was pleasing to see that many of the responses to this question demonstrated candidates’

abilities to connect the dramatic methods the playwright employs to the thematic concerns of the

play, its contexts and its plot.

Candidates appeared well-prepared to answer this question and could write in detail about

Hansberry’s use of staging, sound and costume in the play. Detailed consideration was given, for

example, to stage directions indicating how characters are attired and why this might be

significant and to the different ways in which Hansberry employs sounds for dramatic effect.

Examiner comment: ‘One interesting response I saw explored Hansberry’s use of silent or absent

characters and considered the dramatic function of The Woman and Reverend Neilson.’

Many candidates, as for Question 17, made confident links between the text and its contexts, in

particular Hansberry’s experience as an emerging black writer in 1960s USA and her complex

relationship with the Civil Rights movement.

The following extract comes from a Level 5 response.
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The candidate offers a detailed consideration of Hansberry’s use of sound, drawing on a

variety of examples and thinking deeply about potential ways in which these sounds

connect to an audience’s responses, as well as those of the characters in the drama.

Notice how contextual ideas are woven into the discussion of methods. This demonstrates

higher level thinking about the text and the work that writers do.
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Question 19

Doctor Faustus

The question asked about the presentation of learning.

Some good answers were seen to this question, especially when candidates connected the

presentation of learning to relevant ideas about knowledge in the Renaissance world. Some

strong responses used the idea of learning to provide detailed insights into Marlowe’s

presentation of Faustus’ character and his naivety. There were responses at all levels which

tended to miss opportunities to discuss the text as drama, many candidates limiting AO2 analysis

to Marlowe’s use of language and verse. This is, of course, a significant element of the play, but it

is important also to engage with a variety of Marlowe’s other methods. A useful example here is

the Chorus’ opening invocation of the Icarus myth. Weaker responses identified the literary

allusion but did not go on to analyse its significance in relation to concepts of ambition and

learning in the drama. More discriminating responses focused on Icarus as an idealised figure

and how he relates both to the character of Faustus and to broader contexts of Renaissance

Humanism.

Where candidates were discriminating and, indeed, evaluative and critical with AO3, they

explored how Marlowe uses elements of both of the Renaissance stage and the Morality play

form to dramatise the tensions between the Medieval notion of ‘The Great Chain of Being’ and

Renaissance Humanism, linking learning and knowledge to social elevation and the fragility of the

Feudal system at the close of the 16th Century. There was a tendency, however, for some

responses to lose themselves in contextual material that, while undeniably interesting and

relevant, needs to be carefully applied to the text and the topic under consideration.

Here is a clear and straightforward example of a Level 3 response.
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The candidate offers clear and relevant ideas in relation to all three Assessment Objectives.
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Question 20

Doctor Faustus

The question asked about the extent to which evil characters are made to appear

attractive.

There was a tendency for lower-level responses to this question to conduct a series of short

character studies rather than to offer more developed and controlled approaches based on the

idea of the attractiveness of evil. Such answers also tended to provide examples of characters

who appeared attractive to Faustus but often omitted the ‘evil’ aspect, or treated all the attractive

characters as if they were evil (e.g. Helen of Troy).

Stronger responses managed this more effectively and many engaged with how Marlowe’s

presentation of evil characters connects to the traditions of the medieval morality play. Good

work was on display in relation to the masque of the Seven Deadly Sins, and the playwright’s

symbolic use of Helen of Troy, the Old Man, and the Good and Bad Angels. Candidates also

discussed Mephistopheles’ pleasing appearance to fool and seduce Faustus as compared to his

‘horrible’ true form, thus revealing the potentially seductive nature of evil. Several candidates,

however, also considered the ways in which the attractiveness of evil was also undermined in the

play which helped them to develop a nuanced argument.

Some observed how Faustus is blinded by evil characters because of their attractive appearance

and what he believes they can offer him, and others wrote of religion and how Marlowe might be

warning the audience not to stray from God’s teachings. Some very strong answers also wrote of

Faustus himself appearing attractive to the audience but ultimately falling to evil due to his

desires.

The following extract is taken from a borderline Level 4/Level 5 script.
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This is the introductory paragraph. Notice how it discriminatingly focuses on the idea of the

presentation of evil in the play and how this connects to relevant contexts, including the

ways in which audiences might receive and respond to the drama.

Incorporating well-placed initial observations about contexts and methods and connecting

these to proposed lines of argument can enhance the effectiveness of introductions.
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Question 21

The Duchess of Malfi

The question asked about the extent to which the play is designed to terrify the audience.

The use of terror in the play proved an engaging theme for candidates who selected this

question. Weaker responses tended to catalogue scenes in which Webster creates terror in his

audience without exploring how such terror is created and how this connects to the

contemporary world of the playwright or to other contextualising factors. More effective answers

engaged very effectively with a variety of the methods Webster employs in creating an increasing

sense of terror and threat as the play develops. Some commented on the role of physical light

and darkness and associated imagery, connecting this in some cases to the realities of theatrical

performance in Webster’s time. Others observed the steady escalation of mental and physical

threat as the play progresses and the accumulation of terror this leads to. There was also some

useful comment seen on the effects of isolation of different kinds in the play, Webster’s artful

development of trains of imagery, his ability to shock his audience, with action derived from the

explicitness of his stage directions, and the impact of the Duchess’ behaviour as a threat to male

hegemony.

Here is an extract from a Level 5 answer.
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The best answers are usually marked by sophisticated written expression and the fluent

incorporation of textual evidence. Note these traits in the example.
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Question 22

The Duchess of Malfi

The question asked about the presentation of women in the play.

There were some good answers on this question. Candidates seemed to enjoy discussing the

women in the play. Most answers concentrated on the Duchess, but there were some that

included Julia and Cariola. Patriarchal power was a dominant issue in responses to this question

across all levels. Stronger responses, however, did not simply assert this, offering instead an

exploration of some of the nuances in the Duchess’ presentation as both a threat to and

vulnerable to patriarchal power. Many candidates selected to write about the role of the brothers

in the play. Clear and stronger responses often did this effectively, but in some cases discussion

tended to drift into analysis of the men and lost focus on how this related to the presentation of

women.

Many answers considered the Duchess and her unusual position in the court at that time and

how this places her in a uniquely dangerous position. Some candidates interestingly compared

her to Lady Macbeth as a powerful woman who is perceived as a threat.There was some

controlled and nuanced analysis of the Duchess’ role, the extent to which she challenges

patriarchal control, and male anxieties about female autonomy There was an interesting range of

opinion on the Duchess and her part in her own demise.

Candidates wrote of the expected role of women in society, some linking this to ideas of dramatic

tragedy and how the Duchess’ attempts to subvert this and carve out her own destiny can only

ultimately lead to her downfall and death as well as those around her. The abuse of women by

male characters was discussed as well as Webster’s possible views about power and monarchy.

This extract come from a response demonstrating Level 2 characteristics.
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Typical of Level 2 is the general description and application of contextual material. This

extract includes contextual information, but does not really make it relevant to the issues

under discussion.

Try to avoid presenting contextual material just as 'sidebar' information. Always try to

connect it to arguments about the text and the topic under discussion.
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Question 23

The Importance of Being Earnest

The question asked about the play’s use of uncertainty.

Uncertainty proved a clear and interesting theme for consideration and candidates approached

the idea in a variety of ways. Some chose to explore uncertainty in relation to a set of opposing

certainties in the play. Many focused on the play’s central focus on the name of ‘Ernest’, what the

name represents and the play’s conjuring with the concept of personal origin and identity. Who –

if anyone – is Ernest/earnest? This led to, in some cases, well-developed exploration of the idea of

certainty and uncertainty in relation to personal identity in the play. Other typical issues for

discussion included Wilde’s comic exploration of the relationships between men and women in

the play, and who is in control, thus challenging a range of the apparent ‘certainties’ of the

Victorian social order. Naturally, many candidates were intrigued by Wilde’s own highly irregular

status in the Victorian scene and the way that his life in many ways captures the uncertainties of

the era. Discussion of this was not always effectively applied and controlled, however.

Some candidates wrote well about Wilde’s use of stagecraft, commenting on the role of certain

stage directions, his use of dramatic set pieces, food and music to create moments of

certainty/uncertainty. Here was much discussion of Bunbury and 'Bunburying' and Wilde’s

creation of deliberate creation of uncertainty in the play, as well as the impact of his language use

and epigrammatic wit to create a brilliant surface that conceals deeper insecurities and

uncertainties both in the play and in late Victorian society.

A characteristic of stronger responses is their embedding of discussion of playwrights' methods

and an explanation of the effects thus achieved.
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Here the candidate incorporates a discussion of Wilde’s use of diaries and other documents

within the play, relating this explicitly to the creation of uncertainty.

GCE English Literature 9ET0 01 87



Question 24

The Importance of Being Earnest

The question asked about the extent to which the play challenges traditional values.

The question’s focus on challenges to traditional values question encouraged many candidates to

engage at length with the contexts for the play. Lower-level responses tended to offer lists of the

different occasions in the play where traditional social values are challenged. Stronger responses

linked Wilde’s use of characterisation to attitudes towards marriage (e.g. Jack and Cecily’s, or

Algernon’s views), or Lady Bracknell’s obsession with social status. Others explored Jack and

Algernon’s use of fictional identities to escape social obligations and pursue their desires,

highlighting the artificiality of Victorian social structures. Distinctions were also drawn

surrounding Wilde’s use of younger and older characters in the play and how they might

represent shifting social expectations. Many responses demonstrated good contextual knowledge

of the text and the ways in which its themes of duality and hypocrisy offer a comedic reflection on

the often all-too-serious concerns of the late Victorian era. Stronger candidates were alive to

nuances and subtleties in this respect, but weaker candidates tended to offer rather sweeping

generalisations about Victorian society. Needless to say, there was widespread discussion of

Wilde’s personally scandalous life and the challenges this posed to traditional values.

The ability of candidates to handle context on Victorian values with control and nuance was

usually the key factor which marked out more successful answers to this question.

Level 3 answers are clear and relevant, though ideas are not always developed. Look for these

qualities in the following extract.
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See here how the candidate includes a number of issues, textual evidence and contextual

material relevant to the play’s challenging of social convention. Together these provide

evidence of a clear, if not fully developed, response.
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Question 25

The Rover

The question asked about the extent to which this is a play about material gain.

Material gain proved an interesting theme for candidates. Weaker answers catalogued situations

related to money and other financial issues in the play without really engaging with the ways in

which these are presented and their broader significance. Other, stronger responses were able to

explore themes such as the notion of the impoverished and exiled Cavaliers, the commodification

of women in the play, and the role of women who had no independent wealth and were

therefore at the mercy of patriarchal family members. Particularly popular were the discussion of

Angellica Bianca as a financially independent woman and the gulling of Blunt by Lucetta.

Some stronger answers took the opportunity offered by the question to consider how the play

might also be about other things and reflect wider concerns. Typical issues included the

relationship between the sexes, ideas of personal autonomy and ideas of pleasure and pain. As

necessary, better candidates were able to build connections between these issues and the

question’s focus on material gain.

Candidates also often wrote well about the contexts in which the play was written and received.

Many were interested in Behn’s highly unusual position as a female professional writer and how

this related to issues of female characters’ relationship with finances and financial gain in the

play. Many also used Bakhtin’s concept of Carnival as a key context for considering an array of

characters and situations in the play in relation to notions of social construction and wealth.

Where questions ask candidates to consider 'the extent to which' a proposition is true of the play,

they are free to introduce alternative ideas of their own, provided they always bring this back to

the proposition of the question. The candidate in the following extract does this very effectively.
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The candidate engages in sophisticated ways with the women of the play, questioning the

extent to which their motivations relate to material gain.

Making regular explicit reference to the terms of the question helps candidates to ensure

they remain relevant throughout their responses.
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Question 26

The Rover

The question asked about the use of settings in the play.

There was widespread consideration here of Behn’s use of the exotic setting of Naples and the

Carnival setting for the play. Candidates were keen to explore the many opportunities this offers

for comedy and deception and for the challenging of social norms and expectations. Many were

also aware of the extent to which the Carnival setting is used to expose the threats and dangers

the characters face. There was interesting discussion, by stronger candidates, of the significance

of Behn’s dramatic use of masks and disguise as methods both of deception and of taking

control. This was connected to the use of disguise as well (e.g. Hellena’s dressing as a gypsy and

as a man) and the opportunities this provides for concealment and for freedom. Stronger

candidates were able to draw on contextualising critical ideas from the work of Bakhtin, some

applying these very effectively to the characters and the events of the play. There was also useful

discussion of Behn’s use of private and public settings and the range of effects she achieves from

these, such as Angellica Bianca’s house or Lucetta’s chamber.

The question’s focus on the play’s use of settings encouraged many candidates to approach AO2

in more detail.

Here is an extract from a response awarded a mark in the Level 3 range.
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The candidate offers a relevant discussion of Behn’s use of setting in the play, connecting it

here clearly to the threats faced by female characters in the play.
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Question 27

A Streetcar Named Desire

The question asked about the extent to which the play makes use of the conventions of

tragedy.

This question led to a wide range of responses. Some candidates did not really engage with

‘conventions of tragedy’, and weaker responses tended to write about generalised concepts

linked to death and suffering or approached the play by running through a mental ‘ticksheet’ of

tragic conventions, rather than considering the extent to which the play is a tragedy. Many

candidates in the mid- to higher-range suggested how Williams subverts notions of tragedy by

having Blanche metaphorically rather than literally die. More discriminating and evaluative

responses established the argument that Williams was influenced by – amongst others –

Aristotle, Seneca, Nietzsche and Miller, but ultimately wanted to create a unique tragedy specific

to post-World War Two USA.

There was much useful and well-handled discussion of plastic theatre and expressionism and the

ways in which Williams’ use of these provides a particular inflection on the presentation of

tragedy. As always, there was considerable focus on Blanche and Stanley, but answers in the mid

and upper levels made reference to the roles of Stella, Mitch and Allan Grey and the ways in

which they experience personal tragedies of differing kinds.

AO3 was often effectively covered. Candidates frequently grasped the power dynamic between

Blanche and Stanley and what that can also be seen to represent in terms of changes in the

southern USA – though this is frequently rather simplistically seen as a dichotomy between ‘old’

(feudal and genteel) and ‘new' (industrial and brutish) South. At the lower end of the mark

scheme, candidates tended to rely heavily on Williams’s life as context (alcohol addiction,

homosexuality, his sister Rose) without linking these clearly to the text. It is notable, too, that

there is still a tendency to suggest that events take place just after the American Civil War rather

than in the 1940s.

Good Level 3 responses typically bring together effective textual examples with the consideration

of dramatic methods and suitable contexts. Here is an example.
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This candidate does not always develop arguments, but they do a good job of bringing

together their discussion of the presentation of Blanch and ideas of tragedy. There is some

interesting connection of Williams' methods in presenting Blanche and Arthur Miller’s

famous views on tragedy.
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Question 28

A Streetcar Named Desire

The question asked about the presentation of insecurity.

This was by some margin the more popular question on A Streetcar Named Desire. Many

candidates engaged with the idea of insecurity well, but in a significant number of cases,

responses tended to become character studies of Blanche and/or Stanley rather than retaining a

tight focus on insecurity. It was pleasing to note, however, that there was also much discussion of

other characters who experience insecurities of different kinds, such as Stella, Mitch, Allan Grey

and Eunice. Some also considered effectively how contextual factors are used to explore broader

societal insecurities.

Prompted by Williams’ almost novelistic stage directions, many candidates were able to engage

with Williams’ use of stagecraft and the practices of plastic theatre to present insecurity. In less

effective answers, candidates often identified that insecurity is presented by devices such as

costume, sound, lighting and music. More effective answers were able to engage with how

Williams uses these to suggest the characters’ insecurities and/or the inherent precarity of the

situations, people and places they encounter (e.g. Blanche’s feelings of inadequacy and fear of

aging or losing status).

Many candidates made good use of context in relation to ideas of insecurity. In lower-level

responses, such references tended to be vague (e.g. to Blanche as representative of the Old

South, unable to conform to post-war USA, and Stanley as the representative of the New South).

Stronger answers were able to consider how both of these versions of the South come with their

own insecurities – often gender- and class-based. Such answers also often explored how

characters behaviours reflected their insecurities (e.g. Stanley’s violence, Blanche’s bathing).

Level 2 responses tend to be general in nature and are often underdeveloped.
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In this example, the Assessment Objectives are all covered, but in general and under-

developed ways.
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Question 29

Sweat

The question asked about the relationship between Chris and Jason.

This question prompted a range of responses. Some candidates engaged in a full and balanced

consideration of the personal relationship between Chris and Jason and how this changes as the

drama develops, placing this in the context of the significant social and cultural factors affecting

the kind of US community depicted in the play. Other, less effective responses were somewhat

perfunctory and only made passing generalised comments on rustbelt crash-era USA. Stronger

candidates were also able to discuss in detail the ways in which changing contexts of US racial

politics is significant in framing and shaping the relationship between Chris and Jason. Less

effective answers tended simply to chart the major scenes in which the two men appear without

developing a broader sense of how the relationship develops as the play progresses. Stronger

candidates were able to comment on some of Nottage’s dramatic methods, including the role of

the dual timeframe of the play, her use of overlapping dialogue and her use of press headlines.

Less effective coverage of AO2 was characterised by straightforward word-level analysis of brief

textual extracts.

One examiner commented that ‘[c]ontext seemed to be a strength of the responses I read as

candidates were able to clearly draw relevant parallels to the impact of the financial crisis and the

failure of the American Dream’.

Here is an extract from a Level 3 answer.
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The candidate has addressed each of the Assessment Objectives in clear and relevant

fashion. Their ideas are presented in straightforward ways.
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Question 30

Sweat

The question asked about the impact of the play’s final scene.

Many candidates observed the significant shift in tone in the final scene of the play, considering

how this related back to the event of the rest of the play. There were particular comments on the

role of Oscar and his change in social status, and how this reflects a change in ethnic relations in

the play. A number of candidates commented on the way that this scene builds connections

between the two time periods of the play and the ways in which it creates some closure – even

potentially healing – for the events we have seen. There was also some useful analysis of some of

the other characters in the play, such as Jason and Chris. The central role of Stan and his injury

was also considered by some candidates. Candidates had evidently been well prepared to locate

the play within relevant contexts, both in terms of Nottage’s use of theatrical form and in terms of

the American political scene that provides such a crucial context for the play.

Here are two extracts from a Level 4 response. The first is the introduction.
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Note how the candidate here has made very thoughtful use of contextual material in order

to provide a way into their discussion of the significance of the final scene of the play.

This is another passage from later in the same response.
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The candidate here offers discriminating observations related to Nottage’s use of stagecraft

and dramatic structures.

Look for opportunities to discuss how scenes from different parts of the play reflect upon

each other and consider the dramatic effects playwrights achieve by the structures of their

works.
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Question 31

Waiting for Godot

The question asked about the presentation of human endurance.

Answers across the full range were seen on this play. Many candidates seemed to approach the

play via ‘isms’ – absurdism, existentialism, nihilism and others. Strong candidates proved well-

informed on these topics and were able to use them effectively as context and, indeed, as a

starting point for the consideration of the playwright’s methods. In the case of lower-level

responses, however, these were not always well understood, and this in turn meant that they are

not always effectively connected to the play. More effective mid-level responses tended to start

by considering the ways in which Beckett explores ideas of human endurance and how audiences

might respond to this. Is it disturbing? Is it entertaining? Is it funny? Is it poignant? Does it speak

to me? Such issues provide a useful way into considering how contextual background cultural

references then feed into personal response. Some also observed – with or without irony – that

there are many ways in which the play also pushes audiences to the ends of their endurance.

There was much comment on Beckett’s use of the four central characters and the situations they

have (repeatedly – though with some variation) to endure, stage directions, repetitious dialogue

and dramatic structures, and the possibility of an end to the need for endurance represented by

the leaves on the tree in Act Two. There was also sometimes detailed, sometimes very general

reference to a range of contexts. Camus’ The Myth of Sisyphus was widely – if not always effectively

referenced – as were contexts related to music hall tropes and the filmography of Laurel and

Hardy. In the best responses these were embedded and rich in their contribution; in weaker

answers, they tend to appear as information.

Here is an extended extract from a Level 5 response.
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It is good to note here the fluid and sophisticated movement the candidate maintains

between material covering the three Assessment Objectives.
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Question 32

Waiting for Godot

The question asked about the extent to which the play can be considered a comedy.

This was the less popular option on Beckett’s play. Some candidates engaged well with the

troubling question of the play’s genre, drawing on the playwright’s own designation of the play as

a tragicomedy. This naturally feeds into the question’s focus on ‘the extent to which’ the play is

actually comic. Weaker responses tended to focus on moments of humour in the play – dark as

these moments might be. More developed answers were able to identify the tropes of stage

comedy and to use examples from the drama to consider Beckett’s use of them. As with Question

31, there was a tendency for some candidates to approach the play from critical perspectives that

could dominate rather than liberating arguments.

The play’s methods – including repetition, slapstick humour, its use of absurd situation, and the

almost ubiquitous stichomythia – were used as means of approaching Beckett’s methods in

relation to comedy. Other answers took the opportunity allowed by the question to consider

whether the play is in fact more tragic than comic in its impact and effects.

A variety of useful contexts related not only to the post-war setting of the play, but also to a range

of comic contexts, such as music hall and comic duos such as Laurel and Hardy were effectively

used by some candidates.

Here is a full Level 2 response, awarded a mark of 7.
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This response covers each of the Assessment Objectives, but in brief, general and under-

developed fashion.
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Paper Summary

Section A

General: It was very good to see responses to all of the Shakespeare texts and on all questions.

Centres are to be commended for taking on the breadth of the specification, and it was evident to

examiners that their candidates had enjoyed the challenges and opportunities the different texts

have to offer. Tragedy continues to be more popular than Comedy, but candidates of both had

evidently been largely well prepared to consider the plays they had studied as examples of these

genres.

AO1: Many candidates demonstrated the ability to communicate effectively – some very

effectively – using the written word. Many candidates were able to establish and maintain clear

and relevant lines of argument, and some writing in the higher levels was of very high quality.

Most candidates were able to draw on useful examples from the texts they had studied. However,

some responses made little use of such reference, therefore appearing more general in nature,

even if the ideas were of higher quality. It is important for candidates to root their answers

explicitly in the text. Relevant use of literary terminology was seen, though much of this was

targeted at Shakespeare’s use of language rather than at the dramatic methods he employs.

AO2: This tended to be the weakest component of most candidates’ responses. The discussion of

Shakespeare’s use of language and of verse in particular is, of course, an important element of

textual analysis. However, relying too much on word-level analysis is not helpful to candidates. As

one examiner observes, doing so ‘often bogs answers down without adding much’. The works

studied on this paper are works of drama, and as such, candidates need to be exploring the kinds

of dramatic techniques Shakespeare employs, including his use of dramatic structures, and going

on to consider the ways in which these help shape the meaning of the drama. They need, in other

words, to be looking at drama as drama.

AO3: Candidates had evidently been introduced to a wide range of contexts for the texts they had

studied. Stronger candidates demonstrated the ability to incorporate contexts seamlessly within

their own developing arguments and discussion of the plays, and many others applied contexts in

a clear and relevant fashion, but still there is evidence of candidates presenting such material as

‘bolt on’ information, or in a more descriptive fashion. It was also interesting to see many

candidates referencing and discussing particular staged or viewed versions of the plays. These

productions can provide candidates with an invaluable context for their reception of the plays,

but centres are reminded that as with any context, these need to be applied closely to the written

text and used as means of exploring the candidates’ own readings and interpretations of the

plays.

AO5: It was commendable to see the range of critical material to which centres have introduced

their candidates. In the best responses, critical ideas were woven very effectively into candidates’

arguments and there were genuine attempts to evaluate differing critical points of view. Centres

have evidently ranged well beyond the critical anthologies Pearson supplies. While it is

understandable that candidates learn some critical quotations, it is important that they are used

in a clear and relevant fashion, and examiners observed cases where quotations did not really fit

the arguments candidates were constructing. There were many effective examples of

paraphrasing critical positions and supplying the name of the associated critic in brackets. This
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encouraged a more flexible and responsive approach to the use of critical ideas.

Section B

General: As for Section A, it was very good to see responses offered on all the texts available in

Section B and on all questions. A growing number of responses was seen on the recent additions

to the specification – Les Blancs(Lorraine Hansberry) and Sweat (Lynn Nottage). There were some

examples of candidates who had evidently left insufficient time for the completion of their

responses to Section B, having spent too long on their Shakespeare play.

General: A number of candidates had evidently undertaken wider reading surrounding their texts

for Section B. This is to be encouraged, as reading critical essays can provide candidates with

stimulating material for thought and a variety of ways of thinking about the texts they are

studying. These can be used as interesting contexts for the reception of the texts they are

working on. They are reminded, however, that AO5 is not formally assessed, and so they do not

have to use these in the same way as in Section A.

AO1: There were many examples of effective – and some very effective – writing in Section B

responses. The best candidates developed sophisticated arguments, deploying an array of

relevant literary concepts and – as appropriate – terminology. As for Section A of the paper, it is

worth observing that some candidates from across the range made comparatively little specific

reference to the texts they were writing on. It is very important that candidates use textual

references – including but not limited to quotation – to root their responses in the texts.

AO2: In questions explicitly focused on AO2 issues, candidates demonstrated the ability to focus

on many examples of the ways in which playwrights use a variety of methods to shape their

meanings. In other questions, however, with theme or character foci, the coverage of AO2 was

typically the weakest element of performance at all levels. It is very important that candidates

engage with and are able to explore the methods dramatists employ and to think about the ways

in which these methods lead to particular effects on an audience.

AO3: As for Section A, it is evident that candidates have been introduced to an array of interesting

contextual material. It is important that this material is deployed effectively in responses, by

ensuring that it is relevantly applied and – if possible – closely connected to and incorporated in

candidates’ arguments. This makes contextual ideas do genuine work by tying closely into what

candidates have to say about the works they have studied.
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Grade boundaries

Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/results-certification/grade-

boundaries.html
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