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Introduction

The main aim of this booklet is to exemplify standards for those teaching Cambridge O Level Literature in 
English (syllabus 2010) and to show how different levels of candidates’ performance relate to the subject’s 
curriculum and assessment objectives.  

In this booklet a range of candidate responses has been chosen and each response is accompanied by a 
brief commentary explaining the strengths and weaknesses of the answers. 

Examples are given of work achieving Bands 1–6 of the general marking criteria. 

There is no straightforward band-grade equivalence for this subject: Grades are awarded for overall 
performance in the examination, not on individual questions within a component. 

For purposes of general guidance, the answers which have been assigned marks in Bands 1–3 contain 
qualities that if repeated on other answers across the examination as a whole would lead to Grade A*/A; 
those assigned marks in Band 5 contain qualities that if repeated on other answers across the examination 
as a whole would lead to Grade C; those assigned marks in Band 7 contain qualities that if repeated on other 
answers across the examination as a whole would lead to Grade E. 

More information about grade thresholds for a particular session is published with mark schemes for that 
session. 

Pa  st papers, examiner reports and other teacher support materials are available on Teacher Support at 
http://teachers.cie.org.uk
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Assessment at a glance

Cambridge O Level Literature in English (syllabus code 2010)
Syllabus for examination in 2013 and 2014

Component Duration Weighting

Paper 1: Set Texts 
Answer four questions from at least 
two of the sections Drama, Poetry, 
Prose

2 hours 40 minutes 
Each question 
25%
4 × 25% = 100% 

Syllabus for examination from 2015

Component Duration Weighting

Paper 1: Poetry and Prose 
Answer two questions.

1 hour 30 minutes 
50%
(each question 
= 25%) 

Paper 2: Drama
Answer two questions, covering either 
one or two plays.

1 hour 30 minutes
50%
(each question 
= 25%) 

Teachers are reminded that a full syllabus is available at www.cie.org.uk
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Set Texts 

The candidate work in this section gives examples of responses to drama, poetry and prose set texts.  

Part 1 of this section includes examples of critical writing in response to both passage-based and general 
essay questions.

Part 2 includes examples of empathic responses to questions set on both drama and prose texts. [Note that 
empathic questions are not set on poetry texts.]

Empathic questions will not be set in the examination after 2014.

The generic mark scheme opposite is used to mark all Set Texts questions.
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Generic mark scheme

Band 1
23
24
25

Answers in this band have all the qualities of Band 2 work, with further insight, 
sensitivity, individuality and flair. They show sustained engagement with both text 
and task.  

Band 2
20
21
22

Sustains a perceptive and convincing relevant personal response
• shows a clear critical understanding of the text

• responds sensitively and in detail to the way the writer achieves her/his 
effects (sustaining a convincing voice in an empathic task) 

• integrates much well-selected reference to the text

Band 3
17
18
19

Makes a well-developed and detailed relevant personal response 
• shows a clear understanding of the text and some of its deeper implications

• makes a developed response to the way the writer achieves her/his effects 
(sustaining an appropriate voice in an empathic task)

• supports with careful and relevant reference to the text

Band 4
14
15
16

akes a reasonably developed relevant personal response 
• shows understanding of the text and some of its deeper implications

• makes some response to the way the writer uses language (using suitable 
features of expression in an empathic task) 

• shows some thoroughness in the use of supporting evidence from the text

Band 5
11
12
13

Begins to develop a relevant personal response 
• shows some understanding of meaning

• makes a little reference to the language of the text (beginning to assume a 
voice in an empathic task)

• uses some supporting textual detail

Band 6
8
9
10

Attempts to communicate a basic personal response
• makes some relevant comments

• shows a basic understanding of surface meaning of the text

• makes a little supporting reference to the text

Band 7
5
6
7

Some evidence of simple personal response  
• makes a few straightforward comments

• shows a few signs of understanding the surface meaning of the text

• makes a little reference to the text

Band 8
2
3
4

Limited attempt to respond   
• shows some limited understanding of simple/literal meaning 

0/0–1 No answer / Insufficient to meet the criteria for Band 8.
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Part 1: Critical responses (passage-based and essay questions)
Question

SONGS OF OURSELVES

Explore how the words of one of the following poems vividly convey the character of the speaker.

Example candidate response – Top Band 1
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Examiner comment – Top Band 1
This assured response begins with a clear overview of the poem, addressing the question directly from 
the start: ‘Hone Tuwhare has created a character who we see is desperate for any kind of security.’  The 
candidate shows a sustained engagement with both text and task, exploring the words of the poem 
and their effects with considerable insight and flair: e.g. ‘The locker is symbolic of a kind of stronghold, 
the epitome of security, and his workbench is a familiar piece of furniture which he wants near him for 
reassurance. Here Tuwhare presents us with a character who craves security’.  With many observations 
of this kind, the candidate offers a convincing personal response to the poem and task supported by many 
pertinent references.  Indeed apt quotation and clear critical comment are skilfully interwoven throughout. 
All Band 1 qualities feature in this persuasive and confident response. 
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Question
ARTHUR MILLER: The Crucible

How does Miller make this extract so powerful and horrifying? [Extract from Act 1, beginning ‘Hale: Tituba. 
You must have no fear to tell us who they are...’ to the end of the Act.]

Example candidate response – Top Band 1
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]
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Examiner comment – Top Band 1
This candidate does not waste time on a general introduction but instead plunges straight into the task, 
focusing on one specific relevant quotation from the extract: ‘The devil can never overcome a minister.’ 
This is immediately placed into the context of the wider play leading to the observation: ‘This is ironic as 
later in the play it is claimed that the devil is more likely to possess morally sound people’. The candidate 
demonstrates a sound understanding of the key requirement of a passage-based question, namely, an 
ability to probe in detail the language and effects of the passage itself.  Attention to relevant detail helps 
to build a persuasive response to the question, focusing with assurance on the powerful and horrifying 
nature of what is happening throughout the extract.  There is considerable insight into the characters and 
their motivations: ‘It is unlikely that Tituba has in fact spoken with the Devil, it is more probable that this 
interchange was actually her wrestling with her own “bad thoughts”...’ The approach is exploratory, and the 
argument well developed and controlled. 



Set Texts Part 1

15 Cambridge O Level Literature in English (syllabus 2010)

Question
SEAMUS HEANEY: Death of a Naturalist

Explore some of the ways in which Heaney uses imagery to powerful effect in two of the poems from Death 
of a Naturalist that you have studied.

Example candidate response – Top Band 2
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Examiner comment – Top Band 2
Whilst this essay begins and ends with general points of comparison, this is not a requirement of poetry 
essays dealing with two poems.  This perceptive and convincing response attends closely and with some 
sensitivity to the language: e.g. ‘he is the odd man out - “but I’ve no spade to follow men like them”‘. 
There is clear evidence of the candidate exploring the poems’ details and effects: e.g. ‘picture of his 
father handling his spade with craftlike perfection - “nicking and slicing neatly”.’  In this way, well-selected 
reference is used to support a clear critical understanding of the poems.  Further insight and a more 
sustained engagement with specific words and effects would be necessary for Band 1.
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Question
SONGS OF OURSELVES

Read this poem, and then answer the question that follows it:

Explore the ways in which Arnold vividly conveys his state of mind in this poem. [Poem: ‘Dover Beach’]

Example candidate response – Band 2
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Examiner comment – Band 2
This response offers a convincing personal response to the question, responding with some sensitivity 
and in some detail to the language used by Arnold.  The essay begins with general background information 
about ‘industrialisation’ and ‘Darwin’s evolutionary theories’ but sensibly avoids unloading too much 
extraneous information.  Comments about context are best linked to observations about precise features 
of the text.  This response is at its strongest when focusing on specific words and sounds, and their 
effects.  The evaluation lacks the critical rigour that is expected for Band 1, but there is significant evidence 
of an exploratory approach which probes the detail of the poem: e.g. ‘The image of the impenetrable cliffs 
that we have relied on for so long for our safety and security is also changed with the description of the 
“pebbles” being flung. This image is made even more vivid through the imagery of the repetitiveness of 
the attacks on the cliffs.’  The response lacks the flair of a Band 1 answer, but nonetheless engages with 
the question directly, commenting on some of the precise ways in which Arnold vividly conveys his state of 
mind.
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Question
F.SCOTT FITZGERALD: The Great Gatsby

Explore how Fitzgerald powerfully conveys the feelings of Tom and Gatsby at this point in the novel. 
[Extract: from Chapter 7, from ‘Suddenly she threw the cigarette and the burning match on the carpet’ to 
‘Please, Tom! I can’t stand this anymore.’] 

Example candidate response – Band 3
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Examiner comment – Band 3
Neither the opening nor the closing paragraphs of this response contributes meaningfully to the argument.  
Each of these paragraphs mentions in general terms ‘personification and powerful adjectives and adverbs’ 
and also symbols.  The essay proper begins with the second paragraph and ends with the penultimate 
paragraph, and there is evidence of all Band 4 qualities being addressed.  In fact, the clear understanding of 
the text and the clear focus on the extract helps to lift the response to the bottom of Band 3.  References 
are sometimes used carefully in a developed response: e.g. “ ‘Even that’s a lie,’ said Tom savagely.” This 
shows how Tom is protective of Daisy, as if she is a possession of his, that he has gained. Fitzgerald uses 
this to effectively convey the angry [sic] and hurt.’  By contrast, the point about ‘varying structures’ is not as 
effectively explained or developed, and so the essay is a little uneven. 
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Question
SONGS OF OURSELVES

Explore the ways in which Arnold vivdly conveys his state of mind in this poem. [Poem: ‘Dover Beach’]

Example candidate response – Band 3
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Examiner comment – Band 3
Like the previous Band 3 response, this one takes a little time to get going.  The second paragraph 
considers the opening stanza of Arnold’s poem and engages with the question and its focus on Arnold’s 
state of mind: ‘he says “sweet is the night air!” which shows positive enthusiasm and also suggests that 
at first, everything is good’.  The response shows a clear understanding though, at times, the comment 
is generalised and descriptive rather than rigorously analytical: e.g. ‘ “Listen! You hear the grating roar!” 
...shows the beginning of something happening, something, though silent, that is changing you’re [sic] 
thoughts, making you doubtful.’  Relevant references are used to support the argument almost throughout 
what is for the most part a well-developed answer.  A sharper and more sustained analysis of words and 
their precise effects would be required for a higher mark in the Band. 
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Question
ARTHUR MILLER: Death of a Salesman

How do you think Miller makes this moment in the play so distressing? [Extract: from Act 2, from ‘Howard: 
‘Cause you gotta admit, business is business’ to ‘Howard: You’ll have to excuse me, Willy, I’ve got to see 
some people.’]

Example candidate response – Top Band 4
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Examiner comment – Top Band 4
This is a reasonably developed response to the question showing a general awareness of the extract’s 
context within the wider play.  The first paragraph offers an effective overview of the content of extract and 
the remaining two paragraphs engage with some of the detail in the extract, linking it to how Miller makes 
the moment so distressing.  There is an understanding of the moment and its deeper implications: ‘This 
makes the reader feel sorry for Willy because he thinks everything is going great and that he will get a job 
with a desk, when he actually is annoying Howard and losing his actual job.’  A more successful response 
to a passage-based question would probe more searchingly much more detail from the extract and would 
focus on the dramatist’s methods (in response to the question ‘How do you think Miller makes...?).
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Question
ANITA DESAI: Games at Twilight and Other Stories

Explore the ways in which Desai in this passage memorably portrays Suno’s state of mind and the 
expectations his family have of him. [Extract: opening of ‘Studies in the Park’, from ‘– Turn it off, turn it off!’ 
to ‘He skated off towards his meal, I turned and slouched back to my room.’]

Example candidate response – Top Band 4
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Examiner comment – Top Band 4
This candidate provides a reasonably developed response to the question, showing an understanding 
of the text and some of its deeper implications.  The response is somewhat uneven in its focus, with 
more attention paid to Suno’s state of mind than his family’s expectations of him.  In spite of an absence 
of direct quotation, references are made to the passage and to some of the effects: e.g. ‘Suno tends to 
over-exaggerate. He says it sounds like 100 thieves have come charging up the stairs...’  A more confident 
response to this passage-based question would use many (concise) direct quotations from the passage 
as part of a sustained exploration of Desai’s rich use of words and sounds.  Such an approach would 
enable the candidate to meet more fully the demands of the question: ‘Explore the ways in which Desai...
memorably portrays...’.
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Question
SHAKESPEARE: Much Ado about Nothing

How does Shakespeare make this moment so amusing and so deeply serious at the same time? [Extract: 
Act 3 Scene 5, from ‘Leonato: What would you with me, honest neighbour?’ to ‘Dogberry: We will spare for 
no wit, I warrant you; here’s that shall drive some of them to a non-come; only get the learned writer to set 
down our excommunication and meet me at the gaol.’]

Example candidate response – Band 4
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Examiner comment – Band 4
This offers a reasonably developed response to the question, addressing the key words ‘amusing’ and 
‘serious’.  There is an understanding of the scene and an awareness of the context: ‘This gives the audience 
a feeling of seriousness because we know Leonato is concentrating on the wedding and is begging in a 
sense for Dogberry to be quick.’ There is some response, albeit at a general and descriptive level, to the 
language and in particular the malapropisms Shakespeare gives Dogberry.  There is an explanation of the 
malapropism in paragraph three rather than a thoroughgoing close analysis.  For a higher mark, there needs 
to be a sharper focus on the detail of the language and its dramatic impact.  This is not a sufficiently ‘well-
developed and detailed’ response that would be required for Band 3.
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Question
ARTHUR MILLER: The Crucible

How do you think Miller manages to make Danforth such a cold and terrifying character?  Support your ideas 
with details from Miller’s writing.

Example candidate response – Band 4
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Examiner comment – Band 4
The response is uneven. It begins fairly strongly, making the point that Danforth is intimidating and fearless: 
‘He looks “directly at Giles” when asking who he is, grabbing his full attention.  This makes him a terrifying 
character...’ The candidate then goes on to demonstrate Danforth’s coldness evident in the lack of emotion 
in his responses.  Although there is some apt support, it is drawn from only one area of the play. It 
concentrates on Danforth as a personality but does not address key areas such as his power as a judge, his 
sense of his own authority or his inability to admit his mistakes. This is a ‘reasonably developed’ response - 
as far as it goes. There is no requirement for a candidate (in 45 minutes) to be exhaustive, but for a general 
essay of this kind it would be advisable to draw on more than one area of the play.  This does not meet the 
Band 3 descriptor: ‘well-developed and detailed personal response’.
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Question
SONGS OF OURSELVES

How does the poet powerfully convey the sorrow of human life in either ‘Dover Beach’ (by Matthew 
Arnold) or ‘Sonnet 29’ (by Edna St Vincent Millay). Support your ideas with details of the poem you choose. 

Example candidate response – Band 5
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Examiner comment – Band 5
There is some understanding of some key ideas: e.g. ‘...represents the conflict between religion and the 
challenges against them’, and ‘the Sea of Faith was once strong and comforting’.  The candidate begins to 
develop a response to some of the detail of the poem: ‘this quote suggests that the light of faith in God was 
once strong but now flickers’. There are not, however, enough comments of this calibre to reach Band 4 
(‘reasonably developed’).  This is a ‘begins to develop’ response.
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Question
JANE AUSTEN: Pride and Prejudice

Explore the amusing picture which Austen creates here of the relationship and personalities of Mr and 
Mrs Bennet. [Extract: Chapter 20, from ‘She would not give him time to reply, but hurrying instantly to her 
husband, called out as she entered the library’ to ‘Though her manner varied however, her determination 
never did.’] 

Example candidate response – Band 6
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Examiner comment – Band 6
The candidate shows a general knowledge and understanding of the characters of Mrs Bennet (‘a very 
talkative, selfish, hopeless and very stupid lady’) and Mr Bennet (‘the opposite of his wife...a very intelligent 
and respected person’).  However, these comments do not go beyond assertion and parts of them are 
debatable. The reference to Mr Bennet’s lack of concern about his wife’s anxiety for Elizabeth is over-
simplified: ‘This clearly shows how much he doesn’t like her...’ The answer then slips into narrative and 
paraphrase.  There is very little engagement with the key words of the question: ‘amusing’, ‘which Austen 
creates’. There are some relevant (though under-developed) comments, showing an understanding of 
surface meaning. 
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Question
SHAKESPEARE: Much Ado about Nothing

How does Shakespeare make the relationship between Beatrice and Hero so memorable a part of the play? 
Support your answer with details from the play.

Example candidate response – Band 6
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Examiner comment – Band 6
The response provides some relevant, though generalised, comments about the relationship between 
Beatrice and Hero: ‘They understood each other very well and they never argued.’ There is, however, 
very little specific reference to the text to support the general points made.  It is difficult, therefore, for 
the candidate to address the ways in which Shakespeare makes this relationship ‘so memorable’.  There 
is evidence of an understanding of surface meaning rather than a developing response to the question.  
Tellingly, the play is referred to as a ‘book’ and, as a consequence perhaps, there is no consideration of this 
relationship’s contribution to the play’s dramatic impact or effectiveness.
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Question
SONGS OF OURSELVES

In either So, We’ll Go No More A-Roving (by Lord Byron) or The Voice (by Thomas Hardy) explore the ways 
in which the poet vividly conveys how short-lived love is.

Example candidate response – Band 6
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Examiner comment – Band 6
The response provides very little exploration of the ways in which Byron ‘vividly conveys’ how short-lived 
love is.  The introduction offers only a very general comment about ‘using language to make the reader 
understand his concept’.  The poem’s surface meaning is grasped: ‘he is tired from all the loving’ and ‘he 
wants to rest from all the loving’.  But comments on language are no more than straightforward: ‘Byron 
uses simple language to explain his stanza’. There is no meaningful and probing analysis and understanding 
of surface meanings.
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Part 2:  Empathic responses (Empathic questions will not be set in the 
examination after 2014.) 

Question 
SHAKESPEARE: Richard III

You are Richard on the night before your coronation. 

Write your thoughts.

Example candidate response – Top Band 1
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Examiner comment – Top Band 1
From the start, the response captures the characteristically gloating and mocking tones of Richard: e.g. 
‘What could Richard do, the third son who has always been so kind and faithful, to be a threat?’  This 
is immediately followed by the theatricality of Richard’s self-regard in ‘And therein my genius lies’. The 
response is rooted fully in the details of the play, helping the candidate to convey successfully the moment 
prescribed in the question (the night before your coronation’).  A thorough knowledge is thus shown of the 
wider context of the play.  The language used to communicate Richard’s voice is very assured, showing 
considerable insight into his character and a sustained engagement with the task: ‘I am a villain, I will admit 
that, for I myself find in myself no pity to myself. There is no changing what I was born to be.’  This is a 
response showing insight, sensitivity, individuality and flair.
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Question
LORRAINE HANSBERRY: A Raisin in the Sun

You are Ruth. You are about to depart for the new family home in Clybourne Park. 

Write your thoughts.

Example candidate response – Top Band 1
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Examiner comment – Top Band 1
This shows a sustained engagement with the task and considerable insight into the character.  The voice is 
entirely convincing for Ruth at this key moment in the play.  The writing captures what are very likely to be 
Ruth’s thoughts as she reflects on the past and future.  Detail from the text helps to anchor the response: 
e.g. ‘I’m no young girl, with dreams filled up inside my head. I know what the consequences might be if a 
black family moves into a white neighborhood. Mrs Johnson didn’t help much, yabbiting on about the so-
called “headlines” that might follow.’   Characters and key moments in the play are reviewed convincingly 
from Ruth’s viewpoint at the particular moment prescribed in the question. The response shows great 
control of tone, and in its conclusion makes a dramatically effective use of one of the play’s motifs: ‘Now, as 
I finally leave the room that we have lived and aged and grown in, I notice Lena’s little old plant there on the 
window sill. That plant’s going to grow like it’s never grown before, the greenest, biggest, healthiest little 
plant in all Chicago. Because it got sun, and we got hope’.  
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Question 
WILLIAM GOLDING: Lord of the Flies

You are Ralph on the morning after Simon’s death. You have lied to Samneric about leaving the feast early.

Write your thoughts.

Example candidate response – Band 1
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Examiner comment – Band 1
In seeking to capture the particular moment given in the question, the candidate makes skilful use of 
material from different parts of the novel: the references to home, the ship passing them by and the allusion 
to Coral Island. The fifth paragraph captures the horror of the previous night’s events and the incredulity in 
Ralph’s voice: ‘And then I saw it being washed away by those huge waves slapping at the shore, even now, 
still slapping, and leaving nothing behind.’  There is evidence of a sustained insight into the character and an 
implicit appreciation of the text’s key themes.  The voice is overwhelmingly authentic for the character and 
moment in spite of a couple of faltering notes: ‘could have gotten’, ‘I dunno what got into me’. But these do 
not seriously detract from the overall qualities of this response. 
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Question 
MILLER: Death of a Salesman

You are Linda at the beginning of the play. You are lying in bed and you hear Willy’s car outside.

Write your thoughts.

Example candidate response – Band 4
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Examiner comment – Band 4
This is a reasonably developed rather than detailed response to the question.  There is an understanding of 
the text and some of its deeper implications. The candidate conveys an appropriate sense of the moment 
and offers some expressions that are suitable for Linda: ‘Since the incident I am constantly worried for you 
but I am afraid to mention that you may be the reason.’  Some effective use is made of the text’s detail: ‘For 
I feel that I cannot talk to you, that is why before you come home I put the little rubber pipe back on the gas 
heater.’  The voice is, however, inconsistent - some expression that sits uneasily with Linda: ‘Yesterday is 
History, Tomorrow is a Mystery and Today is a gift...’. For a mark in a higher band, the response would need 
to sustain a more appropriate voice and make greater use of textual reference for support.
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Question 
JANE AUSTEN: Pride and Prejudice

You are Lady Catherine. You have just received the letter from Darcy telling you of his intention to marry 
Elizabeth Bennet.

Write your thoughts.

Example candidate response – Band 4
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Examiner comment – Band 4
Knowledge of the text (of the ‘arranged’ marriage of Darcy and his cousin) is clear from the first sentence 
of the answer, and there is a sound understanding of Lady Catherine’s social attitudes: ‘Does Darcy realise 
how much he is losing by marrying that low-class girl...’. The response captures something of her arrogance 
and sense of position as head of the family. Though the voice has flashes of Lady Catherine’s indignation, it 
is not quite convincing.  There are some slightly anachronistic figures of speech: ‘First I’ll have a chat with 
this Elizabeth girl...”. Greater use of specific details (for example, her knowledge of the Bennets) would lift 
the response.  The reference to Rosings Park seems to be a confusion with Pemberly. This answer has 
some suitable features of expression and a general knowledge and understanding of character. 
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Question
F. SCOTT FITZGERALD: The Great Gatsby

You are Jay Gatsby after the car crash. 

Write your thoughts.

Example candidate response – Band 5
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Examiner comment – Band 5
The opening shows some knowledge and understanding of events, though the expression does not 
convincingly capture the moment.  There is some sense of Gatsby’s wanting to protect Daisy and his sense 
of rejection: ‘I know Daisy has just rejected me, in front of Tom too’.  In places the voice is not recognisably 
Tom’s: ‘I still love her, I still love her to bits.’  However, the answer overall begins to assume a voice, and 
there is some understanding of character. 
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Question
BESSIE HEAD: When Rain Clouds Gather

You are George Appleby-Smith. You have just told Makhaya that you will support him over his residence in 
Botswana. 

Write your thoughts.

Example candidate response – Band 6
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Examiner comment – Band 6
This response attempts to communicate a basic personal response to the task, providing a little supporting 
reference.  General comments are not developed satisfactorily: e.g. ‘Makhaya looked like a type of person 
who is truthful, negotiable and he also had a good charisma...’. Perhaps each of these points could have 
been developed in greater detail using specific references to the text. There is little sense really of Gilbert’s 
distinctive and forthright voice, and the specific moment in the question is not clearly defined.  A clearer 
sense of the moment, greater use of specific textual detail and a more authentic voice for the character are 
required for higher reward.
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