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Introduction
This was the second series of this unit 2 exam. The unit is divided into three sections: 
Section A (Reading), which examines responses to a Shakespeare play; Section B 
(Reading), which examines responses to a prose text from a different culture; and Section C 
(Writing), which examines candidates' ability to construct and develop an accurate piece of 
written prose.

Of the three Shakespeare plays offered for selection, 'Romeo and Juliet' was the most 
popular choice, followed by 'Macbeth' and then 'The Merchant of Venice'. By far the most 
popular prose text was John Steinbeck's 'Of Mice and Men', with a much smaller number 
of candidates opting for Cormier's 'Heroes' and fewer  candidates selecting one of the five 
other options. However, it was pleasing to see a substantial number of candidates selecting 
some of the less familiar texts and the responses offered on ‘Balzac and the Little Chinese 
Seamstress’ were of high quality.

This unit is offered at both Foundation and Higher tiers and it is clearly in the best interests 
of candidates that they are entered for the appropriate tier. Regrettably, as in the June 
2011 series, a significant number had been entered for the Higher tier when it was clear 
that the standard of their work fell a good way below the level required to achieve a grade 
C or above. It is important that careful consideration is given to the levels of entry in future 
series.  A careful look at the Higher Tier mark scheme for Section C should alert teachers to 
the fact that it is very difficult for candidates of moderate achievement to climb out of the 
lowest band.

There are two hours designated for this paper. There are three parts to each question 
in Sections A and B and responses in Section C need to be developed if candidates are 
to access the higher mark bands. Allowing for at least fifteen minutes given over to 
careful reading and re-reading of text extracts and questions, it is recommended that 
candidates divide their time carefully and the following suggestions are given as guidelines:

Sections A and B

Question a) 7 marks, 8 minutes

Question b) 7 marks, 8 minutes

Question c) 10 marks, 12 minutes

Section C
48 marks, 45 minutes

It is clear that a number of candidates did not manage their time carefully and subsequently 
were unable to access the full range of marks. Nevertheless, it is clear that a majority were 
prepared and practised enough to produce developed responses in all three sections of the paper.

The candidates who performed well were those who went about their work in a focused and 
purposeful way, offering responses that contained no, or few, irrelevancies and who had 
been well-prepared for the exam through the use of Sample Assessments, the June paper 
and Mark Scheme and other support materials provided by Edexcel.

For the purposes of this report, I have chosen to exemplify responses to the most popular 
Shakespeare question: 'Romeo and Juliet' (question 1). In Section B, I have chosen to 
exemplify responses to 'Balzac and the Little Chinese Seamstress' (question 5). The reasons 
for the latter are twofold: the novella strikes me as being a very worthwhile text for Higher 
tier students at this level and the responses on this paper were some of the best ones I 
have seen.
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Comments on these two questions can be applied to other Shakespeare and Prose 
questions as appropriate. I have commented on both writing questions (11 and 12). I have 
selected examples of candidates' work to illustrate my points, focusing positively on those 
that were successful.

Section A Question a)

This trait, on what can be learned from the extract about a nominated character, is usually 
answered more successfully than either of the other traits in Section A. It is clear that, with 
some students, this is related to time management. A lot of time can be spent on this trait 
to the detriment of the others and it would be helpful if all candidates practised writing 
in timed conditions.  It is possible to score highly on this trait by selecting three points of 
character and following the PEE formula to illustrate and develop them. The final marks 
given will then depend on the insightfulness of the point, the accuracy of the supporting 
reference and the quality of the explanation.

Taking the example of Q 1, 'Romeo and Juliet', many answers referenced the fairly obvious 
points that Juliet was in love and wanted to marry Romeo. More credit could be given for 
showing an understanding of the complexities involved: that Juliet was determined and 
committed; that she wanted a similar commitment from Romeo; and that she understood 
the implications of the relationship and wanted to keep it secret for the time being. Some 
candidates made judgements, subsequently, about Juliet: that she was more mature than 
Romeo, or that she was similarly foolhardy.

It should be fairly easy to set practice examples for this question: select an extract, 
nominate a character and ask students to pick out points that show aspects of personality 
and behaviour.

Section A Question b) 

These questions focus on performance. A number of lines (about 6) are isolated from the 
main extract and candidates are required to explain how the lines should be performed. 
The more successful answers avoid writing comments about peripheral aspects (such as 
costume, props and lighting) so that they can concentrate on suggestions that highlight 
character, situation and language. Unlike in the Foundation tier paper, no bullet points are 
offered in the question to give guidance. However, candidates should be aware of, and 
indeed memorise, the list that appears in the Foundation paper. 

It is often far more effective to make points about tone of voice or facial expression than to 
suggest exaggerated dramatic gestures. Candidates should avoid suggesting a sequence of 
movements intended to illustrate every other word in the text, for example:  “Romeo kneels 
then holds his arms out to heaven then pinches his cheek to test whether he is dreaming”. 
It would be helpful for candidates to visualise the scene clearly. In preparation, they may 
benefit from enacting scenes and playing the part of director. They may then consider the 
use of pauses, the reactions of comparatively quiet characters that are present on stage 
(like Fleance in the 'Macbeth' extract) and certainly should think about what impression is 
being made on the audience.

If they are to access the higher mark bands, it is essential that candidates not only suggest 
what the actors should be doing and how they should be doing it but also why. When Juliet 
suggests marriage, her motives and preoccupations  must be understood before suggestions 
are made about her tone of voice and facial expression.

A good example from 'Romeo and Juliet' discussed staging with very perceptive reasoning 
as to why things should be that way: "I think they should never touch to signify they cannot 
be together. Juliet should be trying to get closer to Romeo, but the sides of the balcony 
don't allow it, signifying how the house of Capulet will never allow them to be together."
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Section A Question c)

This asks candidates to consider a theme (here it was ‘love’ in 'Romeo and Juliet', ‘the 
supernatural’ in 'Macbeth', ‘justice’ in 'The Merchant of Venice') and comment on its 
importance in another part of the play. Candidates should not range widely throughout 
the play: the best answers choose a relevant scene or part of a scene (the suicide scene 
in 'Romeo and Juliet' and the banquet or dagger scenes in 'Macbeth' were very popular). 
Better answers showed an understanding of how the chosen part would look on stage 
(rather than in the Luhrmann film). Simple recount gets very little reward.

The key word in this Tier of the exam is significance. One examiner commented: 

''Those that understood the term 'significance' though did very well, with some perceptive 
comments  [such as] 'It highlights that although Romeo's love for Juliet has made her 
strong, it has isolated her..... This is significant as it creates a determined woman...'''

The significance of the supernatural, wrote one candidate who picked out Macbeth’s second 
visit to the witches, ‘made him feel invincible’ and this formed the basis of a convincing 
answer.

Section B Question a)

This trait is very similar to question a) in section A as candidates are asked what is learned 
about a nominated character in the given extract. Most candidates were able to make some 
valid comments about the presentation of Slim in the 'Of Mice and Men' extract and the 
PEE approach is again successful here. Consideration of each small detail in the extract can 
pay dividends and in one very successful answer the candidate wrote: “Slim comes across 
as an intelligent man … in his decision to treat the new workers with care and kindness. 
This presentation of intelligence about his character is emphasised by how ‘he studied the 
solitaire hand’. The use of the term ‘studied’ gives the idea of him being a deep, thoughtful 
man, combined with what was said earlier about him having ‘overtones not of thought but 
of understanding beyond thought’ creates an intelligent persona for him.” This approach is 
preferable to seemingly prepared answers about character that pay little attention to the 
details in the extract.

Section B Question b)

This trait presents more difficulty for candidates who fail to realise that it is first and 
foremost about  how language is used by the writer and not about the character or 
relationship or other feature mentioned in the question. It seems probable that candidates 
may see this more clearly if asked about the way ‘anger’ is presented (as in 'Balzac and 
the Little Chinese Seamstress') or ‘aggression’ (in 'Anita and Me') but it is in the nature of 
these questions that candidates will sometimes be asked about one character’s effect on or 
reaction to another, and this requires a slight but important change of perspective.

In 7b), for example, the question is not about the relationship between George and Lennie 
but about the language Steinbeck uses to describe it. The mark scheme offers some 
possibilities: 

George compliments Lennie: “..can put up more grain…”

He uses an alliterative insult which is really a compliment: “big bastard”

Lennie understands this as a compliment and smiles, the adverb “complacently” showing he 
is used to gaining admiration for his size and strength

George’s final statements in the last paragraph show how well-established the relationship is 
and how frank and unashamed George is in talking about it.
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Other candidates also commented on:

The metaphor “I ain’t nothing to scream about” – showing how George is ready to belittle 
himself to accentuate Lennie’s good points

The description of Lennie ‘following the conversation back and forth with his eyes’ showing 
how, although he is following George’s orders not to talk, he is alert and wants to know 
what George is saying about them

Slim’s question ‘You guys travel around together?’ hints at how unusual this kind of 
relationship is

George’s repetition of ‘he ain’t bright’ shows how he doesn’t want people to expect too 
much of Lennie and therefore is protective of him. It also shows that George knows that 
Lennie will not be offended.

It may well be that future candidates will benefit from being equipped with some sentence 
starters such as the ones exemplified above.

Section B Question c)

This trait examines candidates’ ability to fulfil two assessment objectives: AO2ii and AO2iv. 
As with Section A question c), there is a requirement to consider the importance of a theme 
in the candidate’s chosen part of the text but there also must be some reference to the 
social, cultural, historical context of the text. 

4 c) asked for an explanation of the importance of friendship in the light of Meena’s 
relationship with Anita. Since the novel is largely about Meena’s coming to terms with 
cultural differences, it is only a short step from here to discussing how Meena’s friendships 
sometimes create tensions partly as a result of these cultural differences.

6 c) focused on the importance of the effects of war and there is no escaping how most of 
the characters in ‘Heroes’ feel the impact of war to a greater or lesser extent.

7 c) asks about friendship and why it is unusual to find friendships on the ranch. An 
answer that takes account of the solitariness of most workers because of the seasonal and 
temporary nature of their work will cover the necessary ground without recourse to barely-
understood statements about the Great Depression and the Dust Bowl.

However, one examiner commented that “Some candidates failed to incorporate context 
within their answers either adding it as a 'bolt on' or not mentioning it at all.”

That certainly was not a widespread observation but Higher Tier candidates must surely be 
expected to understand the requirements of this question.

Section C

Here, candidates have a choice of questions. Q 11 asked for a review for a young person’s 
magazine of a TV programme. Q 12 asked for a speech to other students presenting views 
on role models. Take-up of the questions was divided fairly equally between the two and 
candidates had no shortage of ideas. 

It must be remembered that this is partly a test of appropriate writing skills. However good 
the content, it can easily be undermined if no due consideration is given to paragraphing 
and punctuation. Candidates must remember that they have an obligation to communicate 
clearly to their readers, and teachers and examiners alike are frustrated when not enough 
care is given to structuring in sentences and paragraphs.

That said, it was pleasing to see so many candidates rising to the challenges with 
enthusiasm and relating to their audiences effectively.
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Q 11

However, the most successful candidates were those who managed to put some critical 
distance between them and their chosen programme. It appeared that many had read 
“reviews” in magazines or elsewhere that were little more than hyped-up puffs for a 
programme and proceeded to reproduce pieces that were unalloyed advertisements. Others 
simply fell into the trap of describing what their programme is about. Nevertheless, some 
were able to grasp the nature of a review and used wry humour in their assessment of a 
programme’s attractions and limitations.

Others clearly showed that they understood the underlying dynamics of a programme, as in 
this review of ‘The Big Bang Theory’: 

“The show gains a lot of its humour from the brilliant mis-matched pair who desperately try 
to figure out how to live with each other. Sheldon, a socially awkward genius who claims to 
have an IQ ‘immeasurable by normal tests’ acts as a catalyst to spark off hilarious conflicts 
within the group, possessing a massive intelligence and a very low understanding of things 
like sarcasm …. His comically mis-matched room-mate Leonard is the glue that holds the 
group together…”

Q 12

The candidates who chose this option were largely familiar with the idea of giving a speech 
and were fairly comfortable in using (and sometimes over-using) rhetorical devices.

One examiner spoke of successful pieces in which “there was an excellent awareness of 
format with some candidates indicating pauses for laughter, showing of slides, etc.  There 
was excellent use of triadic structures, rhetorical questions and personal experience”.

 



8 GCSE English 5EH2H 01

Question 1

The extract for question 1 was taken from Act 2 Scene 2. The character question was on Juliet; 
the performance question was on lines 136 to 141 and the theme question was on love.

This 1 a) response was awarded a mark in band 3.
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This candidate pays full attention to the language 
of the extract to present a perceptive interpretation 
how Juliet's character is revealed. Points  are 
supported by well-chosen, embedded quotations.

Examiner Comments

It helps to have an understanding 
of characters in the play as a 
whole but pay close attention to 
the language of the extract.

Examiner Tip
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This 1 b) answer was awarded a mark in band 3.
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The focus, here, is on the concerns of the 
characters. Suggestions about movement, facial 
expression and tone of voice are carefully chosen 
and attention is paid to the effects on the audience.

Examiner Comments

Think carefully about what the 
audience would see and how they 
would feel about the scene.

Examiner Tip
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A mark of 10 was given to this 1 c) response.
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The candidate selects an appropriate scene and shows 
that he/she knows it well. There is a clear understanding 
of the narrative background to the scene, showing a 
perceptive understanding of the dynamics at work. A 
number of points are made about the significance of love 
and the final comment about fate ties in nicely to the 
opening remark about 'star-crossed lovers'.

Examiner Comments

Read the play several times and 
be sure to know it well.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5

The extract is taken from the scene where Luo and the narrator are showing Four-Eyes the 
songs of the old miller. The character question is about Four-Eyes; the language question is 
about the presentation of anger; and the significance and context question is about hope.

This response to 5 a) was awarded a mark in band 3.
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This a full answer which demonstrates a perceptive 
understanding of Four-Eyes and his main 
preoccupations at this point in the novella. Each 
point is supported by thoughtful exemplification 
and explanation. Adjectives like 'ruthless' and 
'patronising' are carefully selected.

Examiner Comments

Work on increasing your vocabulary 
to describe character.

Examiner Tip
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A band 3 mark was awarded to this 5 a) response.
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The focus is sharply on language here. The sentences used 
start to signal this appropriately:

'The use of a swear word.......'

'The hyperboles used ...... are an indication of ...'

'The use of the minor sentence ...provides a contrast with...'

Exemplification and explanation are clear and appropriate.

Examiner Comments

Collect a bank of sentence starters 
to focus attention on language.

Examiner Tip
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This 5 c) response was given a mark of 10.

This is a confident response that is based on a 
perceptive understanding of the novella. An appropriate 
part of the text is selected and the connections between 
the theme and the context are interwoven seamlessly.

Examiner Comments

Try not to comment on context as 
an afterthought - make it part of 
your discussion of theme.

Examiner Tip
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Question 11

Question 11 asked for a TV programme review for inclusion in a young people's magazine.

This is an assured and purposeful review which achieved marks in band 4 for both AOs.
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This is a secure, if rather formal, review that 
speaks directly to its intended audience and 
presents a clear exposition of the TV programme 
chosen. The statistics and interviews strike a 
slightly inappropriate note but do not detract too 
much. Accuracy of language is sound. 

Examiner Comments

Organise in paragraphs and check 
for inaccuracies.

Examiner Tip
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Question 12

For question 12, candidates were asked to write a speech to be given to fellow students on 
the importance of role models for young people.

This response was securely placed in band 4 for both assessment objectives.
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This is an accurate and clearly structured piece 
which has relevant ideas supported by an 
extensive vocabulary. It has a sense of audience 
but does not have the feel of a speech.

Examiner Comments

Be accurate, be organised and relate 
directly to your audience.

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary
Teachers should make considered decisions when entering candidates for the Higher tier. 
Many candidates struggled to achieve access to any other than the bottom bands in this 
series.

Section A

Most candidates dealt well with the character questions and used exemplification 
appropriately. The better answers analysed character in greater depth and focused 
thoughtfully on the language of the extracts.

Responses to the performance questions must be based on character motivation and all 
suggestions must be supported by explanation.

The most successful candidates knew the play very well and referenced the text, as opposed 
to a film adaptation, in the c) questions.

Section B

Candidates should base their answers to character questions on close analysis of the extract 
rather than a general idea of what they know about the nominated character.

The language question needs greater preparation. The candidates should practise with 
appropriate sentence starters and have access to some technical language terms.

When answering c) questions, there is no substitute for a thorough knowledge of the text on 
which to base responses which integrate an understanding of theme and an understanding 
of context.

Section C

Responses must be developed fully and attention must be paid to organisation and accuracy 
as well as purpose and audience.

Practice under timed conditions is invaluable for all sections of the paper.
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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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