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Introduction
Almost every candidate for this paper manages to deal with the demands of  a two and 
three quarter hour long paper, answering both the unseen and the text-based question. 
With only a tiny number of exceptions, candidates had no difficulty in satisfying the 
requirement to answer on a post-1990 text.

Examiners notice that the lower achieving responses often show evidence of a very limited 
range of reading referring to only a few characters or episodes from novels and occasionally 
just one or two poems, sometimes very short ones. These references tend to be descriptive 
with a limited sense of literary analysis. They are therefore likely be scoring quite low marks 
in band 2 for AOs 1 and 2, even going into band 1 on occasion and no higher than band 3 
for AOs 3 and 4.

High achieving responses, on the contrary, usually show wide ranging knowledge of the 
texts  studied and this is reflected in  very detailed and appropriate references with some 
excellent links made between texts to develop the argument. These are therefore likely to 
be high in band 2 or band 3 for AOs 1 and 2 and in bands 4 and 5 for AOs 3 and 4.
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Question 1

This remains the more popular option for the unseen section of the paper. A key 
discriminator is the difference between being able to identify key features in the writing 
and the more subtle task of going on to make analytical comments about them. The best 
candidates showed impressive ability to make sustained and evaluative comments in their 
accounts with an ability to explore and interpret.

The best answers distinguished themselves by pointing out the irony of the poet’s apparent 
disdain for poetry, whilst realising that this was not in fact the case and that the poem was 
an exploration of the nature of poetry and the kind of language appropriate to it. Many 
candidates identified and responded well to the playfulness in the text of the poem (such 
as the treatment of critics) and the ways in which it was presented on the page. A number 
felt that the date of the poem might link it to modernism. An effective discriminator was the 
way in which candidates noted the camaraderie being developed as the poetic voice invites 
her readers into the poem with her use of ‘too’, ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘you’.

There was a temptation in low achieving responses  to get too concerned with merely 
identifying features such as the number of lines in a stanza, the relative lengths of lines, 
enjambement and the caesura without saying too much about their effects on the reader. 
Many candidates include long quotations with limited supporting comment. A short 
quotation often consisting of just a key word or phrase will do the job more effectively.

This opening has a precise focus and deals with aspects of 
language and structure that will developed later in the essay.

Examiner Comments

Focus clearly in the opening paragraph showing how 
you are going to develop your answer.

Examiner Tip
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Good use of terminology. Comments on tone and 
language. References to poetic structure. This candidate 
has gone through the poem in chronological order which 
is an effective way of covering the material.

Examiner Comments

Show awareness of poetic features, tone and language 
and provide specific examples supported by comments 
on the effect they have on you as a reader.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2

Although the less popular unseen option, the balance between prose and poetry on this 
occasion was more evenly distributed than in the past.

This passage seemed to work well in prompting candidates to explore how the narrative 
voice made an effective link between the situation being described and the reader. Good 
answers noted the contrasts drawn by the writer between the ordinary urbanites and the 
‘high-up ones’, the very different kinds of food they enjoyed and how the effect of that on 
their appearance, especially their hair, was described. 

Very perceptive candidates could note the tone of voice, ironic and even sarcastic at times, 
employed by the narrator as she made these contrasts. Many responses referred to the 
narrative voice of someone apparently involved in the siege and the effects of the collusive 
‘your’ and ‘you’ in the latter part of the extract. The other main aspect of the writing noted 
by many candidates was the use of a wide range of contrasts in particular the language 
associated with food and its uneven and unjust distribution amongst the ‘urbanites’ and the 
‘high-up ones’.

They realised that these ordinary people had lived a life of deprivation even before this 
particular set of disasters. Many good answers noticed the patterns in the language such 
as the range of imagery connected with the burning.  The smells and sounds for example 
received a lot of attention being described and analysed in some detail. References to 
foraging, and carcasses as key images provoked effective comments. The precision of the 
language, including the date of the events being described was often commented upon 
although the fact that it was a fictionalised account of an actual event was not really focused 
on. Some candidates may not have realised that the situation described is based on a real 
event; others made too much of their knowledge of the context. 

Weaker answers made some surprising misreadings such as interpreting the volcano and 
the river as literal ones, the significance of the islands, the city’s isolation and the action 
taking place in Mga. Some felt the need to interpret the editing of the passage between 
paragraphs three and four as a deliberate stylistic feature. A surprising number referred to 
the passage as a poem.



GCE English Literature 6ET03 01 7

The writer, near the beginning of the discussion, makes 
a number of succinct comments on sentence structure 
and language with appropriate use of terms such as 
‘sibilance’, ‘personified’, ‘onomatopoeic’, ‘mimic’, ‘simile’ 
and metaphor, all closely linked to the text.

Examiner Comments

Be concise; use technical language as 
appropriate; link comments to text.

Examiner Tip

The writer provides a neat overview to 
conclude the essay.

Examiner Comments

Leaving the reader with an overview and a 
sense of completion will inevitably make a 
positive impression on the examiner.

Examiner Tip
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There is some effective comment on one 
aspect of the language with some illustration 
although it could be more concise.

Examiner Comments

This would be more effective with some 
use of literary terminology linked to the 
quite good quotations.

Examiner Tip

The opening comment is more effective than the second 
because it is linked to the text whereas the second makes 
an assertion about the effect of longer and longer sentences 
without illustrating it quite precisely enough.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3 (a)
This was by far the most popular question on the paper and the quality of answers   seen 
covered a very wide range of achievement.  

It was quite important for candidates to arrive at some kind of understanding of what 
they understood by the terms of the question. It was all too easy for them to perceive 
almost any kind of relationship to be unconventional. If they agreed with the proposition 
plenty of evidence for the unconventional in relationships was offered in the novels and 
poems with plenty of focus on adultery (Tom, Daisy, Myrtle, Gatsby), other extra-marital 
relationships (Pelagia, Mandras, Corelli, Tess, Alec, Donne, Marvell), gay and lesbian (Duffy, 
Carlo, Francesco, Philips, Nick), parents and children (Pelagia and Dr Iannis, Drosoula and 
Mandras, Tess and her mother, Gatsby and his father). A number of candidates also dealt 
with Donne’s relationship with his God and Tess’s relationship with hers. At best this sort 
of thing was explored with good, detailed textual support, at worst the tendency was to be 
assertive about say, Nick’s feelings for Gatsby, without necessarily providing a reference to 
clinch the point. 

Good candidates were able to deal with what might be considered as unusual in the light 
of the texts’ depiction of relationships through structure, form and language. The use of 
critical views when linked to a developing argument was often impressive although at times 
the naming of a critic or a critical movement was seen as sufficient to cover the last bullet 
point of AO3. Popular critical movements much cited included post-modernism, Marxism, 
feminism, even queer theory, but they were often used very loosely or inaccurately. 
Attitudes towards homosexuality tended to make very bland and generalised contrasts 
between modern attitudes and those in the different periods covered by the poems and 
novels. Other contextual areas dealt with effectively included the changing roles of women, 
the world of 1920s America with some telling comments on prohibition and how Gatsby had 
made his money, the role of religion in the metaphysical poems, ‘Tess’ and ‘Corelli’.

The opening of this essay is rather bland and 
not very well expressed.

Examiner Comments

Grab the reader’s attention with a comment 
that will make him/her want to read on.

Examiner Tip
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This is from slightly further on in the same essay.

One way of making links between texts and 
showing awareness of contexts. This is an essential 
skill but it can be done with greater subtlety.

Examiner Comments

Make links between texts and deal with 
contexts in as much detail and precision 
as you can.

Examiner Tip
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This writer is doing something similar to the 
previous one but in a more sophisticated way.

Examiner Comments

Try to make the links between texts literary ones as 
in the link between Donne and Duffy in this extract.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3 (b)
Although a less popular option, this question received a number of interesting and, at times, 
impressive, perceptive and sophisticated responses. The chosen extracts show the high level 
achieved by the best responses to this question.



14 GCE English Literature 6ET03 01

This candidate has managed to make some effective 
links between two poets and a novelist in an impressive 
and sustained discussion. There are some especially 
perceptive contextual references which show very 
detailed background knowledge.

Examiner Comments

Use literary links to make and support 
points and do not forget to use contexts 
to support your analysis as well.

Examiner Tip
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There are some good links made between texts in 
this extract. There is some contextual awareness and 
some effective use of quotations. 

Examiner Comments
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The following extract is from later in the same essay.
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The ability to manage links between three texts 
and incorporate a critical response is a sign of a 
high-achieving candidate. There are also some 
effective quotations to clinch the links.

Examiner Comments

If you can make precise literary links between the 
texts you are likely to be in top band for AO3.

Examiner Tip
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The candidate continues the essay and sustains an argument 
based on a textual link between all three texts being studied.

Examiner Comments

Try to sustain your argument with close 
links between texts and which have 
some linguistic connection if possible.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4 (a)
Although not as popular as Relationships and War, the Identifying Self section has an 
increasing number of followers and the range of texts dealt with is quite wide with some 
especially interesting comparisons between the poetry texts which cover a great diversity 
of time and cultures. We saw some interesting answers which focused entirely on poetry 
comparing and contrasting Chaucer’s Alyson and Nichols’s fat black woman and how they 
subverted expectations about gender roles. Good answers dealt with ‘subvert’ as well as 
‘surprise and exaggerate’.  The Martel and Atkinson texts were especially useful for this 
question and there were some effective use of all three of the poetry texts. All of them were 
used to show how the reader is frequently being manipulated through the subtle use of an 
unreliable narrator or speaker. There was for example some interesting discussion of the 
different versions of Pi’s story as well as the element of surprise in the ways that Dickens 
and Atkinson used their narrators to tell their respective stories.

Question 4 (b)

There was plenty of opportunity to explore this topic in all of the texts. Innocence was 
variously interpreted as spiritual and cultural, leaving childhood or losing ones virginity. 
‘Great Expectations’ was especially useful although there was plenty of diverse opinion 
about when exactly Pip might have lost his innocence. One interesting response  to ‘Pi’ dealt 
with the  fall from innocence and descent into savagery  when dealing with Pi’s cannibalism. 

Examiners did note the tendency to retell the stories of the novels when dealing with this 
question. Post-modern was much used as a term but not with any precision in most cases. 
Those who answered on the Wife of Bath often dealt with gender politics and social class, 
often making fruitful links with the worlds created in the Atkinson novel and the Nichols 
poems.

Question 5 (a)

The Journeys section remains the least popular option on the paper. Examiners have 
noted that candidates displayed good textual knowledge but tended to narrate rather 
than to analyse when dealing with the journeys undertaken by characters.  One approach 
was to provide a simple retelling of aspects of characters’ physical journeys within the 
text or individuals’ lessons in life. There was some consideration of  expectations and 
disappointments. Some worthwhile answers were seen comparing the main characters in 
'Small Island’ and ‘The Final Passage’. 

Question 5 (b)

See the comments on 5a. There were too few answers on this question for any detailed 
separate comments to be made.
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Question 6 (a)

The War texts remain a popular option and we saw answers on all of the texts set for 
this unit with each of the novels providing material for a range of responses and the raw 
material for much interesting discussion and comparison. The range of poetry was fairly 
wide. 

The best answers evaluated what might be seen as the writer’s duty and although the 
tendency was to agree with the proposition there were some interesting alternative views 
employing War Music, the Knight’s tale  and the Battle of Maldon for example to show war 
or conflict being glorified. Many writers responded with sensitivity to the presentation of 
characters such as Prior and Uncle Peter in particular, but also Baba and Amir. Examiners 
saw very accomplished answers which made comparisons between the poems from World 
War 1 and the modern novels in a very intelligent and convincing way with good focus on 
the modern reader, but also referring to readers from the time of writing such as Jessie 
Pope, the friend addressed in Dulce et Decorum Est. 

Greater exploration of techniques employed in the novels has been noted and this is one 
way which candidates can score more highly in AO2.

Weaker responses did not really analyse the proposition and tended to write about conflict, 
ignoring the rest of the sentence. Some candidates  appeared to be regurgitating received 
knowledge. Although a number of candidates enjoyed the frisson of quoting from the Pinter 
poem, a number assumed that it was actually glorifying war. 
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This introduction covers quite a lot of ground and 
promises exploration of a range of texts whist keeping 
an eye on the terms of the question.

Examiner Comments

There are many ways of writing a good 
introduction but showing range and focus 
is always a good idea.

Examiner Tip
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These short extracts show how the candidate 
shows clear evidence of a developing argument 
addressing both facets of the question.

Examiner Comments

Show how your argument is going to 
develop and move on clearly.

Examiner Tip
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Question 6 (b)

There were some effective responses which dealt with the idea of victory being short-lived 
whilst defeat goes on for generations. The better answers certainly dealt with both aspects 
of the proposition with neat juxtapositioning of Dulce et Decorum Est and the Battle of 
Maldon, for example. Defeat did tend to focus on the fates of individuals such Uncle Peter, 
the soldiers in Futility and Dulce et Decorum Est and Yeats’s Irish Airman. It also dealt 
with the fate of civilians such as Levertov’s ‘people of Vietnam’, Dorothy Parker’s Penelope 
and the victim of the Hiroshima bombing in Fell’s August 6, 1945. Interesting links were 
also made between writers who are dealing with events long after they had happened 
such as Larkin’s MCMXIV and Hughes’s Six Young Men as well as contrasts drawn between 
the characters such as Sassoon and Owen in The Ghost Road and their real selves. Such 
answers tended to make profitable references to modern readers’ responses to the horrors 
of the past.

Some candidates wrote effectively about the horrors of the trenches whilst still keeping an 
eye on the question. Other horrors such as the rape of Hassan, the stoning in Ghazi stadium 
and Amir’s fight with Assef in ‘The Kite Runner’, Uncle Peter’s death in ‘Spies’ the fate of the 
soldiers in ‘The Ghost Road’ received quite a lot of appropriate attention.

Weaker answers would dwell on list-like enumeration of joys of victory contrasted with 
examples of defeat.
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Paper Summary
Dos and don’ts:

• Make sure that you are answering the question that matches the texts that you have 
been studying.

• Do write as clearly as possible. 

• Do not answer any part of a Section B question in the Section A part of the answer 
book.
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Grade Boundaries
Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

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