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The purpose of this report is to provide centres with an insight into the assessment 
process and give an overview of how candidates approached each question for 
Paper 1: Language Variation. 

 
This series, candidates engaged well with the subject matter which dealt with issues 
around mental health and mental resilience in Section A; and issues around 
pregnancy and childbirth in Section B. 

 
Section A 
As outlined in the specification, this question focuses on analysing and comparing 
how language is used to convey personal and social identities. The question 
requires the ability to analyse language across a range of levels, apply this analysis 
to the question and link this to relevant concepts and theories. This involves 
considering the modes, the possible functions and the contexts of the texts and to 
make comparisons and identify links between them. 

 
This series, candidates were given an online written interview with a male writer 
promoting his new book about mental health and the transcript of a spoken text in 
which a British athlete talked about her successes and mental resilience. 

 
The texts therefore differed in mode and the context of delivery, but had clear links in 
function and field. 

 
It was important for candidates to consider the persona the producers of the text 
were adopting, the ways in which this was achieved, and the reasons why this was 
appropriate (or not) for the context in which it was produced. For example, Text A 
was clearly identified as a promotional text, but for a book that addressed the serious 
issue of mental health, and in the context of modern parenthood. (The website on 
which it was published is called Working Dads.) The text therefore was very open 
about exposing the vulnerable moments the writer experienced, and his own 
experiences of mental illness. 

 
Text B was a transcript from a video that was part of a BBC series. It is clearly 
scripted rather than spontaneous, as there are no hesitation features such as 
repetitions, false starts and fillers, just pauses that help to structure the language. 

 
Candidates who achieved higher level marks were selective and accurate in their 
selection and analysis of language features, and discussed their relevance in relation 
to the question: to the mode, function and context of the text. They made accurate 
reference to relevant theories and concepts and linked them to the data. The 
differences between the spoken and written forms were addressed in ways that 
demonstrated a clear understanding of the differences between these forms. Where 



gender was referenced, it was in the context of societal changes and the changing 
roles of masculinity in the present day. Theorists were discussed and challenged 
rather than simply referenced. 

 
Candidates who simply identified a list of features and named theories without clear 
and explicit links to the data or the question were unlikely to score high levels. At the 
lower levels of achievement, scripts tended towards the descriptive. Data was 
assumed to support theories, even when there was little or no evidence cited. For 
example, a lot of candidates focused on the gender of the speakers and made 
assumptions not supported by the data that the writer of text A was using powerful 
language while the speaker of Text B was showing weakness. Aspects of Text A 
where the writer expressed his own emotions and vulnerability were sometimes seen 
as ‘women’s language’, citing Lakoff, sometimes Tannen and O’Barr. Text B was 
sometimes identified as ‘low register,’ simply because it showed the features of 
spoken language. 

 
Response A 
This response was awarded a high Level 4 mark as a discriminating and controlled 
response. The candidate accurately identifies a range of language features and 
considers the way in which they construct and present different personal and social 
identities. The response covers phonology, lexis, syntax, discourse features, but 
always linking them to way in which the texts create personal and social identities. It 
starts with discussing the way the writer and the speaker both use declaratives to 
establish the context of their texts, links this to lexical choices, and touches on the 
phonology of Text B. There is a well-exemplified discussion of how the mode 
influences the language choices in establishing the persona in each text. The 
analysis touches on discourse features, and the texts are linked via the features of 
multi-modality and spoken language. 

 
The candidate addresses gender theory briefly, but only to demonstrate how text A 
challenges Tannen’s theories about information vs emotion in male and female 
language. 

 
There are a few minor errors in the analysis, but overall, this is a strong, high-level 
response. 
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This response was awarded a low Level 2 mark as a response showing general 
understanding. The candidate identifies the topic linking the two texts and the 
different ways in which they address these. The candidate attempts to show how 
persona is established, looking at what are described as ‘mid-level’ and ‘low level’ 
register. These are not the most useful ways into the text and are not really given 
support via discussion and analysis. 

 
Much of the discussion about theory is focussed on gender theory. The theories 
tagged are more often challenged than supported by the data, which the candidate 
does not really see. Candidates too often treat theory as infallible, when language 
data frequently challenges it, especially in relation to gender. Lakoff’s work, for 
example, offers an attractive but simplistic model that is rarely helpful and best 
avoided as it can draw less confident candidates into inaccurate and over-simplistic 
discussion. 

 
The analysis of language features contains errors and some simplistic statements 
such as the pauses in the spoken text being attributed to ‘nervousness.’ 



 



 



 



 



Section B 
 

The question focuses on analysing and comparing the ways in which both texts 
demonstrate language change over time. The question requires the ability to 
analyse language across a range of levels, apply this analysis to the question and 
link this to relevant concepts and theories. This involves considering the modes, the 
possible functions and the contexts of the text and to make comparisons and 
identify links between them in relation to the way language changes over time. 

 
This series, candidates were given two modern English texts, Text C, a late 19th 

century text written by an American physician. Text D was a present-day English 
produced for an online blog. Both extracts were connected by the semantic fields of 
pregnancy and childbirth. 

 
The texts therefore were similar in topic and were both written about a female 
experience from the male perspective. The candidates seemed to find both texts 
accessible and made real attempts to engage with them, though there was a 
tendency for lower achieving candidates to be descriptive in their approach to the 
data. 

 
There were fewer candidates who treated the earlier text as an aberrant form of 
English. It was much easier for them to understand, but the fact that the language 
was closer to present-day English meant that some candidates struggled to analyse 
the differences between the two-forms. 

 
High-achieving candidates showed a clear awareness that living languages 
constantly undergo change, and that a single text cannot exemplify all varieties of 
the English of that period, they explored the data thoughtfully and presented their 
findings as conclusions drawn from a limited range of data rather than absolutes. 

 
Theories and concepts were relevant to the data and the periods under 
consideration. Gender and power theories were referenced in helpful ways and 
linked clearly to the data under discussion. Issues of standardisation were 
addressed, showing a clear understanding that Standard English changes and 
evolves in the same way as any other variety. Some candidates got a bit bogged- 
down in gender theory. Gender was clearly relevant to these texts, but needed 
discussing with clear links to the data and with the focus on the question. 

 
At the lower end of the achievement range, candidates tended to discuss the history 
of language change rather than fully address the data. They applied arbitrary 



descriptions such as ‘formal’ to earlier forms and ‘informal’ to present-day English 
without drawing on their understanding of the nature of language change or the 
concepts of informalisation. Some identified unfamiliar or less-used words as 
‘archaic’; the Great Vowel shift was referenced along with Johnson’s dictionary and 
the development of the printing press, which were all offered up without any attempt 
to link these to the data. 

 
Response C 
This response was awarded a high Level 4 mark, showing a discriminating and 
controlled application. 

 
The candidate takes a confident, diachronic approach to the analysis, with a 
systematic and thorough application of a range of language levels: lexis, grammar, 
discourse. This is a controlled and discriminating response with a clear focus on 
genre and societal change throughout. 

 
The candidate is aware of similarities as well as differences between the texts, 
identifying and discussing these. The analysis is generally open-minded with the 
candidate suggesting one conclusion, but showing awareness that there may be 
other ways of interpreting these findings. 

 
The candidate uses a range of relevant theory, including Romaine’s internal 
processes, language and power, looking at the asymmetrical power suggested by 
the language use in Text C. These points are supported by examples from the texts 
including deontic modals and exclamatory structures. 

 
The candidate also looks at the informalisation of Text D, and the way language 
change reflects society’s attitudes. They consider the use of some features 
associated with spoken language, and supports attitudes to this with references to 
prescriptivist approaches and Aitchison’s use of the ’crumbling castle’ myth of 
language to debunk such views. 



 

There are some misunderstandings about archaic words and some inaccuracies in 
word classes and grammatical points, but overall, this is a discriminating and 
controlled response.









Response D 
This response was awarded a low Level 3 mark, indicating a clear and relevant 
response. 

 
The candidate has structured the response around language levels, attempting to 
look at lexis, semantics, grammar and discourse. The candidate makes some 
relevant points at the lexical level, looking, for example, at the effect of the repeated 
adjective ‘delicate.’ The use of declaratives across both texts to educate makes a 
relatively valid point, bearing in mind that the declarative is likely to be the most-used 
form in most written texts. 

 
The candidate shows an awareness of the processes of language change: 
standardisation, informalisation, the links to societal change. The reference to 
Johnson’s dictionary is rather bolted on, and though it forms part of the process of 
standardisation the candidate does not link it to texts. 

 
There are some errors in the analysis, including a confusion between long sentences 
and multi-clausal sentences. 

 
This script is incomplete, which shows the problems of time management that can 
affect this paper as candidates spend more time of Section A and seem less 
confident in Section B. 
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