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Introduction
This unit of the GCSE specification 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' continues to be the 
most popular choice, followed by 'Macbeth' and a small number attempted 'The Merchant of 
Venice'. Once more, 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. As in the past, however, there were some 
engaged and committed responses to less popular texts such as ‘To Kill a Mockingbird’.

As in previous reports, however, I will be focusing on examples of responses to the most 
popular texts.

There is a good deal to do in the exam and I am sure we should remind ourselves of the 
importance of time management. Candidates clearly benefit from having practised past 
papers and gaining experience of how much time they should spend on each question. The 
following are offered 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 

In general there is evidence that candidates are able to manage their time better and are 
clearer about what is expected of them. Many teachers have adopted strategies to help 
candidates approach the various tasks in structured ways.

It is much rarer to see examples of scripts where candidates had failed to complete their 
Section C response. Answers, in general, were better developed and, subsequently, a larger 
number of candidates were able to access the higher bands. They have a clearer idea about 
what is going to gain credit and what is best avoided. There is little time to plan the short 
answers required in Sections A and B but planning and thinking time is invaluable when 
approaching the writing task in Section C.
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Section A

Question 1

Question 1 (a)

This question, on what can be learned from the extract about a nominated character, 
continues to be answered successfully by using a number of PEE chains. The final marks 
given then depend on the insightfulness of each point, the accuracy of the supporting 
reference and the quality of the explanation. It is still worth stressing to students that one 
brief quotation is adequate when illustrating each point.

The focus was on Juliet in the extract provided and successful candidates were able to 
see the complexities of her character there displayed. Her grief over Tybalt’s death and 
Romeo’s banishment, her ambivalent attitude towards Romeo and her conflict with the 
Nurse all provided material for a measured answer. Inevitably, some candidates tended 
to oversimplify (one called Juliet ‘a drama queen’) but better answers go beyond the 
superficial.

Question 1 (b) 

This, of course, is the performance question, and examiners still make the point that many 
candidates do not have clear strategies for answering it successfully.

I have previously observed that ‘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’ and, by and large, there is 
a greater understanding of this. A list of bullet points is provided with the question and 
candidates should make a discriminating selection of these. It is often far more effective 
to make points about tone of voice, facial expression and small but meaningful gestures 
rather than suggest exaggerated responses such as ‘the Nurse will wave her arms about 
and shout at Juliet to show she is angry’ (in a 1(b) response). 

One imaginative candidate came up with this detailed suggestion for the 'Romeo and Juliet' 
extract:

'...The nurse could raise her hand pointing to a brandy bottle as she slumps herself into a 
chair and shouts, "Give me some aqua-vitae!" [....]

"Blistered be thy tongue..." As Juliet says this she turns, angrily shoves the glass of brandy 
in Nurse's hand, and moves away quickly to the other side of the room.’

In the main, candidates need not feel they should comment on every bullet point in the 
question but should clearly visualise the scene, understand what the characters are thinking 
and feeling (and why) and give reasons for the suggestions they make.
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Question 1 (c)

This asks candidates to consider a theme and comment on its importance in another part 
of the play. Candidates continue to perform the least well on this question even though it 
is worth the most marks in the section. Many write very short answers and, although this 
could be evidence of candidates being unsure what to do, it is clear that some spend a lot of 
time on parts (a) and (b) and then find themselves rushing over part (c).

There does seem to be some improvement in that candidates are following instructions 
and limiting themselves to one other part of the play – rather than ranging widely over a 
number of episodes. However, this is a prerequisite for a successful answer and this must be 
stressed to candidates.

Once the other part has been identified (there is no need to quote Act and Scene 
numbers), the notion of ‘importance’ can be interpreted in a number of ways. In past 
reports, I have suggested adopting the acronym CRISP as a guide to commenting on 
importance. This stands for:

Character. What does the chosen part tell us about the theme in relation to character? The 
'Macbeth' theme this series was ‘guilt’ and many candidates selected the part dealing with 
Lady Macbeth’s sleep walking. This often led to candidates commenting on the irony of this 
mental breakdown in contrast to Lady Macbeth’s behaviour earlier in the play.

Relationships. What new things do we learn about the relationship between the characters 
in the chosen scene? In response to the theme of anger in 'Romeo and Juliet', many chose 
Capulet’s response to Juliet’s rejection of Paris and how this upset the relationships between 
Juliet and her parents, but also between her and the Nurse.

Ideas. What is Shakespeare saying about anger in the scene when Romeo kills Tybalt? That 
no good will come of it? That it triggers unstoppable consequences?

Structure. To what extent is a scene the salient moment, the turning point of the play? 
Does Juliet’s rejection of Paris and the fallout between her and the Nurse make desperate 
measures inevitable?

Plot. Candidates most often see their chosen part as a driver of the plot, as a link in the 
chain of cause-and-effect. This is quite a basic point, usually, but can go some way to 
answering the question.

I suggest that future candidates do the following:

choose a single part of the play which features the nominated theme

avoid writing a long account of what happens in it

focus on one or more of the elements of CRISP to discuss importance.

Hence, Romeo’s killing of Tybalt from anger might show us that Romeo acts impulsively 
and that this is a characteristic of the central love affair. It is also the one key event which 
determines all future turns of the plot.
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This candidate clearly gets to grips with a number of aspects of Juliet: her confusion and her 
change of heart particularly. All points are well supported.
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The candidate clearly understands the needs of the question, 
and Juliet's predicament. This response gains maximum marks.

Examiner Comments

Construct your answer using PEE chains.

Examiner Tip
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The answer to this performance question shows that the candidate has visualised the scene 
in question.

Subtle movements and changes of tone 
often work better than extravagant 
actions. Always give reasons for your 
suggestions and support with evidence 
from the text.

Examiner Tip
Only a small number of performance techniques are 
suggested here but the idea of Juliet looking through 
the Nurse, lost in thought, and then snapping out of her 
reverie is convincing and would work well on stage. This 
response was awarded 7 marks out of 7.

Examiner Comments
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This candidate has, consciously or not, made good use of the CRISP acronym.
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The candidate has chosen a suitable scene and obviously knows it well 
enough to quote from it. There is comment on CHARACTER (Romeo has 
become too soft), RELATIONSHIP (Romeo's love of Mercutio), IDEAS 
(Shakespeare is telling us that two wrongs do not make a right and that 
we should think carefully about our actions). Comment on STRUCTURE is 
perhaps implicit in the point about the changes the chosen scene provokes 
and there is a clear reference to PLOT (they 'think of a naive plan' - which is 
evidence of the candidate's personal response). There is no need to refer to 
every element of CRISP but this is done economically and effectively here.
This gains maximum marks.

Examiner Comments

Comment on some of the elements of CRISP when 
making points about 'importance'.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2

Points made about question 1 apply to question 2 and all other questions in Section A. 
Herewith are some additional comments about 'Macbeth'.

Question 2(a) focused on Lady Macbeth. Again, there were stock answers which did not look 
beyond the surface (‘Lady Macbeth is evil’) but other candidates were able to show different 
aspects of her character: her anxiety, her softer side, comparing Duncan with her father, 
and her attempts to calm Macbeth.

Question 2(b) created problems for some candidates who did not appreciate that Macbeth 
was not in full view for the whole of the scene. Others did not catch the tone at all and had 
Macbeth and Lady Macbeth shouting at each other rather than demonstrating stealth.

Question 2(c) please refer to my comments about question 1(c) and remember there is 
no need to explore all the elements of CRISP – one or two will do – as long as candidates 
go beyond the retelling of their chosen part. Comment does not have to be particularly 
sophisticated but just generally sound as in this extract from an answer to 2(c) which 
refers to the “banquet scene when he thinks he can see Banquo in his seat but he is only 
hallucinating because of the fact that he feels guilty. Macbeth also starts to raise his voice 
and starts to say things such as ‘don’t you shake your gory locks at me’, even though 
Banquo isn’t really there and Macbeth is going mad because of his guilt. Lady Macbeth has 
to step in as Macbeth is saying things he shouldn’t be which makes him a bit suspicious…”. 
The comments on Macbeth’s mental state due to guilt and the reasons for Lady Macbeth’s 
intervention move this towards a band 3 response.
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The first paragraph in this 2(a) response may be a little superficial but the second and third 
paragraphs go further.

The candidate demonstrates an understanding of some of 
the complexities of Lady Macbeth as shown in this scene. It 
gained 7 marks out of 7.

Examiner Comments

Use PEE chains to structure your 
answer.

Examiner Tip
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This response to 2(b) is by no means without failings but it presents support and reasons 
for the suggestions made.
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This is a generally sound answer (6 marks) and gains credit for 
understanding that Macbeth does not want to wake anybody and 
that Lady Macbeth is frustrated.

Examiner Comments

Always give reasons and support for suggestions 
made.

Examiner Tip
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This response to 2(c) contains an error of fact ('Lady Macbeth reconvinces him') but makes 
thoughtful comments about the chosen scene.

The candidate nominates an appropriate scene and stays with 
it. Understanding is shown of what is happening to Macbeth 
('he was a man of honour') and how his guilt here fits into the 
overall pattern of the play: 'he becomes full of emotions which 
just lead him back into the beginning of his end'. It is a sound 
answer which was awarded all 10 marks.

Examiner Comments

Choose an appropriate scene 
and relate it to the theme in 
question.

Examiner Tip
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Section B

Question 7
Comments on the most popular question, question 7, can be applied to all other questions 
in Section B. I make some reference to question 6 responses alongside those on question 7 
here.

Question 7 (a) 

This question is very similar to question (a) in Section A as candidates are asked what is 
learned about a nominated character in the given extract. On this occasion, Lennie was the 
focus in the extract from ‘Of Mice and Men’ where Curley attacks him and gets more than 
he bargained for. This is a skills-based exam and the skill, here, is to draw inferences from 
the reproduced text. The majority were able to draw out points about his character and the 
PEE approach is again successful here. Lennie shows several facets to his character in this 
extract, being paralysed with fear but ready to follow George’s instructions when he hears 
them. Some of the most successful answers considered Steinbeck’s description of Lennie, 
for example: ‘Steinbeck uses animal imagery “huge paws” and “bleated with terror” to show 
Lennie is big and strong but small on the inside’.

It is clear that most students respond readily to the (a) type questions and most managed 
to fall securely in the top two bands when answering question 7(a). 

Many who answered on Francis in ‘Heroes’ (Question 6) seemed less assured, although the 
extract, from the start of Chapter 2 when he first sees Nicole, contained enough material 
for a substantial answer pointing out that Francis was eager to please, impressionable and 
lacking confidence.

Question 7 (b)

This question presents 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. The 'Of Mice and Men' question was clearly about 
how Steinbeck uses language to present violence and many candidates were able to pick 
out some of the words which described Curley’s viciousness (‘slashed’) and Lennie’s terror. 
Others were able to see how Curly’s ‘balance and poise’ hinted at his familiarity with the 
boxing ring. Even so, it is important that candidates comment on the effect of the words 
they pick out and some comments can be unhelpfully vague, as in ‘it makes the audience 
feel different emotions’. One successful, and slightly unusual, answer included: ‘The word 
'white' shows that Curley has no strength and energy left in him and the word 'shrunken' 
shows that because of the pain Curley has gone small and can’t breathe or move.’

Those who answered 6(b), on the language used to present Nicole, were successful if 
they picked out, and commented on, phrases like ‘pale purity’, ‘hint of mischief’ and the 
comparison with St Therese.

A significant number of candidates benefited from being equipped with some sentence 
starters such as:

‘The word……shows that …….’

‘The use of the phrase/description/metaphor/simile ……..suggests….’.

Please note that it is not necessary to use technical terms to gain high marks but an 
understanding of them sometimes takes some candidates in the right direction.
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Question 7(c)

This question examines candidates’ ability to fulfil two assessment objectives: AO2(ii) and 
AO2(iv). As with Section A question (c), there is a requirement to consider the importance 
of a theme in the candidate’s one chosen part of the text, and using the CRISP approach 
is successful, as with the Shakespeare (c) questions. But there also must be some reference 
to the social, cultural, historical context of the text. The texts in the exam have been chosen 
because they tend to foreground cultural differences and the two bullets included in the 
question, particularly the second one, are intended to highlight the context still further. 

Question 6(c) focused on the importance of love and it was gratifying to see candidates 
explore some of the different ways in which love features in the novel: Frenchtown’s love for 
Larry, for example, as well as his love for Francis and Francis’ love for Nicole. All too often, 
however, parts of the novel were referenced without consideration of either the importance 
of the theme or the context. Some comment about how Larry (or even Francis) betrays the 
love invested in him may well serve to say something about both importance and context.

Question 7(c) asked about violence. In general, candidates were able to pick out an incident 
such as the killing of Candy’s dog, or of Curley’s wife, or of Lennie (although only one of 
these was needed). Others chose Candy’s report of the fight with Crooks at Christmas or 
the verbal violence directed at Crooks by Curley’s wife. What many did quite successfully 
was to show how violence was deeply ingrained into the culture of the ranch and its power 
structure, thereby accessing marks for referring both to importance and context.

If a candidate chooses several parts of the text on which to base an answer, examiners will 
only mark the section of the answer which gives the best response to the question. So, for 
example, if an answer deals with the part where Curley’s wife is killed by Lennie and the 
part where Candy’s dog is killed, only the better of these two answers will be marked. 

The contextual element of this question is being approached with more success now that 
candidates are realising that a general comment about the Dust Bowl or The Windrush 
Generation or the Ku Klux Klan can move attention away from the chosen part of the novel. 
It is much more apposite to make a point about the hierarchy of the ranch, or Meena’s 
search for cultural identity, or Scout’s lack of racial prejudice.
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All three parts of this answer were awarded marks in band 3.
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7(a) shows a thorough understanding of Lennie and his relationship with George, 
explaining his actions throughout the extract.
7(b) is sound, never losing focus on language.
7(c) deals with an appropriate event in the novel and shows a sound understanding of 
the predicaments of both Lennie and Curley's wife. Comments on the consequences 
of the events show further understanding. Points about context come in references to 
loneliness and Lennie's dream.

Examiner Comments

7(a) can be answered successfully using PEE chains.
7(b) requires analysis of the effects of language.
7(c) the acronym CRISP can help you to comment on the importance 
of your chosen part of the novel.

Examiner Tip



22 GCSE English 5EH2F 01

Section C

Question 11
Here, candidates have a choice of questions. Question 11 asked for a speech to peers on a 
subject important to the candidate. Question 12 asked for a magazine article for teenagers 
giving views on a modern invention that has changed people’s lives. In each case guidance 
was offered in the form of bullet points. Roughly one third of the entry answered question 
11 and the rest, question 12.

Question 11 gave rise to a wide variety of topics, some of which were hobbies, or sports, 
or beliefs or personal experiences involving families. Many were engaging and some were 
genuinely moving. It is probable that many candidates have given such talks to their peers 
as part of their speaking and listening assessments. It was certainly evident that many had 
a range of rhetorical techniques at their disposal. The most successful showed evidence of 
planning and development. Those who failed to think it through were prone to run out of 
steam and were not able to access marks in the higher bands.

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 sentences and paragraphs.
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The candidate has chosen a subject that means a lot to her and shows considerable zeal in 
spreading her message.
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This is clearly a speech and the candidate's approach 
engages her audience, employing some rhetorical 
techniques: using, but not over-using, rhetorical 
questions. The structure is sound, moving from a 
narrative about her own personal involvement with 
the sport to some general points about how women's 
football is undervalued. Vocabulary is appropriate and 
well-chosen and a range of sentence structures is used.

Mark for AO3(i)/(ii): 32 out of 32
Spelling is mostly accurate and punctuation is sound 
apart from a failing in the use of apostrophes.
Mark for AO3(iii): 15 out of 16.

Examiner Comments

The candidate has corrected some 
of what she has written. Leave 
some time to do the same. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 12
Question 12 offered scope for some critical thinking about the impact on people’s lives of 
a modern invention but few candidates took the opportunity. Instead, so many chose to 
provide a glowing and uncritical endorsement for the smart phone. Occasionally, some 
paused to consider disadvantages as well as advantages but there was an unfortunate 
superficiality about the work of many candidates. The main concern, here, is not the all-
pervasiveness of the mobile phone but the failure of many candidates to consider the 
wording of the question and its implications. Even so, many candidates handled the topic 
well and argued their case with some conviction.

This candidate may not endear himself to his parents and grandparents but he relates 
effectively to an audience of teenagers.
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 The article has a clear sense of development and employs a 
range of sentence structures. Spelling and punctuation are mostly 
accurate.
This response was awarded maximum marks for both assessment 
objectives.

Examiner Comments

Plan your response carefully. Decide on an effective 
opening and make sure you can develop your point of 
view without repetition.

Examiner Tip



GCSE English 5EH2F 01 31

Paper Summary
There are signs that the (a) questions in both sections A and B are being approached with 
assurance and confidence by most candidates. Many more than in the past are able to 
meet the challenges of the language question in Section B, and have clearly benefited from 
word – and phrase – level analysis, whilst many candidates would benefit from a structured 
approach to answering the performance question in Section A. Answers to (c) questions 
in both Reading sections have shown a marked improvement with some centres clearly 
adopting CRISP, or something similar, to give candidates a helpful framework.
There has been an apparent and continuing increase in the number of candidates managing 
their time effectively and completing all sections of the paper.

Based on their performance on this paper, candidates are offered the following advice:

• Use a structured approach to answer the performance question in Section A

• Use word and phrase level analysis in the language question in Section B

• A framework such as CRISP may help in the Reading sections

• Carefully plan and check your writing response for accuracy.
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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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