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Introduction

In Unit 2 of GCE English Language and Literature (9EL02) ‘Varieties in Language and Literature’,

candidates are expected to apply the skills of close, contextualised, comparative reading,

showcasing knowledge of both literary and linguistic terms and concepts. They need to

synthesise their learning, integrating language and literature together, in order to analyse a short

unseen prose text and two studied literary works. Their work in both areas is organised

thematically: candidates pursue one of four topics (‘Society and the Individual’; ‘Love and Loss’;

‘Encounters’; ‘Crossing Boundaries’). In their examination responses, candidates are expected to

demonstrate evidence of wider reading in, and thinking about, the topic they have studied.

Section A involves the analysis of one unseen extract. Candidates are expected to present an

organised, fluent commentary on the writer’s choice of structure, form and language, making

inferences on how these authorial choices are shaped by the attitudes, values and ideas

detectable in the text, and from their wider knowledge of any contextual forces exerting influence

upon the writing or the reception of the text. They should show evidence of broad understanding

of their chosen theme in their analysis, using it to enrich the specific discussion of the passage

presented for analysis.

Section B assesses candidates’ knowledge of the creative methods used in the crafting of, and the

readers’ reception of, two studied literary texts. The texts must be aptly contextualised, using

contextual materials relevant to the question focus. The texts must also be compared and

contrasted on points of significant relevance. Many aspects of the works are suitable for

comparison, including the manifest content (plot, character, theme, setting); the literary and

linguistic techniques used by the writers; the contextual factors shaping the texts’ production

and/or reception. All such contextualisations and comparisons must however strive to be relevant

to the specific question asked.

It is vital that centres are aware that Sections A and B do not correspond to language and

literature exclusively. There are still a small number of candidates who do not deploy terms and

concepts drawn from linguistic analysis to aid their analysis of the literary texts studied. The

Specification and the Section B Mark Scheme make it very clear that literary texts should be

subjected to an integrated language and literature approach.

Overview of the 2025 Examination Series

(i) Overview of SECTION A

Stronger answers looked at the unseen text as a whole and were able to discuss it as a complete

piece of writing, rather than as a series of techniques to be identified. While many lower and

lower-middle band candidates are able to detect a fair range of linguistic and literary features and

offer mostly accurate definitions of terminology (AO1), there was not always evidence of an ability

to articulate the effect of such techniques, or to account for the author’s purposes in crafting

them (AO2).

There was, as always, some evidence of candidates using the often rather limiting approach of

working chronologically through the extract, sometimes paragraphing their own work in
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accordance with those of the passage. The danger of this approach is that, if the candidate is

pressed for time, the final paragraphs of the extract are neglected.

The most successful answers discussed the implications of specific lexical, syntactical, and

structural crafting in the context of the entire passage. They were able to move beyond feature-

spotting and to explore shifts in register, as well as generic conventions and deviations. The

illuminating deployment of supporting relevant contextual material (AO3) also had a significant

effect on achievement.
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(ii) Overview of SECTION B

Markers are very aware that Section B makes many demands of candidates in an exam setting.

Ensuring all four Assessment Objectives are met while analysing two complex literary texts using

both language and literature frameworks requires a good deal of practice before the exam, and

strong time-management skills in the exam hall.

Many excellent responses were produced, and the post-Covid improvement detected in recent

years was sustained and achievement levels this year were directly comparable to those seen in

2019.

Candidates typically spend around 90 minutes on this part of the examination, and structuring an

answer well is key to success. There are many ways of organising an answer, but the most

popular structure features a brief introduction, followed by two or better still three substantial

sections, each discussing some aspect of the question focus. This tends to work well, especially

when relevant AO3 context is used to further the discussion in each of the three sections. (This is

generally preferable to the ‘front loaded’ contextual introductions, in which context is

concentrated into the introductory paragraph and not subsequently referred to.) 2025 saw fewer

answers that seemed to be over-prepared (typical features of the pre-prepared, ‘learned-off’

response include a lack of agility at adapting this material to the precise demands of the

question, and spurious comparisons.)

AOs 1 & 2: There was ample evidence that most centres are preparing candidates well on the

technical aspects of poetry, drama, and prose narrative. Successful answers tend to discuss in

detail specific aspects of poetic structure and metre, and can relate individual poems to the wider

concerns of the collection in which they appear; drama candidates tend to do well when

considering theatrical techniques such as stage directions; awareness of narratology can really

help candidates in determining the attitudes and values that underpin the story being told in the

fiction texts. While the labelling of parts of speech or sentence types does garner some AO1

achievement, it tends to ring hollow unless it is tied to AO2 analysis of authorial crafting for effect.

AO3: The best answers ensured that contextual materials were thoughtfully selected to assist the

analysis of language and literary features in the texts. Answers providing fewer contextual factors

of relevance tended to outscore answers which included huge amounts of impressively

remembered but ultimately irrelevant detail. Contexts for textual production (socio-historical

details, intertextual relationships, staging/publishing history, authorial biography, etc.) were more

often deployed than contexts of reception (reviews, criticism, cultural influence, personal

response). A blend of both tends to produce the richest answers. 2025 saw a marked rise in the

number of students using psychoanalytical methods of analysis, principally Freud and Jung. This

was most impressive when the analysis was specifically tethered to the demands of the question.

In 2025, it tended to work better for Question 8, which asked about how individuals were

emotionally affected by the crossing of boundaries, but less so for the other questions.

AO4: The 2025 cohort produced work that was mostly impressive in the quantity and quality of

AO4 comparative analysis. There was little evidence of unbalanced work, and the use of spurious

comparative terms declined again. Candidates clearly now know that markers are alert to

unearned uses of terms such as ‘similarly’, etc., when no genuine comparison is being made. As

ever, the best comparisons are those that compare/contrast the deployment of a specific literary
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or linguistic feature in two texts, shared or contrasting aspects of context, and subtle aspects of

theme.
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Question 1

This was again by far the most popular option: approximately two-thirds of the entire cohort opt

for 'Society and the Individual'. As always, those candidates who were able to consider the

structure of the whole text tended to fare better. The final paragraph’s comments on women had

a significant bearing on the piece’s purpose and helped to clarify how it was engaging with its

audience, and candidates who chose to work through the passage, line by line, often ran out of

time before commenting on it. Less successful answers tended to get drawn into analysing the

specific meaning of the dream sequences reported by the author, when what was more likely to

accrue marks was analysis of their use as a cohesive device, linking the beginning and end of the

passage, or a contextual point about why dreams are seen as significant and worthy of sharing in

confessional pieces such as this one.

This is a fine example of an answer to Question 1.
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This is successful in its work for all three AOs.
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Question 2

After a number of obituary or end-of-relationship pieces on recent papers, the 2025 unseen

passage presented some new types of 'Love and Loss' for consideration. Deep emotional

connection to a specific place, in this case the Pacific island of Tuvalu, and the risk of that place’s

disappearance as a result of environmental catastrophe, required candidates to be alert to new

expressions of ‘love’ and ‘loss’. Most candidates rose to the challenge well, and the best were able

to articulate the purpose of the opening anecdote as a cohesive device and as a way into an

exploration of deep emotional attachment.

This is a good response to Question 2.
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This is successful in its work for all three AOs.
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Question 3

The 2025 passage was something of a gift for candidates following the 'Encounters' strand, with

Laura Coleman’s The Puma Years providing candidates with opportunities to discuss her

encounters with the Bolivian Jungle generally, and a rescued puma more specifically. All the

classic features of encounter writing were on display, and candidates were able to write at length

on the many rhetorical techniques Coleman deployed. However, AO3 performance was not so

successful. Candidates did not long consider the piece’s purpose or audience, and very few

engaged with how the author’s European heritage may have shaped her understanding of the

South American environment in which she was situated.

This is a good example of a high Level 4 response to Question 3.
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All three AOs are met successfully.
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Question 4

The ‘Crossing Boundaries’ unseen passage, an extract from Jenni Radcliffe’s memoir on her work

as a ‘burglar for hire’, produced the widest range of responses out of the four unseen texts in

2025.

Most candidates were alert to its breezy humour, and the part played by its mixed register in the

crafting of the comic tone. Some answers however got derailed by debating, at excessive length,

the moral boundaries that Radcliffe crossed in her working life. The passage was replete with

language features for analysis, and was rich in contextual interest too, given the author’s

playfulness with her social class origins and her work as a woman in a field that is, in the popular

imagination at least, almost exclusively the preserve of men.

As ever, the best answers were those that could smoothly integrate their AO1, AO2 and AO3

performance, arguing how the piece’s class and gender inflections helped to shape the author’s

choices of language and structure.

This is a fine example of a response to Question 4.
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This answer is impressively alert to the passage’s humour, and to its social class and gender

contexts.
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Question 5

The Great Gatsby was again the most popular anchor text, with Great Expectations a distant

second. No answers were reported on The Bone People, and, sadly, again, there were few takers

for The Wife of Bath. The most popular combinations of texts were, once again The Great

Gatsby/Othello and The Great Gatsby/The Whitsun Weddings. Hansberry’s Raisin in the Sun, a little-

studied text back in 2017, is now almost as popular as the Larkin poems, and is chosen almost

always in combination with The Great Gatsby.

The question focus (“Characters who conform to or defy social expectations”) was meat and drink

to the class of 2025. Almost all candidates were able to identify a variety of examples of such

defiance or conformity, but of course, the trick with this task is to find meaningful comparisons

between the texts’ approach to such defiance or conformity, all the while analysing each text’s

deployment of language and literature features and contextualising its production and reception.

The question invited more discussion of Jay Gatz/Gatsby, and less of Daisy Buchanan, than in

previous series, though Myrtle Wilson’s refusal to accept her working-class status was, as so

often, central to many answers. Estella and Joe were most often cited in the Dickens responses.

With so many set piece moments to select from, there were very few brief answers, though some

did, still, resort more to storytelling or 'analysis-lite', which inevitably limited their AO

achievement. To get into Level 4, a purposeful discussion of linguistic and literary features and

their effects is essential. There are still candidates who write fluently and show distinct signs of

being able to understand the texts in a sure-footed way who cannot get out of Level 3 due to a

lack of specifically linguistic or literary analysis. (See last year’s Report for an example of such an

answer to Question 5, or, in this year’s report, the Question 8 exemplar.) On a more positive note,

several markers confirmed the trend, first noted last year, of candidates who are studying Larkin

offering a more thorough analysis of poetic form than before and during the pandemic. Drama-

specific terminology is appearing more often in the Hansberry responses, too, though it is far

from universal.

This is a high achieving answer on The Great Gatsby and Othello, the most popular text pairing.
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This answer is working at an extremely high level, hitting all the Assessment Objectives with

consistent top Level 5 quality writing.

The economy of expression allows the answer to cover a truly enormous amount of ground

in its ten pages, as seen by the wealth of technical analysis and the breadth of judiciously

selected quotation from the two texts. What impresses most of all is the application of

complex critical theory to the texts. Best of all are the readings of Gatsby using Jean

Baudrillard’s concept of the simulacrum, and the regular referrals to post-colonial

understanding of racial dynamics.

That said, some other attempts at applying theory are a little contorted in both idea and

expression, e.g. the discussion of how feminist critics might consider Desdemona’s character

on the fourth page. But almost everywhere else, this answer is working at the highest level.

It richly deserves full marks for its remarkable sophistication.

Discussing how readers might approach the text from different critical perspectives (e.g.

looking at it through a Marxist or Feminist or Post-Colonialist lens) is a good way to obtain

AO3 achievement, because it offers a "context of reception".

To maximise your score, however, you do need to be sure you have a basic but secure

understanding of these theories. You also need to make points, and give examples, that are

directly relevant to the question asked. This answer is always relating its use of critical

theory back to the issue of conforming with or defying social expectation, and that’s why it is

so successful.
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Question 6

‘Love and Loss’ attracted many fewer candidates than the other three thematic strands. A Single

Man and Enduring Love were paired together by almost all candidates. There were no takers for

Much Ado About Nothing or Betrayal, and low single figures opted for Plath, the Metaphysical

poets, and Tess.

No doubt the question focus on “settings” required a little more planning, but it offered a rich

seam that many candidates mined effectively. Several referred impressively to the role played by

the domestic setting at the start of A Single Man, and the liminal space of the beach at the end;

Tess, likewise, being a rather picaresque text, offered a wealth of settings demanding analysis,

most obviously Stonehenge.

This is a Level 4 answer on A Single Man and Enduring Love, by far the most popular text pairing.
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This is a good answer, that seems, two pages in, to be heading for a rather higher score than

it ultimately received.

The introduction to the answer is well focused, and the opening section makes great use of

linguistic and literary terms to perform an impressive comparison of George’s and Logan’s

homes. At this point, it seemed set fair for a high Level 4 score at least.

However, by the time we get to the conclusion of this opening section, the argument is

becoming a little laboured, and it concludes by reiterating the already-made comparison

again. The second section is less impressive, because it is less rich in AO1 terminology, and

seems less firmly tethered to the precise demands of the question. More positively, the AO3

context, especially on Isherwood, remains strong throughout; AO4 comparisons come

regularly and are mostly convincing.

Overall, it still displays enough achievement to be comfortably above Level 4/Level 3

boundary.

To maximise your score, develop a brisk efficient style of written expression, and avoid

unnecessary repetitions.
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Question 7

The question focus - 'encounters which shock or surprise' – ensured that almost every candidate

was able to produce several pages, discussing several such encounters. Markers observed that

context was impressively handled, in the main, and comparisons likewise were more likely to be

relevant and substantial than in previous series. This is very encouraging, but 2025 still saw some

answers that took either an exclusively literary approach, to the exclusion of linguistics; or, more

concerning still, performed no technical analysis at all, resorting to description, summary or

‘analysis-lite’. As noted many times previously in this annual Report, answers that don’t use Lang-

Lit frameworks are very likely to hit a glass ceiling at the top of Level 3, and can only get that far if

they are very detailed in their general analysis and contextualisation. (For an example of such an

answer, see the Question 8 exemplar scored at 17 elsewhere in this Report.)

Regarding AO3, a notable feature observed by many markers was the popularity of taking a

psychoanalytical approach to the texts, or, speculating what a psychoanalytic critic might say

about the studied text. Freud and Jung were often cited, though the grasp of the method of

psychoanalytical literary criticism was often rather tenuous. For this approach to AO3 to be

successful, candidates need a basic but secure grounding in the theory, and, crucially, need to

tether their use of it to the precise demands of the question. When this is done, the results can

be most impressive, but when it isn’t, the argument often feels somewhat speculative and pre-

prepared. The attached exemplar for Question 7 below contains just such a usage of Jung, which

only serves to interrupt what is, otherwise, a successful response, because the psychoanalytic

interpretation isn’t firmly attached to the question focus.

Carter’s title story and ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’ proved again to be the most popular

choices of second text, with Wuthering Heights much the more popular of the two anchor texts.

This is a largely successful answer on Wuthering Heights and The Bloody Chamber, the most

popular text combination for Question 7.
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A long answer, well attuned to the political resonances of Wuthering Heights and The Bloody

Chamber, making a series of richly contextualised points about how the texts are crafted to

achieve specific political objectives.

At times, the argument could be more precise: the introduction of Carl Jung (an increasingly

popular contextual reference) does little to illuminate the discussion here; and while

Heathcliff encounters the injustices of the class system, it would be fairer to describe

Carter’s Beauty as encountering the emptiness of consumerism, a related phenomenon but

not the precise comparison claimed. But each of its three sections are well developed, using

a range of technical terms from linguistic and literary study. It’s clearly a very sophisticated

approach, but the predominance of word-level analysis, and the slight imprecisions noted

above, keep it at the bottom end of Level 5.

Citing Marx, Freud, Jung, etc isn’t inherently impressive; it only really works if the point being

made is firmly tethered to the question asked.
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Question 8

The question focus for 2025 was on boundary crossings that have physical or emotional effects, a

very open question that ensured all candidates had ready access to a range of textual examples.

Wide Sargasso Sea and Dracula are roughly equal in popularity as the anchor texts, and are quite

often paired together; when not, the Rhys novel always combines well with North, and the Stoker

text with Twelfth Night or the Rossetti poems. Oleanna no longer attracts centres, it seems, and

The Lowland once again had no takers.

Markers noted a significant number of candidates deploying Freud and Jung in their answers, and

certainly the phrasing for this year’s Question 8 permitted such psychoanalytical interpretations.

Centres and candidates are advised that any uses of critical theory need to be well grounded in a

basic but secure understanding of that theory, and their application must also be relevant to the

question asked, if credit is to be awarded. Not all the instances we saw in 2025 - either of

psychoanalytic, or Marxist or Feminist or Post-Colonial literary theory - met that threshold.

This is a high achieving answer on Dracula and Twelfth Night.
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A delightful answer, eventually.

It begins less impressively, however: on the opening page, the complex sentence structures

teeter under the weight of their multiple clauses. Nonetheless, it soon settles into a long,

highly detailed discussion of Dracula and Twelfth Night, paying careful attention to the

demands of the question, and regularly ensuring that all four Assessment Objectives are

being met.

This response, on Wide Sargasso Sea and North, illustrates the consequences of neglecting to

deploy sufficient technical terminology, from both literary studies and linguistics, to further the

analysis of the studied texts.
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This answer is clearly the work of an able candidate: the writing is fluent and at times

elegant; the contexts are entirely relevant; and the comparisons convince. But despite these

signs of Level 4 potential, the answer cannot break out of Level 3.

This is, in large part, because all it has to offer in terms of AO1 (the use of lang-lit

frameworks) is the identification of two metaphors and two verbs. As a result, it cannot get

into Level 4, which is reserved for answers that, in the terms used in the Mark Scheme,

exhibit “control” and “discrimination”. By not using enough technical terms, it has

suppressed its AO1 achievement, and therefore its AO2 achievement also, and, moreover,

delimited opportunities for AO4 comparison also (because it can’t compare how specific

linguistic or literary features are used in the two texts). It has, in effect, hit a glass ceiling at

the top end of Level 3, because while it is always “clear and relevant”, the hallmarks of Level

3 achievement, it isn’t doing anything more than that.

You must use a range of technical terms and concepts from both linguistics and literary

studies to further your answer. This isn’t just a matter of labelling word classes or identifying

sentence types or rhetorical features; what earns more substantial reward is analysing how,

and why, the author deployed such terms and concepts to achieve specific effects in their

texts. Look carefully at exactly what you are required to do for AO1 and AO2!
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Paper Summary

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

• In Section A, you should not begin writing until you have a clear sense of the passage’s

purpose, audience, and genre. A holistic approach to analysis is often preferable to the

paragraph-by-paragraph approach. Be sure to read the Introductory heading to the passage

carefully: it contains information that is often vital to your full understanding of the text.

• Answers are often enriched when you show a wider understanding of the chosen theme, and

are able to apply it relevantly to analysis of the given passage. Do as much extra reading

around your theme as possible!

• You must be able to apply language and literature frameworks in both Sections of the exam.

Ensure that you deploy appropriate and relevant concepts and terminology from both

linguistic and literary study to further the analysis of the two chosen literary texts in Section B.

• Avoid writing answers that merely ‘feature spot’, or simply label word classes or identify

sentence types: analysing how individual features are crafted to create specific effects will

earn a higher score, because you’ll be achieving for AO1 and AO2 at the same time.

• Ensure that you can discuss a wide variety of contextual materials, and on the day of the

exam, use only those which best assist in answering the specific question asked.

• When writing on fiction, poetry and drama, you should display an understanding of the

author’s craft in shaping the formal qualities of their work: the specifically poetic aspects of

poems; plays as texts that are written to be staged in a theatre; novels which have narrators

with a voice and an agenda, and who structure their narrations accordingly.

• In Section B, AO4 is rewarded most fully where a variety of comparative structures are

deployed. Answers which merely compare using the terms of the question (e.g. ‘Another text

which discusses social inequality is …’) will obtain some reward for AO4, but there is much

higher reward for the following approaches:

◦ comparing or contrasting the use of specific literary, linguistic or structural devices;

◦ comparing or contrasting specific, relevant aspects of the contexts for the two texts;

◦ comparing or contrasting subtle and relevant aspects of characterisation or theme.
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Grade boundaries

Grade boundaries for this, and all other papers, can be found on the website on this link:

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/support/support-topics/results-certification/grade-

boundaries.html
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