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Introduction
In the eighth year of this advanced level unit, the range of responses from those candidates 
from centres where Russian is taught within the curriculum was as wide as ever. Examiners 
enjoyed reading these, and it is clear that note has been taken of the comments and 
suggestions made in previous reports for this unit. Very many candidates were able to 
achieve high marks overall because they had been comprehensively prepared for the 
demands of the examination. 

As was the case last year, examiners have seen a range of answers, but there continue to 
be some centres who submit candidates who have a very impressive command of grammar 
and lexis and who have completed thorough research for their Research-Based Essay. Those 
who scored the highest marks overall wrote discursive essays which were persuasive yet 
balanced, creative essays which were lively yet focused, and Research-Based Essays which 
were outstanding in their marshalling of factual information and their analytical approach.

This unit requires candidates to answer three questions in two and a half hours. The 
translation (section A) is worth 10 of the 100 marks available and a proportionate amount 
of time to spend on it would be 25-30 minutes. Section B and Section C are each worth 
45 marks, and so an hour on each of these would represent appropriate division of time. 
Candidates have clearly been well trained on time management in this examination.

The number of answers to questions in section B and C which were overlong continues 
to reduce. This is pleasing, as candidates are significantly disadvantaged when they write 
overlong answers. Where answers were overlong, they usually came from native or near-
native speaker candidates in centres where Russian is not taught. 

Examiners would like, once again, to remind centres that the upper word limit for these 
sections is 200 words. For section C, quotations, proper nouns and dates may be excluded 
from the overall word count. Examiners stop reading at the end of the sentence in which the  
200th word lies. This may impact candidates who have not had appropriate guidance and 
have therefore written overlong essays.

In both Section B and Section C, overlong answers lost marks for Organisation and 
Development, and it was also often true that they did not answer the question fully, as 
key information was contained in the section that lay beyond the word limit. Centres and 
candidates, especially non-learners in centres where Russian is not taught, should note that 
there is more space provided than is usually necessary for 200 words and that the space is 
not an indicator of how much candidates should write. There were very few short answers, 
as always, but where an answer was short, it often contained very little information or 
argument and therefore scored very low marks.

The approach to individual questions is considered in the reports on each of the options 
which follow. An example from a candidate’s response is given for each question. Please 
note that, in some cases, only part answers are given as exemplification. A general summary 
of areas for improvement for Sections B and C is also given as this may prove useful for 
centres. 

The examining team once again thanks those teachers of Russian who present excellent 
candidates. It is clear that there are schools where the uptake of GCE Advanced Level 
Russian is going from strength to strength and where interested and varied schemes of 
work have given candidates a rich experience. It is dedicated teachers who are keeping 
Russian alive and well in schools, and it is these people who deserve thanks.
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Question 1
Section A of this paper required candidates to translate a short passage of English into 
Russian. The passage is split into 30 assessable elements and one ‘point’ is gained for each 
correct element at the marking stage. A mark out of 10 is awarded based on the number 
of correct elements (see the mark scheme). For an element to be considered correct it 
must have all the details contained in the English original (i.e. no word omitted) and all 
the grammatical endings (case endings, agreements and verb endings) had to be correct. 
One spelling or transliteration error was allowed per element, provided that it was not 
grammatical and did not affect the sound significantly when read aloud.

Overall, the majority of candidates performed well in this task. Very many learner candidates 
were able to achieve 7 or 8 marks, and the number scoring 9 and 10 has increased over 
recent years. Some learner candidates were able to score 10 marks this year, although the 
number doing so remains low. It remains the case that many native speakers lost marks 
due to the omission of elements, for example, not translating ‘better’ in ‘a better job’. As is 
the case every year, those with very little ability to manipulate the grammar of the language 
scored very low marks, perhaps 1 or 2, despite knowing much of the required vocabulary. 
They often gained points for elements such as ‘изучать’, ‘хотя’, ‘один студент’, ‘но я не знаю 
где’, ‘больше’ and ‘для меня’, these elements having been designed to allow candidates to 
gain marks at the lower end of the scale. Those who have not mastered at least some of the 
more complex grammar required at this level will not perform well.

Candidates faced the most difficulty with the following elements:

•	 ‘about their future career’ was often incorrect because the candidate did not use the 
correct adjective ending on ‘будущий’, or because this was spelt ‘будующий’. Candidates 
also often failed to use ‘об’ before ‘их’ and so lost the mark for this element.

•	 ‘might’ was often omitted. This was most often successfully translated as ‘может’ or 
‘может быть’.

•	 ‘a better job’ was one of the more problematic elements for all candidates. This was 
often because they did not use a correct comparative adjective (‘лучшую работу’), did 
not spell the comparative adjective correctly, or because they did not spot that the 
whole element needed to be in the accusative case.

•	 ‘when they finish’ frequently caused candidates to use an incorrect verb ending, e.g. 
‘закончят’ or ‘закончут’. Candidates are reminded to ensure that they know how to 
conjugate all types of verbs, and that they apply the appropriate spelling rules when 
doing so.

•	 ‘that I would like’ was very frequently rendered as ‘я хочу’ and this was not allowed by 
examiners. To gain a correct element here, candidates needed to use a subjunctive / 
conditional construction, such as ‘я хотел бы’.

•	 the spelling of ‘английский’ was often incorrect, although this sometimes did not affect 
the sound when read aloud, such as ‘англискую литературу’ and so was allowed.

•	 the spelling of ‘следующий’ in the element ‘next year’ was also often incorrect, and this 
was less frequently allowed because it was considered that the omission of ‘ю’ (the most 
frequent spelling error) would affect sound when read aloud.

•	 ‘I enjoy it’ resulted in a range of suggestions from candidates, with a number of different 
answers accepted. Where candidates used ‘нравиться’ (the most common correct 
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translation), they occasionally did not gain a correct element because they did not 
conjugate it correctly (‘нравится’) or they did not use a pronoun that could refer to 
either ‘английская литература’ or ‘предмет’.

This candidate shows a very good knowledge of the vocabulary required for the task, but 
shows a number of errors as outlined above, as well as some others.

This answer scores 5 out of 10. A 
number of minor errors mount up, 
even though there are very few 
vocabulary issues. This candidate 
obviously has a command of Russian 
grammar, but would benefit from 
thorough checking of his / her work 
and careful application of spelling and 
grammar rules.

Examiner Comments

It can be a good idea to go 
through the translation and 
annotate it with the case endings 
or particularly difficult structures 
you are going to use. This can 
help you make the right decisions.

Examiner Tip
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This is an example of a candidate who has an excellent ability to manipulate the grammar of 
the language. A few slips mean that the score overall is reduced, and there are some issues 
with more complex constructions in Russian.
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This is an example of an excellent translation. The candidate has a full grasp of the linguistic 
requirements at this level.

This translation scores 8 out of 10. 
Points are lost for ‘it is not easy’, ‘help 
them’, ‘when they finish’, ‘studying’, 
‘to study’, ‘next year’ and ‘than other 
subjects’.

Examiner Comments
Candidates should examine the 
required grammar appendix in the 
specification and ensure they know the 
most difficult structures. It is likely that 
the translation will test a range of the 
grammar in this appendix.

Examiner Tip
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This translation scores 10 out of 10. A 
point is lost for ‘next year’.

Examiner Comments

Candidates must ensure that they learn their 
grammatical endings thoroughly and have 
plenty of practice in applying these in exam-
type settings. A knowledge of vocabulary is 
not enough to score more than 3 out of 10.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (a)
In the creative essays in Section B, the best essays (scoring 13-15 for Understanding and 
Response) were succinct and succeeded in telling the whole story in the space available, 
or built sufficient suspense to leave the reader wondering about the character(s) or what 
might happen next. Good answers to question  2 (c), the newspaper article, were written in 
an appropriate journalistic style. Almost exclusively, the creative essays were attempted by 
non-learner candidates who had not received guidance on what might constitute successful 
creative writing; candidates must pay careful attention to the planning of their work.

Poorly planned pieces often contained lengthy scene setting or description of character 
but little action. Writing a successful piece of creative writing in 200 words is a challenging 
task and not something which should be embarked upon without first planning content 
or structure. There were very few completely irrelevant essays, although some were 
considered to be ‘pedestrian’ or did not grab the examiners’ attention. They usually scored 
no more than 7-9 for Understanding & Response (‘satisfactory [...] response to stimulus’).

The vast majority of candidates who have been taught Russian in schools wrote excellent 
discursive essays. There is a great deal of good practice in centres as shown in the 
candidates’ work. Many candidates wrote extensive plans on their examination papers 
and such good practice is to be encouraged as carefully planned essays were, in virtually 
all cases, more successful. Careful planning by candidates results in balanced discursive 
essays where the ideas are well thought through and it seems difficult to conceive why a 
candidate would choose to launch into such a piece of writing without a plan. In order to 
score 10-12 or 13-15 for Understanding & Response, essays must be balanced and consider 
both sides of the argument. As every year, centres are strongly advised to take careful note 
of this requirement. Non-learner candidates taking GCE Russian, in centres where 
Russian is not taught, are significantly disadvantaged if they are not made aware of this 
requirement, and so write unbalanced essays. One-sided essays can score a maximum of 
9 for Understanding & Response and some overlong essays were considered one sided as 
the entirety of the second half lay beyond the 200th word. Such essays scored a maximum 
of 9 for Understanding & Response and also for Organisation and Development, even if 
they were linguistically impressive. Balanced and well-structured discursive essays should 
have a conclusion in which the candidate comes down on one side or the other, but until 
this point, the best candidates remained neutral themselves and discussed ideas in abstract 
terms, avoiding the use of the first person. In order to score 9-10 for Range & Application of 
Language, learner candidates are encouraged to use wide or more complex constructions, 
such as passives, gerunds, relative clauses, compound conjunctions and conditionals. A 
range of varied essay phrases is also useful as this enables weaker candidates to score 
higher marks. They should be aware, though, that a string of such phrases is not able to 
make up for a lack of content or ideas; careful planning and consideration of the depth 
of ideas which the candidate has before beginning will result in a better essay across 
the board. Candidates should also be encouraged to ensure that they have sufficient 
topic vocabulary when they select a discursive essay to answer. It is perfectly possible 
for candidates to achieve 5 for Accuracy for their discursive essay; indeed, many learner 
candidates did so. Accuracy does not have to be perfect to achieve this, but the essay must 
show an impressive command of noun and verb grammar and give the impression of 
accuracy throughout.

Question 2(a) was the second most popular of the creative writing options. Candidates 
were presented with a picture of a woman sitting in a restaurant looking at her watch and 
invited to tell her story. The best answers explored the events that led up to the scene in 
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the picture, or following the scene in the picture, or in some cases told the story of the 
woman’s life more widely. Some answers were written in the first person, and these often 
worked very well. Lengthy scene setting often meant that the candidate scored badly for 
Understanding and Response. The least successful answers often started with the phrase 
‘The woman is sitting in the restaurant because...’ or similar, or described the location rather 
than a series of events which led up to the scene in question.

This candidate tells the story of one day in the woman’s life. It is something of a shocking 
story, and succeeds in keeping the reader interested. Careful use is made of structure and 
dialogue.
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This is a very good answer. It scores in the 13-15 
band for both Organisation and Development and 
Understanding and Response, and also in the top 
bands for Range and Application of Language and 
Accuracy. The ending is rather abrupt, and the 
piece could be improved by considering what to 
leave out earlier to allow for a more rounded story.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2 (b)
Question 2(b) was the most popular of the creative writing options. Candidates were given a 
scenario where a group of people have been walking all night, are tired and hungry and spot 
a small house in the distance and were required to continue the story. There were a range 
of very good answers, and many focused on the approach to the house and then some kind 
of shocking event that occurs inside or when the door is opened. Stories often involved 
zombies or murder, although some of the best pieces had an air of mystery rather than a 
spate of violence.

This candidate’s entire piece describes the moments as the group approach the house 
and knock on the door. Although we are left in suspense at the end, the piece is a creative 
response to the stimulus and shows good control within the 200-word limit.
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This is a very good piece of writing. 
Careful use is made of the language 
of suspense, and although we are 
left with no answers, we do have a 
strong sense of time and place when 
we reach the end. It scores in the top 
band across all categories.

Examiner Comments
When writing a story in 200 words, you 
need to think about plot carefully. You do 
not have space to describe the scene or 
the characters more than might be gained 
incidentally from the plot. It is best to jump 
straight in. Suspense and surprise are 
good tools for this task, as we see here.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (c)
This question required candidates to write a newspaper article in response to a headline 
given on the exam paper, in this case the story of a protest against the building of a new 
airport. There were very few answers to this question overall. 

The requirement to write a newspaper article was realised successfully in the many cases, 
with some very convincing pieces which precisely reflected an appropriate journalistic 
register. Most of the pieces described the events leading up to the protest, or how the 
decision to build the airport had been made. Many offered short interviews with the 
protesters, and, although this was a good idea, some candidates lacked the command of 
journalistic register to incorporate these into their articles.

This candidate successfully combines interviews with the protesters with an appropriate 
journalistic style.
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This answer scores in the top band 
for all categories. The piece is well 
written and the candidate is able to 
use register correctly.

Examiner Comments Make your writing more like a newspaper 
article by using rhetorical questions or 
devices, addressing the reader, using quotes 
or speculating about outcomes. Think about 
what you have read in a newspaper and the 
kind of language that is used.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (d)
This question, which was the most popular of the discursive essay choices, required 
candidates to reflect on whether people should travel more on public transport in order 
to help the environment. There were some excellent answers, with a variety of arguments 
for and against the statement. The majority of candidates were able to present a balanced 
position and then lead to a definite conclusion. Weaker answers often missed the 
connection that, although greater use of public transport might help the environment, 
industry and farming are greater producers of greenhouse gases and that these issues 
also need to be addressed. The strongest answers often presented a counter argument 
that suggested this, perhaps also mentioning the fact that although greater use of public 
transport is desirable, it is not practical for many who live in rural areas. The best candidates 
then went on to argue that despite the fact that if we really want to help the environment 
we should walk or travel by bicycle, every small thing we can do will make a difference and 
therefore we should try to use public transport more. The role of government in developing 
sustainable transport infrastructure was usually mentioned in the best answers, as was the 
need to support developing countries in their reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. The 
most common conclusion was that greater use of public transport would certainly help to 
protect the environment rather than hinder it, and we should therefore use public transport 
more.

This candidate has produced a very good answer. He has used a range of complex language 
and essay phrases. The two sides of the argument are clear and the conclusion is credible. 
The essay begins with a neutral introduction that refers clearly to the question but does 
not come down on one side of the argument or the other just yet. The candidate goes on 
to argue that if more people travelled on public transport, there would be fewer traffic 
jams and emissions would go down. On the other hand, the candidate argues, it is difficult 
for some people to travel more often on public transport because of the area they live in. 
We are also reminded that factories are the biggest producers of harmful emissions, and 
that China and the USA need to work together to reduce these omissions. The candidate 
concludes that people should not travel more often on public transport because it would 
not solve the problem of climate change.
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This essay shows the value of a good range of essay 
structures and phrases. The language is not perfect, 
but the candidate succeeds in scoring in the top band 
for Range and Application of Language and Accuracy 
due to his careful deployment of language structures 
and ability to manipulate them to suite his purpose. 
The essay scores in the top band for Understanding 
and Response and Organisation and Development.

Examiner Comments

You must carefully count the words 
in your essay and ensure that it 
is not too long. The  200th word 
must lie in the final sentence to 
avoid the mark for Organisation 
and Development in otherwise 
excellent essays being capped at 9.

Examiner Tip
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This candidate presents a similar argument to the previous one, although he is less certain 
in the conclusion. The effect of a reduction in the emission of dangerous gases on human 
health is mentioned, and in many ways this strengthens this side of the argument, although 
it is not directly related to protecting the environment.
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This essay scores in the top band for Understanding 
and Response and Organisation and Development. 
It scores in the top band for Range and Application 
of Language, as the candidate has a wide and 
appropriate vocabulary. There are some language 
errors that cause it to score in the second band for 
Accuracy. The candidate has clearly been taught the 
importance of balance, structure and planning in 
discursive essay writing.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2 (e)
This question required candidates to express a view on whether world leaders should do 
more to help migrants and refugees from countries where there is war or conflict. There 
were very many excellent answers, with candidates reflecting carefully on the implications 
of the statement and relating it to current events. The weakest answers tended to see the 
issues too simplistically, or made connections between migrants and terrorism in Europe 
too easily. Some also did not address the question precisely, and did not mention the 
obligations or otherwise of world leaders. The strongest answers often argued that some 
might see immigration as detrimental to a country’s culture and infrastructure, and that 
without addressing people’s concerns over this, any undertaking by a country’s leader to do 
more to help migrants would only cause issues within the leader’s own country. They would 
then go on to argue, though, that Western intervention in other countries could be said to 
have been the catalyst for the wars and conflicts causing the migration, and as such leaders 
have a moral obligation to help.

This is an excellent response. After a brief neutral introduction, the candidate argues on 
the one hand that world leaders should not do more to help migrants because it is just 
too expensive to solve the problem, and there are other things that money needs to be 
spent on, such as education and health care. The leaders did not create the situation in 
the country where the migrants come from, it is argued, and they are already doing a lot 
to support people in countries where there is conflict. On the other hand, the candidate 
suggests that world leaders should be doing more, given the fact that there is enough 
money in Western countries to help, and that the leaders are in a position to do so given 
their power and resources. The candidate concludes that it is the duty of world leaders to 
help migrants and refugees.
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This answer is well constructed, 
balanced and addresses 
the issue with appropriate 
sensitivity. It scores in the top 
band for all categories.

Examiner Comments
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Question 2 (f)
This question required candidates to reflect on whether traditional religious holidays have 
lost their significance for people nowadays. It was the least popular discursive essay option. 
The strongest answers tended to argue that what were once religious holidays (such as 
Easter and Christmas), nowadays tend to be more family occasions than religious ones. The 
commercialisation of Christmas was often mentioned, as was the focus on enjoyment rather 
than on quiet reflection. On the other hand, it was often suggested that many people do 
still celebrate religious festivals, and that children learn lots about Christmas and Easter at 
school. Strong candidates usually mentioned religions other than Christianity and how their 
religious festivals are celebrated, and drew contrasts between the UK and other countries, 
usually referring to recent rise in the popularity of the Orthodox Church in Russia. Some 
answers tended to neglect the subtleties of changes in people’s attitudes towards religion, 
or did not reflect on the fact that their own experiences may not be reflected all over the 
world.

This candidate has produced a good answer. On the one hand, mention is made of 
the month of Ramadan and the celebration of Eid al-Fitr at the end of this month. 
This celebration across much of the world has lost none of its significance and focus on 
helping people who are worse off than oneself. On the other hand, it is argued that the 
advancements in science have led to a growth of atheism, and in turn to people having 
forgotten about the traditional focus of religious festivals that are now about fun rather 
than religious reflection. The candidate concludes by suggesting that religious festivals have 
lost much of their significance due to the fast pace of modern life and the fact that we no 
longer have time for religious reflection.



29GCE Russian 6RU04 01

This is a very strong essay. It deals 
with two clear sides of the argument, 
and does not neglect to see the issue 
from the viewpoint of religions other 
than Christianity. There is a good 
range of vocabulary and the level of 
accuracy is strong. The essay scores 
in the top band across all categories.

Examiner Comments
Essays should be balanced. The best essays 
have introductions which do not state the side 
of the argument which you will come down 
on. Keep the introduction general; state the 
question and suggest that there are different 
opinions about it. Introductions should not be 
long; you should keep the space for examples 
when discussing the main points of the essay. 
You should also make sure that your essay is 
not a ‘personal response’ - try to avoid using 
first person constructions until the conclusion 
where you state the side of the argument you 
are supporting.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2 (g)
This question required candidates to consider whether young people should learn to play 
a musical instrument in school. It was the second most popular of the discursive essay 
questions, and many learner candidates produced excellent answers. The most common 
approach amongst the strongest answers was to argue that the act of learning to play 
an instrument has positive effects on the brain, on self-discipline and on one’s ability in 
other subjects such as mathematics and languages. It was often also mentioned that it is 
important to widen young people’s cultural awareness and knowledge of classical music, 
and that learning an instrument does this, as well as being a sociable activity. Candidates 
would then often counter this argument with the point that playing an instrument is 
not for everybody because they either have little talent for it or need to concentrate on 
other curriculum areas. The expense, time required and lack of expert teachers were also 
cited as reasons why requiring all young people to learn to play is not practical. Some 
candidates tended to refer to personal experience rather than making general arguments, 
often stating that they have played since a young age and that it has helped them personally 
make friends or enjoy music.

This candidate has written a strong discursive essay that discusses the main implications 
of the question well. The candidate begins with an introduction that summarises the two 
sides of his argument very briefly, and then goes on to argue that playing an instrument 
in an ensemble helps develop young people’s social skills, as well as helping children to 
learn to work in a team. The ability of music to help people express their emotions is also 
mentioned. On the other hand, the candidate argues that expecting everyone to learn to 
play an instrument is beyond the financial resources of most schools, and that money is 
the main obstacle both on a school and individual family level. He concludes that there 
are significant advantages to all learning to play an instrument, but that this could not be 
achieved in reality due to financial constraints.
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This is a further example of an excellent discursive essay. The candidate makes 
sophisticated points on both sides, arguing clearly on the one hand that music widens 
young people’s cultural awareness and that it allows them to express themselves. The 
opposing view presented is that parents often want their children to study something 
‘more useful’, and that studying music is particularly expensive. The candidate concludes 
that studying an instrument has significant advantages and music is fundamental in the 
development of young people. We have included the candidate’s notes and planning 
from the exam paper as a suggestion as to how this can be done effectively to help others 
produce well-structured discursive essays.

This essay is strong, although it could be 
improved if the candidate were to explore an 
additional counter argument, such as discussing 
why it might not be appropriate for some people 
to study music even if financial resources were 
available. The essay just scores in the top band 
for Understanding and Response, Organisation 
and Development. It is in the second band for 
Range and Application of Language and Accuracy.

Examiner Comments
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This is an excellent example of a candidate 
who has used a range of complex structures 
and is able to manipulate the language well. 
There are some mistakes, but it scores in 
the top mark band for all categories.

Examiner Comments
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Question 3 (a)
General Comments on Section C: Research-Based Essay

The Section C Research-Based Essay was, as last year, very well handled by a high 
proportion of candidates from those centres where Russian is taught in the curriculum. 
In nearly all cases, the essays from learner candidates were a pleasure to read and the 
examiners would once again like to express their gratitude to teachers for their excellent 
preparation of candidates for this section. Many candidates’ essays demonstrated their 
considerable, in-depth research and showed an impressive command of language and 
structure. Candidates are reminded of the importance of addressing the question on the 
paper; essays which did not actually answer the analytical part of the question scored a 
maximum of 13-18 for Reading, Research & Understanding. In order to score 19-24 or 25-30, 
essays need to offer opinion and analysis as well as factual content. This will usually involve 
stating a fact and then telling the reader what this fact shows us or why it is important or 
relevant. Conversely, the stating of opinion without sufficient evidence will also often lead 
to lower marks; the requirement for this unit is that candidates do detailed, sustained 
research in advance and come to the examination armed with facts which they then 
use to back up their analysis. 

As in previous years, poor preparation for the examination led to a number of candidates 
writing almost entirely irrelevant essays or essays which simply retold the plot of a book or 
film, thus scoring very low marks. One candidate actually wrote on the exam paper that he 
/ she was not expecting such a question in the exam and had not been informed of this by 
the centre, and had therefore not done any research. 

There remain a number of candidates who wrote answers to 3(a), 3(b) or 3(d) which, while 
occasionally interesting, scored zero as they did not meet the clear requirement on page 40 
of the specification and on the exam paper itself for the research to relate to the ‘culture 
and / or society of a Russian-language country, countries or community.’ It was 
therefore surprising to read essays on Orwell’s ‘Animal Farm’ and the geographical location 
of Turkey. Examiners accepted any country which formed part of the former Soviet Union or 
the former Russian empire as being ‘Russian speaking’ for the purposes of this section, and, 
as usual, there was a range of essays on the former Soviet republics for 3(a). 

Candidates are reminded of the importance of writing a structured essay in this section. 
Those candidates who had written detailed plans virtually always performed better, and 
the examiners again expressed surprise at the relative lack of such plans. There were 
many essays which gave lots of factual information but which were really, in essence, a 
regurgitation of all that is known on the topic or the plot of the book or film they had read; 
candidates must use their factual knowledge to answer the question and support their 
assertions if they are to reach the higher mark bands for Organisation & Development. 
Essays should have an introductory paragraph and a conclusion which refers back to the 
question set on the paper. Examiners were yet again surprised at the increasing number 
of essays which show no evidence of paragraphing and attention to the order of the points 
being made. Centres are reminded that quotations do not count within the word limit and 
also that proper names need not be included. Very few essays contain a bibliography or 
sources of factual information. Whilst this is not a requirement for the higher mark bands, 
some ‘facts’ used by candidates did seem unlikely and proper referencing of sources would 
help candidates to prove that they have done extensive research.

This question required candidates to demonstrate their research about and understanding 
of a Russian-speaking geographical region or city, and specifically the geographical location 
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of the place and whether this location has been important in its development. Sometimes, 
the area chosen was too large for the candidates to focus on how the specific geographical 
location is important. The most successful answers showed clear and specific knowledge of 
the actual geographical location of the city or region, were able to cite historical reasons for 
the location and discussed how the location affects those who live there. Economic factors 
were nearly always referenced in the best answers, and strong candidates were able to 
make sensible connections between human and physical geography. The best responses 
also avoided giving too much historical detail about the city, such as, for example when 
it was founded and how, although in the case of St Petersburg, the geographical location 
is absolutely connected to the founding of the city and its later economic and cultural 
development, and good candidates knew this and used the information well. Centres are 
reminded that, although the questions are expressed in two parts, the best essays will 
integrate these parts together. In a too many cases, candidates simply tacked their response 
to the question of the importance of the geographical location to the development of the 
region on the end of a lengthy description of the region or city and what one might find 
there. 

Once again, the most common regions / cities studied were Moscow (although very few 
candidates knew much about why Moscow is situated where it is), St Petersburg (these 
essays were often much more successful), Sochi (essays usually related to the location on 
the Black Sea, tourism and development associated with the Winter Olympic Games), Kiev 
(again, many candidates had little knowledge of the historical reasons for the city’s location), 
Crimea (often more successful, although some candidates did not understand the history of 
the region and why its location is of such tactical interest to Russia) and the capital cities of 
countries of the former Soviet Union, such as Almaty, Astana, Tallinn, Riga and Minsk. The 
latter were often weak essays because the candidates knew little about what importance the 
geographical location might have for those particular cities. 

This candidate has a strong knowledge of the geographical location of the Taymyr Peninsula. 
The location is clearly described, and there is sufficient detail to indicate prior research. The 
importance of the location for research and exploration is discussed, as well as the main 
occupation of the small population: fishing and the keeping and breeding of reindeer.
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This is a strong essay because as a reader, we learn 
something new from the candidate’s research. It is 
very rare for answers to 3(a) to score in the higher 
mark bands. Here, there has been a judicious selection 
of facts by the candidate to support the points being 
made. The overall impression is of detailed historical 
and current knowledge of the region, a well structured 
response, and a clear answer to the question set.

Examiner Comments
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Teachers and candidates should make sure that 
they have prepared the full range of aspects of the 
specification requirements for the Research-Based 
Essay. Candidates offering a geographical region 
should be able to write comfortably on key people, 
events and issues (demographic, environmental, 
economic, social and political), and the customs, 
traditions and beliefs of people from that area. They 
should be able to explain, in every case, why they think 
something is important or interesting, offering their 
own opinion or analysis of the facts they present.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3 (b)
Candidates offering historical study for their Research-Based Essay were required to 
describe one political development during the period of history they had studied, and to 
consider how this political development continues to affect the modern Russian-speaking 
world. The most popular historical periods chosen for study were the Russian Revolution, 
the Great Patriotic War (very often the Siege of Leningrad), the USSR under Gorbachev and 
the reign of Peter the Great. All of these are entirely suitable periods as there are very clear 
political developments that can be mentioned; some candidates had selected historical 
periods which were too broad (such as the 20th Century or the whole lifespan of the USSR), 
and this tended to lead to less successful essays. 

The most successful answers focused throughout on the impact of the specific political 
development that had been chosen, such as the storming of the Winter Palace or the 
death of Stalin. The best essays tended to interpret the phrase ‘political development’ 
as ‘watershed moment in history’, and this helped them to focus on the affect this event 
still has today. Some candidates did attempt to answer the question set and relate their 
comments to the modern world, but the amount of factual information they could provide 
was sparse, or their understanding of cause and effect was weak, and they were therefore 
not able to access the highest mark bands. 

Another issue that examiners encountered was a failure by candidates to make 
sophisticated connections between events of the past, and the state of modern Russia. An 
example might be the number of candidates who asserted that the October Revolution was 
still affecting Russia today, but could make no specific comment about how people live in its 
wake today, or who said that the war with Napoleon was significant, but could not relate it in 
any way to how Russia went on to develop as sense of its place in the world that still echoes 
nowadays. 

There were also many answers that focused on the life of a single historical character and 
some of these were not successful in answering the question set, and so were also not able 
to access the highest mark bands. It is worth candidates remembering that studying just one 
historical character may not be sufficient in order to answer the exam question effectively.

This is a very good Research-Based Essay for question 3(b). The candidate discusses the 
specific political development around Yeltsin’s decision to privatise state-owned industries 
in 1992 through the issue of ‘vouchers’. The social, economic and political implications on 
modern Russia are discussed and the candidate is able to make sensible connections and 
use specific evidence.
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This is an excellent Research-Based Essay. It scores in 
the top band for all categories (Reading, Research and 
Understanding, Quality of Language and Organisation 
and Development). The candidate has a well-
developed knowledge of the topic, makes appropriate 
assertions and incorporates analysis throughout.

Examiner Comments

Make sure you give your own opinion and analyse facts 
throughout. If you are unsure about how to do this effectively, 
use a ‘point, evidence, explain’ approach: state your point 
(e.g. ‘The October Revolution deprived many people of 
their personal freedom’), state some factual evidence (e.g. 
‘A significant number of people were imprisoned by the 
Bolsheviks for their political or religious beliefs’) and then 
explain why you think it could be interesting (e.g. ‘I think this 
is interesting because it could have led to fear of the regime 
and this perhaps reinforced its power, something which is 
relevant in many regimes in the world today’).

Examiner Tip
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Question 3 (c)
This question required candidates to describe one problem that has been the subject 
of public discussions in the modern Russian-speaking society in recent years, and explain 
who they felt was right in these discussions. The term ‘problem that has been the subject 
of discussion’ was interpreted widely, and any social issue was acceptable as a topic for the 
essay. Many candidates focused on smoking and alcohol, as recent laws on these issues 
are at the forefront of many people’s minds. LGBT rights in Russia continue to feature, even 
more prominently than last year. 

There were some excellent answers, and these were invariably where the candidate was 
able to provide detailed factual information about the issue as well as being able to state 
clearly why they thought a particular side of the argument was right. Candidates were 
expected to outline both sides of the discussion, although they did not have to treat them 
in a balanced way as is expected in a discursive essay. Th best answers tended to have been 
written by learner candidates who have been taught Russian in schools and so understand 
the requirements of the specification. Some answers were very vague about the ‘in recent 
years’ element of the question, and so it was unclear when the discussion in question had 
been part of the public consciousness. There were also, unfortunately, many answers 
that contained a lot of factual inaccuracies and even statistics that seemed to have been 
invented, as the numbers involved were not credible. Some social problems were too 
general and were not linked to the Russian-speaking world. There were again many answers 
involving the internet, social media and technology in general but few of these answers 
made particular reference to aspects that affected the Russian-speaking world in particular.

This candidate gives a clear outline of attitudes and public discussions in Russia around the 
recent law against so-called ‘homosexual propaganda’. Various sides of the argument are 
discussed, and the candidate uses statistical information and factual content to back up the 
points made. The candidate makes a balanced conclusion suggesting that Russia ought to 
consider changing this law.
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This is an excellent Research-Based Essay. 
The approach taken is very good because it 
enables the candidate to demonstrate an up-
to-date knowledge of recent events. The essay 
scores in the top mark band for all categories.

Examiner Comments

Plan your Research-Based Essay carefully 
and ensure that you have facts to back 
up each of your opinions. Make sure you 
analyse information and explain what it 
tells you about the issue being discussed.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3 (d)
This question required candidates to discuss what we learn about culture and society at the 
time of the action in the book, play or film that they have studied and how successful the 
writer or director has been in presenting culture and society. Candidates needed to present 
some information about what life was like for people at the time and place when the book, 
play or film is set, and use the text to support these assertions. Candidates were required 
to analyse by commenting on how successful they feel the writer or director had been 
in communicating what life was or is like at the time the work is set.

To access the higher mark bands, this analysis needed to be integrated into the answer. As 
usual, lengthy retelling of the story, or a simple description of characters or settings, did not 
score well.

Once again, this was by far the most popular Research-Based Essay question, reflecting the 
fact that the majority of centres teaching Russian are requiring candidates to study literature 
or film. As usual, a wide range of literary works was featured. The most popular prose works 
studied by learner candidates in schools this year were Pushkin’s ‘Пиковая дама’, Bulgakov’s 
‘Собачье сердце’, short stories by Tolstaya and Chekhov’s ‘Дама с собачкой’. Baranskaya’s 
‘Неделя как неделя’ was much less popular than last year, but Gogol’s ‘Шинель’ has made 
a welcome reappearance. The most popular play was once again Gogol’s ‘Ревизор’, with 
Chekhov’s ‘Дядя Ваня’ and ‘Вишнёвый сад’ also featuring in many essays from learner 
candidates. Very many native speakers once again attempted essays on Bulgakov’s ‘Мастер 
и Маргарита’ and whilst these were sometimes successful, many candidates did not seem 
to appreciate exactly what Bulgakov might have been aiming to say with his story. The 
most popular film choice for schools remains ‘Утомлённые солнцем’, with ‘Живой’ also 
continuing to feature. Amongst native speakers, the Soviet classics remain popular. Overall, 
the examiners were pleased with learner candidates’ ability to use concrete examples (in the 
form or targeted quotations or specific scenes) from the text or film to demonstrate how the 
writer or director is successfully showing us the culture and society of the time. 

The most successful essays showed candidates’ excellent essay-writing skills and were 
careful to address the question set. 

There was judicious use of quotations and the conclusion answered the question carefully. 
Essay phrases were used effectively and not overused. The best answers interwove the 
details about the information about society at the time with the analysis of how successful 
the writer or director had been in presenting it. These essays made it into the top band for 
Reading, Research and Understanding and were a pleasure to read. The candidates showed 
that they knew the text well and their writing was analytical and to the point; no word was 
superfluous to requirements. Less successful answers discussed culture and society too 
vaguely, or spent too long on retelling the story or describing generalised historical context, 
and then only provided analysis in the last third of the essay.
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This candidate has chosen to study Gogol’s ‘Ревизор’. The play lends itself well to the 
question set, and the candidate uses targeted quotations and descriptions of specific events 
in the play to make her points.



50 GCE Russian 6RU04 01



51GCE Russian 6RU04 01



52 GCE Russian 6RU04 01

This candidate has studied Chekhov’s ‘Вишнёвый сад’. A significant theme of the play is 
cultural and societal change, and the candidate succeeds in discussing this through careful 
use of the text.

This is an excellent Research-Based Essay. The 
candidate has succeeded in integrating the 
analysis throughout the essay and uses targeted 
quotations to support the assertions made. 
There is much evidence of understanding of the 
play and its subtleties, and of wider reading. The 
conclusion is carefully constructed. The essay 
scores in the top band for all categories.

Examiner Comments
For the literature or film option, 
detailed knowledge of the text is what 
is meant by ‘clear evidence of in depth 
reading and research.’ Candidates do 
not need to have studied secondary 
literature to access the highest mark 
bands, although this can always give 
further insight and might represent an 
opportunity for stretch and challenge.

Examiner Tip
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The candidate knows the text and 
the social and historical background 
extremely well. The essay scores in 
the top band for all categories.

Examiner Comments
Prepare some short quotes from 
your book or play - this will enable 
you to illustrate your points more 
effectively. Make sure you refer to the 
question explicitly in your answer.

Examiner Tip
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This candidate has chosen to study Pushkin’s ‘Пиковая дама’. The approach is to look 
at what Pushkin is telling us about attitudes towards the culture of Russia, France and 
Germany, and detailed knowledge of the text means that this has been successfully done.
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This essay scores in the top band for all 
categories. It is particularly successful at 
organising information and presenting 
this clearly and logically, and in the 
judicious use of quotations. It is also 
somewhat original in approach.

Examiner Comments
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This candidate has written about the film ‘Утомлённые солнцем’. The essay is successful in 
integrating analysis and in careful use of quotations.
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This essay scores in the top band for 
all categories. A sound knowledge of 
the aspects of society that Mikhalkov is 
presenting is demonstrated throughout, 
and we are given a clear analysis of 
various aspects of the film.

Examiner Comments
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Paper summary

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

•	 Ensure that you prepare thoroughly for the translation task by studying the prescribed 
grammar list in the specification

•	 Divide your time carefully in the examination and do not spend too long on any one part

•	 Learn grammatical endings for verbs and nouns thoroughly, paying particular attention 
to the use of cases after prepositions, as this is the weakest area for many candidates

•	 Seek to incorporate a range of more complex grammatical structures into your written 
work, such as conditionals, subjunctives, compound conjunctions, gerunds and 
participles

•	 Write your essay in paragraphs so that the examiner can follow your points

•	 Ensure that your handwriting is clear and legible. Good presentation will make your 
essay much easier for the examiner to follow.
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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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