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Introduction

Although we are now in the second year of full-scale public examinations and things are ‘back
to normal’ anyone who works in education is aware that we are still dealing with cohorts of
candidates who don’t have a shared understanding of what constitutes ‘normal’. The A level
students this year were, for the vast majority, sitting their first set of public examinations.
That the standard has been maintained from the pre-Covid years is a testament to the hard
work of centres across the country, but most of all to the candidates themselves, and they
should be justifiably proud of what they have achieved. One examiner wrote that the
candidates ‘deserve congratulations for their fortitude in the face of the disruption to their
education from the pandemic’. The vast majority of responses seen were clear and relevant
and demonstrated strong personal engagement with the poems. As more than one examiner
commented, it makes marking this paper a real pleasure.

There are some aspects of the paper that did not work so well and in most part this can be
attributed to the effects of the pandemic and the lack of examination practice. Examiners did
notice that in some instances an unequal amount of time was spent on the two questions,
resulting in short and occasionally missing Section B responses. There were a few cases of
handwriting that was poor and very hard to read, which did make marking the response a
challenge. Examiners also commented on some students' lack of paragraphing, which limited
coherence to the response and again made it difficult to mark. We can only urge centres to
support candidates and take appropriate remedial action or ensure that arrangements are in
place for these candidates.

Section A

The unseen poem, ‘Now We Are Things Invisible’ was broadly accessible on all levels to
candidates. Some students did pick out the relevance of the date of the poem and the
subject matter and realise that it was a poem inspired by the pandemic. Nevertheless, it
didn’t inhibit candidates who didn’t pick up on the Covid-related lockdown theme, and it
proved as similar in difficulty to previous unseen poems from the exam. More candidates
chose the second question and to compare it to ‘The Gun’ although a good number did
choose the first named poem from the anthology and compared it to ‘History’. In the main,
students compared the poems well, and we would like to remind centres that the best
responses are able to find fresh meanings in the anthology poems. There was sometimes a
sense that candidates came in with ready-made ideas of the named poems, and a ready-
made structure to look for comparisons of language, form and structure. These did less well
than the candidates who could compare themes and ideas across the poems and treat them
as a whole. Where candidates did zoom in at word-level it sometimes led to decontextualised
analysis and misreadings of the unseen poem. Centres should remind candidates to spend
time reading and understanding the unseen poem before beginning to write their response.
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Weaker responses took language too literally. For example, claiming that the homeless were
dirty or that the park was full of dangerous people. The best responses could see the satirical
nature of the poem; that the writer did not see the park as ‘inessential’ at all, but a place of
safety, comfort and beauty. Better candidates were able to probe the tone of the poetic voice
and analyse the ambiguity of the imagery. The poet’s use of symbolism encouraged
candidates to engage with nuances and move beyond surface-level meaning.

There is a tendency for some candidates to identify poetic techniques (such as the ubiquitous
asyndetic listing, enjambment, caesura, and rhyme scheme) as if these in and of themselves
convey meaning. There is a need for candidates to explain clearly why these techniques are
significant and to consider whether or not they actually matter in terms of shaping meaning.
A number of examiners also commented that candidates confused oxymoron and
juxtaposition. It would be worth centres reviewing the various forms of contrast and
clarifying misconceptions as this will help deepen the analysis of their candidates.

A few guidelines for candidates based on the experience of this year’s examiners:

Embrace ambiguity and difficulty in poems, particularly the unseen poem, and analyse if
an image or phrase is unclear to you. Better answers always probe the text rather than
rush to judgement on what something means.
Think about the themes, messages and overall impact and effect of a poem before rushing
to analyse specific words or structural points.
Focus on key imagery in the poems and how this fits in with overall ideas and messages.
When writing about structural points use specific examples, rather than making general
comments. Enjambment and caesura do different things in different poems, and need to
be considered in terms of your exploration of the impact of each poem as a whole.
A learned essay structure is often limiting in terms of your thinking about the poems,
particularly if there is a specific focus on language or structure. It can often lead to
comparisons that don’t mean anything compared to looking at ideas across the poems as
a whole.
There is time in the exam to allow for reading and analysis of the unseen poem and
planning a response. This is rarely wasted. A clear introduction which indicates a sense of
direction for your response and a sense of overview of the poems will help the examiner
understand where you are taking them. Higher level responses are ‘controlled’ and ‘critical’.
Do remember to read the question carefully. This forms part of your critical response to
the poems and you will be limited if you don’t answer the question and only make vague
points. The purpose of the unseen poetry comparison is to draw out new ideas and
insights into the anthology poems. Use what you have learned and been taught, but be
alive to new ideas and readings of the anthology poems.
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Use terminology carefully and accurately – and remember you are analysing poems.
Sometimes in the rush to identify language and structural points, there is no meaningful
analysis of the genre of the poem. Analysing how an idea is presented and developed
across a whole poem is often more insightful than identifying fricative alliteration or
anaphora, for example.

Section B

The questions on the anthology poems followed the pattern and standard set in previous,
presenting students with similar levels of challenge in response. All questions appeared
accessible, with a full range of responses seen across the ability range on all texts. Centres
are reminded that AO4 is not assessed on this section and, while comparison might well be a
natural feature of a controlled and critical argument, candidates are encouraged to put their
focus on their analysis of the poems, rather than on comparisons. Contextual factors are
assessed in this section, and whilst some poems and poets do encourage a level of
biographical detail, this is unlikely to ever be as relevant and useful as literary context, or
socio-cultural factors. This should always be interweaved into the response and related to
the text of the poems. Some examiners did note that they often felt like they were reading
history essays, rather than literature responses. Students should also be wary of making
blanket statements, such as about what Romantic poets thought – as there is a wide
difference in the beliefs of Blake and Shelley, for example. The best responses always used
contextual factors as a way into discussing the relevant aspects of the poems.

Chaucer, the Romantic collection, Keats and Rossetti were again the most popular choices,
with Donne and Larkin following behind. There were reasonable numbers of responses on
the Metaphysical poets, Eliot, the Victorian and the Modernist collections. There were only a
few entries on The Movement anthology and sadly no responses were seen on Medieval
poetic drama.

Examiners noted that, as with the Section A responses, better candidates looked at the
themes of the poem and explored these, rather than a discrete analysis of language, form
and structure. Students can lose the essence of the poems where there is so much focus on
listing and short sentences, for instance. There was also a sense that some students were
determined to write on poems they knew and liked from the collections, regardless of the
questions. Centres are reminded to prepare students for all poems and any range of
question that may be posed.

Higher level responses were able to choose a second poem, or extract of equivalent length,
that was pertinent to the question and allowed for a range of discussion of poetic craft. As in
Section A, confidence in analysis of ambiguity and nuance is likely to reveal discriminating
understanding and critical evaluation, rather than blanket assertions of what poems mean
and what poets meant by writing them and how readers interpreted them.
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Question 1

The pairing of the Capildeo poem with the Burnside poem, ‘History’, offered a lot of
opportunities for pertinent comparison and insightful commentary. Some candidates picked
up on the setting of the unseen poem being the Covid-19 lockdown, and were then able to
make nice links with external events on the individual locales of the poems – the macro to
the micro. Nevertheless, candidates who did not make the link with lockdown still wrote well
on the unseen poem, and many picked up on the sarcasm / irony in the labelling of the park
as ‘inessential’. A number of candidates were able to make relevant comments on the form
and structure of the poems: the single stanza block of the unseen poem resembling an
official announcement; the untethered lines of the Burnside poem resembling the tide.

The breadth of the question on ‘thoughts and feelings evoked by places’ gave candidates a lot
of scope to choose their own interpretation and pathway through the question, and there
were some very thoughtful connections drawn between the ability of places to exist vividly
within the speakers’ minds despite their physical distance from the locations. More
successful approaches embedded analysis of structure and form into their overall argument
and higher-level responses were able to comment thoughtfully on the contrast between the
brief interludes of iambic pentameter and the use of free verse and spacing of the lines on
the page in ‘History’. Some less successful responses became overly focused on discussing
the context of 9/11 for Burnside’s poem at the expense of fully developing their analysis.
Whilst the setting of the Burnside poem in September 2001 does make connection with the
9/11 attacks, some candidates put so much focus on this contextual element that they
missed the opportunity to explore other possibilities and make connections to the unseen
poem.

Many students identified a concern in both poems for the natural world, and the importance
of having access to the natural world as a source of solace and/or sanctuary in times of crisis.
This argument was often connected to contemporary fears and anxieties around the
potentially catastrophic consequences of technological advancement in relation to shifting
social interactions from real life to the virtual as well as to climate crisis and the destruction
of the environment. Slightly less successful responses reduced this to a way of deciding what
was classed as positive or negative in each poem. Confusion then clustered around readings
of the much-discussed lines: 'Cigs, wasteful pansies, gratuitous / marigolds, dogs running like
flames' and 'The sky is roof only to birds / and drones' in 'Now We Are Things Invisible' which
required a more nuanced interpretation.
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This candidate has spent time thinking about their response and
planning their answer before beginning to write. This was time well
used as a clear direction of travel is indicated in the introductory
paragraph. The candidate went on to produce a level 5 response.
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Spend time planning your answer and coming up with your 'thesis'
statement. This will help direct your response. Use key words from the
question in your introduction to ensure you produce a focused and
controlled response.
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This candidate has been prepared well for the anthology poem
'History' and has used this knowledge to guide their reading of the
unseen poem into a controlled and discriminating argument with
regard to freedom.

Use your knowledge of the anthology poems to help guide your
reading of the unseen poem and look for over-arching and thematic
connections. Think also about how your reading of the unseen poem
can bring out new ideas and insights into the anthology poem as well.
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This candidate has thought carefully about points of difference in the
poems and has used embedded examples to explore how these
differences reveal meanings in the poems.

Comparisons of the poems also make you look for points of difference
as well as points of similarity. Take time to reflect on the differences
and what they tell you about the overall themes and meanings of the
poems, rather than just simply listing how they are different.
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This candidate has kept a controlled argument throughout their
response and has finished with a strong conclusion, which maintains
their embedded connection to the two poems.

A controlled and discriminating argument will lead to a strong
conclusion that will reference both poems. This is much more easily
achieved when candidates take time to plan their responses.
Successful candidates will consider a thesis statement that leads to a
conclusion as to the overall impact of the meanings and messages of
the two poems.
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Question 2

This was the more popular of the two questions on the unseen poem, and it was clear that
centres had prepared candidates well for discussions of ‘The Gun’. The theme of
‘transformations’ lent itself to a real range of responses: the lower-level responses tended
towards narrating any transformations they could find in the poems without a clear
argument; higher-level responses were sensitive to the transformations in the form and
features of the poems as well as in the content. Better candidates were able to explore the
idea that the gun in Feaver’s poem is not necessarily a negative, but may be seen as a
positive source of transformation as well. The repetition of 'the inessential park is closed' and
the parallel of the first and fifth stanzas of ‘The Gun’ were frequently observed: higher-level
responses successfully used this towards a larger argument.

While nearly all candidates were able to engage purposefully with the transformations of the
domestic space and the speaker’s relationships with her partner and with the gun itself in the
Feaver’s poem, some students found it more difficult to comment clearly and meaningfully
on different types of transformations in the unseen poem and to make purposeful
connections. More confident responses considered, for example, mental transformations as
well as physical, or the transformations of safe and mundane environments into more
sinister spaces. Man’s effect on nature, transformations of individuals, households and
communities, transformations in perspective, and gendered representations of
transformation were ideas frequently discussed. There were also some interesting
connections drawn between the endings of the two poems in more nuanced responses,
considering the transformation of the park in the speaker’s memory and the symbolism of
the ‘King of Death’ in Feaver’s poem.

There were frequent discussions of the significance of the use of caesura and enjambement.
However, the identification of these poetic techniques was often co-opted into making
assertions about their meaning that required more supporting evidence. Although the
discussion of these and other poetic terms were usually accurate they were not always
integrated into a convincing interpretation of how meaning is shaped in a poem. On this
point, it would be useful for candidates to indicate line breaks when using more than one line
of poetry as textual evidence for their discussion of these poetic techniques. Better
responses included line break distinctions as an integral part of their evidence.
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This is a good example of a candidate who has developed an overall
thesis and idea of the theme of transformations in the poems and is
looking at how these are presented in the opening lines of the poems.
Because they have considered the overall presentation of
transformation, these points are pertinent and suggest a strong
comparative response. Here, the candidate has looked at the end-
stopped opening lines, but made their comparison with reference to
their wider ideas about the poems.

When making points about structure, ensure this is specific and
evidenced, and links to wider ideas about the poems, rather than just
commenting on the use of full stops or short sentences.
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This candidate has engaged well with the unseen poem, and has
noticed the tone of the speaker and made insightful observation on
the repetition of 'in' words in relation to the whole poem.

Consider the tone of the speaker of the poem and how this reflects
overall meanings of the poem. Always look to make points that
consider the whole poem rather than focusing in on single words or
images decontextualised from the rest of the poem.
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The candidate has identified the image of 'dogs running like flames'
and tried to unpick the meanings of this simile in relation to their
overall argument.

Always think about the imagery contained in a simile or metaphor and
why the poet, in this instance, has decided to compare dogs to flames.
However, be careful of using phrases such as 'juxtaposing simile' or
'forcing the reader' without fully explaining or developing your point.
This was a good response that achieved a level 4, but with some more
thought and control in the development of the argument this could
have achieved higher.
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Question 5

Chaucer remains a popular choice and it is pleasing to see candidates engaging well with the
'Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale' as it is clear they enjoy writing about the character.
However, some candidates did not always choose a second passage or mentioned one in
their introduction without referring to it. Whilst it is permissible, and indeed natural, for
candidates to refer to the whole prologue and tale, the focus of the response must include
two extracts of similar length. Examiners noted that candidates who made this clear in their
introduction were likely to have a stronger control to their argument and achieve the higher
marks.

The concept of the war between the sexes proved one that was highly engaging for
candidates. Examiners commented on how well many responses dealt with the ways in
which Chaucer delineates the war between the sexes and there was some very effective use
of contextual material both from the contexts provided in the text itself (e.g. the biblical
references) and beyond. Indeed, it was noted how the level of contextual information
distinguished the level of response. Higher-level candidates were specific in their use of, for
example, misogynistic literary traditions (Theophrastus, Jerome, St Paul) where others were
more general in their reference to the inferior status of women. One examiner noted that
better responses were able to discuss how Chaucer used the Wife to challenge societal
norms, often referring to feminist theory; and top level responses were able to consider the
impact of the presentation of the Wife as being a man's construct. Another examiner also
noted that better responses considered the possible ambiguities in Chaucer's presentation
and showed more thought about his audience.

Another discriminating factor was the ability to analyse the poetic form of the Tale beyond
the general use of iambic pentameter and rhyming couplets.
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This is a good example of a level 5 candidate who deals with the
ambiguities of the character of the Wife and is open to multiple
readings to help probe the text in more detail.

Consider the different ways the Wife can be interpreted as a way to
develop an argument that contains the nuance and subtleties of the
writer.
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This candidate clearly knows the text well and has a good
understanding of the passage but is mostly just explaining the
narrative and making quite general surface statements.

Avoid describing readers as being 'furious' or 'shocked'. Instead,
interrogate the text in more depth and allow your analysis to look
more specifically at the language used by Chaucer, rather than just
explaining the action and making general statements about the reader
response.
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This candidate demonstrates a strong understanding of the Tale and is
able to weave analysis of language and context into their overall point
and analysis of the Wife and the battle of the sexes.

Try to weave context into your answer and allow these factors to
support and develop your point by making sure they are closely linked
to the text and the evidence you have used.
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Question 6

This was slightly less popular in terms of the Chaucer questions, but there were a number of
good responses seen. Many candidates were able to reflect on the narrative voice of the
Wife, the use of interruption and the contemporary reception of the tale with its Arthurian
romance incorporating the widespread theme of the 'loathly lady'. As with all Chaucer
responses, the choice of second extract and the ability to interweave context proved to be
the discriminating factor in the responses. Likewise, an ability to be nuanced in approach to
the character and to the reader response, rather than general and concrete, also produced
more interesting answers.
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There is a lot of contextual information here, but it is directed back to
the question and to the text, and demonstrates a good understanding
by the candidate of the character of the Wife and how the Canterbury
Tales as a whole were received at the time. Occasionally this candidate
did focus too much on AO3 at the expense of looking more closely at
the text, but this was still a solid level 4 response.

Signal clearly to the examiner your choice of second extract, as this
candidate does at the end of the paragraph. Make sure that all
contextual points are relevant to the question and the focus of your
response – and ideally use specific textual references to support these
points.
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Question 7

This question provided lots of possibilities for candidates to approach the named poem and
to choose a second poem from the collection. Candidates were able to consider Herbert’s
restrained and troubled response alongside other more conventional views of pleasure.
Generally speaking, with Metaphysical poetry, we do see a good range of responses that are
able to deal with the rich symbolism and imagery of the poems in the collection.
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This is a confident beginning to a response that achieved a level 5. The
candidate is able to consider a number of different ideas of pleasure,
and link this to contextual factors, whilst keeping a close eye on the
text.

Always consider more than one reading of a text and link this closely to
the question focus. Consider how contextual factors can support and
illuminate the point you are making, and weave these into your
argument.
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This candidate is successfully approaching the poem by keeping a firm
focus on both the question and the poem. All points made are
supported with evidence from the text, and literary analysis considers
the presentation of pleasure across the poem as a whole.

Consider a range of poetic techniques when analysing the writer's craft
– and focus your analysis on the poem as a whole and to the focus of
the question.
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Question 8

Donne was the more popular choice of the two questions, and there were a lot of highly
engaged responses to the named poem and the ways in which persuasion is used.
Occasionally, candidates do refer too much to Donne’s biographical context and his rakish
youth. Whilst this is of interest, it does not always develop analysis as much as focusing on
the rich imagery of the Metaphysical poets. A few candidates were able to include notions of
the readership of the poems, and how the writing of the poems was a purely private activity
for some.
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This candidate has made a good connection between the use of
language, the tone of the speaker, and how this fits into overall ideas
of persuasion. This interconnected approach suggests a level of control
that was reflected in the rest of the response which received a level 4.

Better responses consider a range of factors when answering the
question. The nature of the speaker of the poem, and the tone of their
diction, can be a rich vein of analysis for candidates.
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Question 9

Examiners noted that centres teach Donne’s poetry well and that the responses seen
demonstrated a good understanding of form, structure and contextual factors that all helped
to develop candidates’ responses and arguments. For this question, occasionally examiners
noted where the key word of ‘combine’ was missed by candidates, who then only focused on
learning or devotion. The key was to look at this combination and draw out the nuance of
both the question and the poems, and the possible conflict this caused.
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A confident analysis of the combination of learning and devotion, with
a number of relevant contextual points interwoven into analysis of
language.

Be careful with your use of paragraphs in the exam. This candidate has
made a number of excellent points, but the lack of paragraphs
indicates a lack of control compared to the higher level 4 responses.
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Question 10

This was slightly the more popular of the Donne questions, possibly as ‘mourning’ allowed a
clear response. Some examiners noted that stronger responses were able to be more specific
about the idea of mourning and the specific ways it was presented or explored in the chosen
poems, rather than just discussing sadness in poems. As with many questions in Section B,
the choice of second poem is key, and candidates must be aware of all options available to
them in the collection and choose the most appropriate one for their argument. With both
Donne questions, the better responses looked beyond biographical context to interweave
literary and socio-political context into their answers.
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Whilst this response does include a number of biographical details
about Donne, they have focused on the construct of the speaker in the
poems, rather than consider it to be purely written from his
perspective.

Always remember that poems are constructs and however pertinent
biographical details might seem, the most important thing is to focus
on the text and analyse what is there, rather than speculate on other
matters.
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Question 11

The Romantics remain the most popular collection of poetry across Section B and the range
of responses demonstrate that this works well for all abilities of candidates. The poem ‘Ode
on a Grecian Urn’ provided lots of opportunities for candidates to explore notions of the
‘power of the creative mind’ and elicited some thoughtful and effective analysis. This was
paired with a number of poems from the collection, some of which suggested candidates had
come prepared to use a set poem regardless of the question. ‘The Question’ proved
particularly popular as a choice of second poem, but not all candidates were able to explore
the focus on the idea of the power of the creative mind when discussing this poem.

There were some more successful answers which chose Blake’s ‘The Tyger’ or Keats’ ‘Ode on
Melancholy’ or ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ and these were really reflective about the nuances of
how ‘the creative mind’ was presented in the poems, admitting the limitations as well as the
‘power’ of creativity. Contextual information sometimes over-relied on the biographies of the
poets, though this information could be used to good effect. Negative capability was often
discussed, to varying degrees of success — candidates should be sure to explain it carefully
and to make it relevant to their argument and to the text.

We did see a number of rubric infringements this year, where candidates who study the
Keats collection answered this question instead, using a Keats poem not included in the
Romantics cluster. Candidates are reminded that they must select a poem from the
prescribed list, and these are listed in the source booklet with clear instructions above the
title of the prescribed text.
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This is a confident introductory paragraph that demonstrates a clear
understanding of the poems and maintains a focus on the question.
Contextual detail is included, but with a clear signal to the examiner of
where the argument is going and how this detail will support it. This
candidate achieved a level 5 with their response.

The Romantic period featured a huge social uprising across Europe,
including in England. When it is appropriate, examiners like to see this
commented upon as it shows a wider understanding of the movement
and the poets.
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The candidate has included contextual detail of negative capability but
dealt with this in a confident manner that demonstrates
understanding of the concept and of the poem. The key focus on the
question and the power of the creative mind is foregrounded
throughout the paragraph – and indeed in the rest of the response,
and this was given a level 4 mark.

When including contextual details, such as negative capability, always
ensure it is pertinent and relevant to the question and that you have
evidence and direct reference to support your points.
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Question 12

This was the most popular Section B question, and innocence proved an interesting focus
here. Again, we did see some rubric infringements, where candidates used ‘Songs of
Experience: Holy Thursday’. Centres are reminded to encourage students to read the
question very carefully and ensure they have chosen the correct text.

There were interesting second choices of poem made, including Byron’s ‘Lines Inscribed upon
a Cup Formed from a Skull’ and ‘So We’ll Go no more A Roving’. Other very popular choices
were ‘Songs of Experience: Holy Thursday’, ‘The Sick Rose’, and ‘London’. Candidates who
chose another Blake poem for this question, often became quite repetitive in their
comments and contextual links, whereas there were some more successful answers which
selected Wordsworth’s ‘Lines written in early spring’ or ‘Tintern Abbey’ as a means of
exploring the relationship between nature, humanity and innocence.
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The candidate has kept a clear focus on the question of innocence, and
analysis of the writer's craft and the introduction of contextual factors
maintain this focus.

When including biographical detail, make sure it is relevant and
develops the analysis and the argument.
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There is a clear sense of control to the argument, that the
presentation of innocence by Blake is done so in order to display his
anti-establishment views, particularly with reference to the Established
church. This argument is clearly driven by the poem, though
supporting contextual details help to develop the argument. This is
from a high level 4 response.
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Question 13

Strong feelings proved a good focus for the question, which allowed candidates to develop
sometimes quite individual interpretations of the poems. As long as these are backed up with
textual detail this will always be a valid response. Keats is a popular choice of poet and it is
clear that candidates are prepared well. However, there is a lot more to say about contextual
factors with Keats than to simply focus on biography, such as TB and his relationship with
Fanny Brawne. Better responses were able to look at his own standing as a poet, his
relationship with his literary peers, and his own feeling towards Shakespeare – alongside a
close reading of the text and the relevance of the sonnet form. It was also sometimes noted
that candidates skimmed over some of the rich imagery and the sonorous quality of many of
his poems.
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The candidate has kept a close eye on the text and the focus on the
question of 'strong feelings'. The speculative allusion to Fanny Brawne
does not really add anything to the analysis here and the candidate
would be advised to ground analysis more closely to the poem.

Keats' biographical detail does not always add much to responses.
Candidates are better off looking at the Romantic movement as a
whole, and removing speculation from their analysis.
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Question 14

Another popular question for Keats, with more than one examiner commenting on how this
is their favourite Keats poem and how delighted they were with how well students respond
to it. It should be noted that we did see a few rubric infringements this year, with candidates
answering on this question with a poem from the Romantics collection, such as Shelley. As
with question 11, we do remind centres that candidates must answer questions only from
their prescribed list – all of which is clearly indicated on the question paper.

Examiners noted that the question was quite subjective in its wording, which suited some
candidates very well as they were able to develop their own thesis on the 'power of poetry'.
There was some confident engagement with ‘Ode to a Nightingale’, particularly where
candidates considered both the escapism which the imagination could provide and the
limitations of poetry to provide more than a fleeting respite from the reality of suffering and
mortality. Whilst some biographical detail did add to arguments, such as placing the poem
within the other odes, there was also the reliance on facts about Keats’ life that did not
always enhance responses and often strayed too far from the text.
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The candidate has made a good choice of second poem and has
developed a strong statement of how the power of poetry is shown by
Keats in the poems. There is a sense of evaluation when it comes to
the 'historical error' Keats has made, and this is dealt with confidently
by the candidate.

Bringing in your wider reading and understanding of the poems can be
helpful when developing your argument and demonstrating your
understanding of the literary context. However, this should always
support your points and your thinking about the poems, rather than
replace it.
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This candidate makes a number of points concisely which
demonstrates discriminating understanding and a controlled
argument. There is reference to the form of the poem, the sound and
rhyme of the poem, imagery and some supporting contextual details.

Precise and concise responses are often the best, provided all points
are evidenced and supported by the text and form part of your larger
argument.
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Question 15

There were a number of choices of second poem, with most candidates choosing poems by
the female poets. Stronger candidates were able to explore more nuanced ideas about the
complexities of women’s lives and experiences, but for many candidates the trap of
generalised (and often incorrect) context generally applied proved unavoidable. Centres are
to be advised that Victorian womanhood was neither straightforward nor uniform in its
nature, and candidates need to be aware of this. There is also a lot more to Elizabeth Barrett
Browning than her relationships with her father and with Robert Browning.

This candidate has presented a number of relevant ideas in the
introductory paragraph with regard to the role of women, but the lack
of a cohesive thorough argument suggests there is going to be lack of
control and clarity when it comes to the overall response.

Take some time to consider your choice of second poem and your
overall thesis. Also, remember that Victorian women are not a
homogenous mass, and the best responses will tease out nuances and
subtleties of the presentation of women.
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Question 16

Candidates engaged well with the question and found a number of options to use as a
second poem, including ‘Remember’, ‘Maud I xxii’ and ‘Drummer Hodge’. Examiners noted
that contextual factors were not always dealt with particularly well, and centres should be
reminded that the Victorian era covers a huge number of years of social and literary change,
and candidates should avoid writing about a fixed Victorian viewpoint.
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This is a confident introduction which suggests a strong knowledge of
Hardy and the poems, and has considered the ways that time is
presented. There is also a confident use of embedded quotations and
contextual factors to help establish a controlled argument.

A focused introduction with embedded quotations helps to ensure a
clear focus is kept on the poems.
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Question 17

Rossetti remains a popular choice for candidates and centres, who engage well with her
ideas and her poetry. One examiner found these responses the most critical and interesting
to read from across the section.

The question on ‘self-denial’ was generally tackled well, although some candidates did veer
off topic to look at ‘self-doubt’ or being in denial, which led to a much less confident and
successful response. The most popular second poem was ‘An Apple Gathering’, with other
choices being ‘Twice’, ‘At Home’ and 'Goblin Market.'

Those who considered the two-part structure of ‘Memory’ in relation to Rossetti’s life tended
to build a suitable argument. Many looked at Rossetti’s religion and how it informed her
response to suitors; some, using ‘An Apple Gathering’, tried to impose an argument related to
fertility rather than temptation. Thoughtfully selective use of ‘Goblin Market’ usually resulted
in successful arguments.

Alongside Keats, Rossetti does seem to encourage a reliance on biographical context for
some candidates and centres. Examiners did note this sometimes took the form of
unnecessary and irrelevant detail about Rossetti’s life with no explicit link to the task.
Candidates often mention one or more combination of her strong religious beliefs, her
rejection of marriage proposals, and her work with ‘fallen women’. Often these aspects of
Rossetti’s life were left as a sufficient explanation of the meaning of the poems. These
aspects were then reiterated in different variations in relation to specific lines and phrases
without developing the whole into a more nuanced account. The best responses showed an
appreciation for the complexities of Rossetti’s life and were able to explore how that
influenced her work.
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This candidate is confidently probing the idea of self-denial in the
poem and ways it can be read. The idea that the speaker's religious
devotion might be undermined by the elevation of their memory gets
to the heart of the tensions often found in Rossetti's poetry.
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Always be prepared to look for different readings and interpretations
that will enhance your analysis and develop your argument.
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Question 18

This was a slightly more popular Rossetti question, and the theme of ‘guilt’ was generally
dealt with well, though examiners did note some occasions when this was unsuccessfully
shoehorned into debates about grief or regret, or candidates slipped into a more general
discussion of sinfulness in ‘What would I give’.

Context was usually covered well: most responses linked Rossetti’s work to the concept of the
‘fallen woman’, which offered some interesting analysis. Another concept was the role
religion played in Victorian society and Rossetti’s life, which was handled best when looking
at the poem and the concept of guilt. Better responses managed to explore the emotional
complexities of guilt and the nuances of ideas conveyed in the poems with assurance and
sensitivity.

This opening paragraph shows good general understanding of the
poetry of Rossetti and the concept of guilt, but also suggest a slightly
broad-brush approach which was reflected in the rest of the response
and its mark in level 3.
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Try to avoid generalities, such as 'an emotion felt greatly by Victorian
women' and instead aim for specific feelings of guilt in the poems.

This is a better example of an opening paragraph that is much more
specific in its understanding of guilt and its presentation in the poems.
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The candidate is developing their argument to include how structure
develops the feelings brought on by guilt in the speaker. This is linked
closely to the language and the question, and this interleaving of
analysis is a strength of this response which achieved a high level 4.

When using terminology such as polysyndetic lists or caesura, make
sure you are not just feature spotting, and instead this adds to your
analysis and your argument.

65 GCE English Literature 9ET0 03



Question 19

The Modern Poets is not the most popular collection, even though there are a number of
excellent poems and poets featured. Indecision was a good stimulus to thinking about the
set poem and worked interestingly when paired with the second choice. The most popular
was Frost’s ‘The Road Not Taken’, though ‘Snake’ was also successfully chosen.
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A confident response that demonstrates an understanding of the
poem, of the question focus and of the poetry of Robert Frost.

The better responses are always able to refer to the poems as poems,
such as through the recognition of rhyme and metre, but always
connected to the ideas and language of the poem, and with a focus on
the question. Having an evaluative overview of your chosen poet or
collection is also a good way to develop a confident response.
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Question 20

There were only a few takers for this question, even though Cummings provides a rich area
of study and the focus of contradictions offered a lot of possibilities. Candidates who did
answer this question would be advised to remember that Modernism was not a unified
movement or concept. There can be a tendency for candidates to rely on rather generalised
contexts without a nuanced sense of the different ways in which Modernist writers framed
their work, and indeed of different ways in which the Modernist world was shaped. This
would allow for a greater depth of analysis across all modernist questions in the paper.
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This is a clear response and the candidate demonstrates good
understanding of the Cummings poem and later their choice of poem.
However, the use of context is a little general 'increasing mechanising
world' without fully probing how this viewpoint helps develop
understanding of the poem and its contradictions.

When making contextual points, link them very closely to the text and
make them specific.
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Question 21

Death provided an excellent focus for the poem and for the study of Eliot as a whole, with a
number of choices of second poem for candidates. Eliot provides a wealth of opportunity for
literary analysis but AO2 was often missed at the expense of generalised contextual points.
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Here we can see the candidate has kept a real focus on Eliot's craft
with reference to the imagery, the repetition and the lack of
punctuation. There is a clear sense that the candidate understands the
way Eliot fits into the Modernist genre and how this helps shape
meaning in his poems.

Eliot is a poet that provides lots of poetic techniques to analyse. Don't
forget the importance of AO2 in this question and ensure you keep a
focus on the writer's craft.
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Question 22

The question focus was again very suitable for Eliot, and the best responses linked the form
and structure of the poems with poetic techniques and relevant and specific contextual
factors. Better responses were also able to consider where Eliot sits in the literary landscape
of the Modernist movement.

This candidate has focused on the poem when discussing the
fragmented style, and not lapsed into general comments on Modernist
technique. There is some reference to relevant historical context of the
post-war period, explored later on, and to the diction and language of
the poem.
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Question 23

This anthology attracted only a handful of entries this summer, with the vast majority
answering question 23. Cruelty was a great focus for a question, with Thomas Blackburn’s
‘Hospital for Defectives’ the most popular choice of second poem. The Movement proves a
challenging literary movement to contextualise, not least because it is such a loosely framed
thing and was never really a defined group, mostly defined by what it is not. One examiner
described it as ‘a literary reaction rather than a literary movement’. Nevertheless, the poems
and the setting of post-war Britain often offer lots of scope that is not always explored.

This is a relatively clear response, although there are elements where
opportunities to explore in more detail are not taken and instead it
lapses into description or general comments on Larkin's viewpoint.
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Question 25

Larkin remains a popular choice of poet and it is clear that candidates often embrace the
main ideas of his poems well. Some examiners felt that some responses didn’t always grasp
the different personas Larkin presents in his poems, and that the reliance on biographical
detail leads to narrow analysis of both Larkin the poet and the poems themselves.
References to his childhood are often quite forced, and don’t often add to the analysis. As
one examiner put it, it’s often not accurate or helpful to link any dissatisfaction in Larkin’s
poems to his unhappy childhood.

Quite a range of second poems were seen, including ‘Spring’, ‘No Road’, ‘Going’ and, perhaps
the most popular, ‘Skin’. Most candidates were able to say something about the unusual (for
Larkin) upbeat quality of ‘Coming’ and contrast it with his more usual approach. There were
mostly general comments made about ‘The Movement’, with very few offering any thoughts
about how the context of post-war Britain might relate to Larkin’s perspective. As always,
stronger responses kept a close focus on the text and the structural development of key
ideas throughout the poems.
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This candidate has produced a clear, and sometimes controlled
response, that looks in detail at the theme of change in the named
poem and in their choice of poem 'At Grass'. Occasionally, the
candidate lapses into speculation on Larkin's childhood, which doesn't
add to the theme of change or to their overall argument.

Keep ideas firmly focused on the question and on the text of the
poems, rather than get drawn into speculative comments on Larkin's
life which may not add to your own argument.
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Question 26

As with Q25, answers tended to centre on Larkin’s biography: there was a temptation for
weaker responses not to probe at the idea of ‘inner life’, but to analyse any element of the
poem as reflecting Larkin’s ‘inner life’. Stronger responses were reflective about the way the
inner life was presented by Larkin and were also thoughtful in their discussion of Larkin’s
misogyny.

A number appeared to have chosen ‘Dry Point’ in advance of reading the question, so they
could write about sexual metaphor. More popular and adaptable was ‘No Road’. Responses
to the given poem often started confidently by discussing the ‘Alice’ reference but foundered
in the self-mocking depiction of a poet’s mind that moves further away from the literal and
tangible. Examiners did note that there was often an uncertainty about Larkin’s subtle use of
half-rhymes with candidates interpreting poems that used such a rhyme scheme as having
none and thus developing an account of the freedom of Larkin’s thoughts that, while
sometimes relevant, was based on a fundamental misreading.
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Although occasionally touching on elements of Larkin's biography, the
candidate does this in combination with the question and the text of
the poem, which adds to the development of their argument. There is
also a confidence in the way they describe the extended metaphor of
the brain as being 'explorable (yet notably uninhabitable)' which
demonstrates a confident analysis and understanding of the poem.
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Paper Summary

This report is illustrated by short extracts from candidates' work. Whilst there is an indication
here of the overall assessment of the response it is not possible to show all the evidence for
that final mark, which will have taken into account possibly less – or more – successful work
elsewhere in the essay. To supplement the extracts here teachers will be able to read
complete answers to a selection of questions which will become available in the autumn,
accompanied by a commentary.
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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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