
Our Getting Ready To Teach training looks at the 
requirements of the new specifications and how they can 
be delivered in the classroom.

This is the presentation used in our events and there are embedded notes 
that will talk you through the specification content and assessment. The 
presentation will look at:
• the structure, content and assessment of the new qualifications
• Papers 1 and 2 in detail
• the support available to guide you through the changes
• possible teaching and delivery strategies

It may help you to have the following documents to hand – they can all be 
found on our website:
• GCSE English Language (9-1) Exemplars for both papers (exemplar 

student responses with examiner commentaries and mark schemes)- most 
references will be made to these

• GCSE (9-1) English Language Sample Assessment Materials 
(SAMs)(sample question papers with mark schemes) 

• GCSE (9-1) English Language specification

These slides will take you through our new specification. We will begin with 
an overview and gradually move in to look at the requirements of each paper 
in closer detail.



Overview

These slides will take you through our new specification. We will begin with 
an overview of the specification and gradually move in to look at the 
requirements of each paper in closer detail.

In working through each slide, there will be opportunities to reflect on the 
implications for teaching and learning – what can stay the same, and what 
will need to develop, both in KS4, but just as importantly in KS3 as a 
foundation for building on and developing key skills.



Changes to subject criteria

These changes are ones with which all awarding bodies must comply and are 
taken from the criteria documents which can be found on the DfE website

In our legacy specification,  SPaG has accounted for just over 14% of the 
marks so it is important to note the increased weighting afforded to these 
crafting skills, which go beyond just spelling and grammar and cover such 
elements as range of vocabulary and sentence structure.

We have decided to have exams totalling 3 ¾  hours to allow time in Paper 2 
for candidates to read and answer questions on 2 texts.
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Spoken Language task

As you can see the current role play and group discussion tasks are no longer 
required for assessment, although these skills still feature in the National 
Curriculum.

The questions and answer session following a presentation is a key part of 
the assessment and our Speaking and Listening moderators have reported 
that this is often the time when students relax from the extremely prepared 
nature of their talk and show the real extent of their knowledge and 
enthusiasm for their chosen topic.

The presentation should last no longer than 10 minutes and may take a 
variety of forms. 
It must be formal and could be a speech or talk, followed by questions from 
the audience or a formal debate or dialogue such as an interview, followed by 
questions from the audience. Students may use pre-prepared notes or a 
powerpoint to assist them but this is not a requirement. 
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The importance of speaking and listening

Speaking and listening should still form an integral part of any scheme of 
work. The separate endorsement of these skills will enable any colleges, 
universities, employers to know exactly how well a student has achieved in 
this area.

Heads of centres need to sign a written statement indicating that they have 
taken reasonable steps to ensure that their students have undertaken the 
spoken language assessment.

Criteria for ‘Pass’, ‘Merit’ and ‘Distinction’ have been published in an inter-
board guidance document. This can be found on the English Language page 
of the website. 

All outcomes will be reported on certificates, including ‘Not Classified’. 

A sample of students’ presentations will be recorded and sent to the 
Awarding Body for monitoring. 
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Qualification aims and objectives

As you can see, these are aims with which we are all very familiar and the 
focus is very clearly on:
• reading with understanding and responding critically to texts
• effective, coherent and accurate writing.
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Specification overview

There is a clear connection between Reading, Writing and Spoken Language 
in the use of vocabulary and grammar. 

The use of Standard English should not only be employed in formal written 
responses but will also be crucial in assuring good achievement in Spoken 

Language.
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Overview

This is a broad overview of Paper 1 – key features will be looked at later.  

There will be 4 reading questions worth 1,2,6,15 marks = total 24 marks.

There will be a clear thematic link between the two different sections and so 
the unseen text may act as a stimulus for the writing task. 

Creative writing has been assessed for the past few years on the Edexcel 
English GCSE unit 3 controlled assessment task and, as with that controlled 
assessment task, images will be provided to act as prompts for students on 
one of the questions.

The task will have a total of 40 marks (24 AO5 and 16 AO6).
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Overview

This is a broad overview of Paper 2 – key features will be looked at later.
Text types studied should include a range of non-fiction forms, such as 
journalism (for example articles and reviews), speeches, journals and 
reference book extracts. 

Text types should also include literary non-fiction, such as selections from 
autobiography, letters, obituaries and travel
writing. These lists are not exhaustive. 
Texts that are essentially transient, such as instant news feeds and 
advertisements, will not form part of the assessment.

There will be 3 questions on Text 1 worth 2, 2, 15 marks and 3 questions on 
Text 2 worth 1, 1, 15 marks and 1 question, divided into 2 parts that is on 
both texts worth 6 and 14 marks. Total for reading 56 marks.

Again  there will be a thematic link between the unseen texts and the writing 
task. 

This paper retains the types of relevant and functional writing tasks that exist 
on the legacy paper. 

The writing task will, as with Paper 1, have a total of 40 marks (24 AO5 and 
16 AO6).
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Papers at a glance

Both papers start off with the questions on the unseen text(s) in Section A 
and a choice of writing tasks linked to the text(s) thematically in Section B.
There is, however, a clear difference in the timings and weightings of the 2 
papers.

Paper 2 is longer and counts for 60% of the total marks in order to reflect the 
fact that students will need to read and respond to 2 texts rather than the 
single text of Paper 1. 

The writing tasks are equally weighted and each count for 25% of the whole 
GCSE with AO5 counting for 15% and AO6 counting for 10%.
Paper 1  = 15% for Section A; 25% for Section B
Paper 2 = 35% for Section A; 25% for Section B
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19th century unseen fiction

Our research showed that teachers wanted the 19th century text as a stand-
alone and felt more confident sourcing 19th century fiction. 

Also, many students find the narrative thread of fiction aids understanding. 

The 19th century unseen text may be written by a non-British author.

There is a free anthology of unseen texts, suitable for both Papers 1 and 2, 
available to download from the website.

Also the Let’s Think in English programme (more details later) has many 
suggestions for helping students to approach and tackle unseen texts with 
confidence.

Teachers we consulted also liked the idea of students using the skills they 
used in reading 19th century literature in GCSE Literature for Language too.  
Passages from the set text could be introduced as “unseens” as a way of 
preparing students for this paper as well as helping them to form their own 
ideas about, and develop a close understanding of, the text that they are 
studying.

It also means that the comparison task is based on two contemporary texts, 
which is similar to the current Unit 1 in our legacy GCSE English and English 
Language controlled assessment tasks.
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Comparison (AO3)

As noted, the focus on 19th century stand-alone means that the comparison 
task is based on two contemporary texts, which is similar to the current Unit 
1 in our legacy GCSE (2010-2016) although there is no requirement to 
comment on presentational features.

The texts provided will include such types as newspaper and magazine 
articles, book reviews, obituaries, speeches, letters, biographies, travel 
writing.
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Identity 

The link between the reading text(s) and the writing tasks is not only 
intended help students to approach their writing task with confidence 
but also provides a clear identity for each paper that ensures that 
students know what to expect.

For Paper 2, as we have already seen, students also have an 
additional 15 minutes making the exam two hours. This reflects the 
requirement to read two texts. 

While the texts are longer than the fiction text they will be more 
contemporary, so should be quicker to read.
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Timings

Students often appreciate guidance about how long they should spend on 
each section so we have printed  suggested timings on the exam paper.

You may well wish to adjust these as, from all the practice that you give, you 
will get to know the time your students need to take on each section.  

It is very important that the writing questions are not rushed as students will 
need to allow time to check spelling and grammar. Some people have asked 
if students could do the writing task first; whilst this is quite possible, it is not 
advocated as it is important to remember that the text is linked thematically 
to the writing tasks and so may help students with ideas for content, style 
and structure.
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Writing 

There is  a choice of writing tasks on each paper. 

An optional set of images for one question on Paper 1 will be printed; this has 
proved very popular on the Edexcel GCSE English Unit 3 as it provides 
confidence that the chosen topic is appropriate and helps those who may be 
struggling to come up with ideas. It is important to note that students 
choosing that question, however, do not have to write about the images.

Many teachers have commented that they like the fact that students are free 
to choose to write in either narrative, descriptive or monologue forms for the 
creative writing.

The resources provided by the Grammar for Writing team (more details 
shown later) could be very helpful here in helping students use appropriate 
and accurate grammar..
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Our experience

Our current International GCSE and Certificate exams in English Language 
and English Literature are untiered so we have a great deal of experience in 
setting and assessing such papers; these have been very successful as they 
have proved to be accessible to students of all ability whilst the levelled mark 
schemes allow for assessment at the top of the ability range. 

There is now no need to decide which tier of paper is most appropriate for 
students and students themselves know that there need be no limits to their 
aspirations.



Accessibility

Ramping (which is used on our current International GCSE English Language 
papers), as it suggests, means that the papers start with low tariff questions 
that require straightforward skills such as retrieval and explanation and then 
move up to questions worth more marks that assess the more challenging 
skills of analysis and evaluation. 

The short answer questions are designed to allow students to develop 
confidence at an early stage that they can tackle the paper.

It is important to note that some candidates (often very able) try to write too 
much on short answer questions- direct your students to just use the 
response space provided!
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Here are the AOs

We are looking first at AO1, covered in:

Paper 1 questions 1(1 mark) & 2 (2 marks)
Paper 2 questions 1(2 marks), 4 (1 mark),and 7(a) (6 marks).
The low tariff questions that assess AO1 require the skills emboldened on the 
slide. The final skill of synthesis is assessed on  Paper 2 q7a only.

[There is a breakdown of Assessment Objectives across both papers on page 
14 of the Specification.]
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Paper 1 Q2 (2 marks) and responses

Line references are given to guide students to the appropriate part of the 
text.
It can be seen here that candidates can achieve marks by 
identifying/selecting information and that a broad range of points are 
accepted. Both own words and quotations are equally acceptable. 

As stated earlier, a straightforward 2-mark question can help a student 
develop confidence and out of all the exemplar responses marked for this 
question, all achieved at least one mark. These questions at the start of the 
papers form the beginning of a reading journey.
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Paper 2 Q1 (2 marks) and responses

Again, line references are provided and again, both own words and/or 
quotations are acceptable. 

The short answer questions at the start of both papers form the beginning of 
a reading journey.
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Planners

We have devised some Schemes of Work and 2-year planners (for use from 
2015) and 1-year planners (for use from 2016) that may help you to decide 
how best to deliver the course which may include teaching alongside an 
English Literature course.

You might decide to focus on one paper at a time or on the different reading 
and writing skills required. 

The SOW and planners have inbuilt opportunities for Spoken language 
assessment.
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AO2

We are now going to look more closely at AO2 which is probably the most 
recognised in terms of type of question – the effects of language and 
structure.

Ramping is important here as, whilst there is ramping in the requirements of 
the questions through the papers, there is also ramping within the mark 
scheme levels – from identifying (feature spotting), to commenting, 
explaining, exploring and analysing. 

Explaining will be familiar as a key word in current Foundation Tier, 
exploring in current Higher Tier.

The key thing to focus on for AO2 is that candidates must comment on both
language and structure (look at on the notes for the next slide) to move into 
the higher levels of the mark schemes for those questions that are worth 
more than 2 marks.

AO2 is the focus for the following questions: 
Paper 1 Q3 (6 marks)
Paper 2 Qs 2 (2 marks), 3 (15 marks), 5 (1 mark)
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Paper 1 Q3 (6 marks) and response

This question also provides line references but requires a longer response.

This is an extract from a top level answer that received 6 marks. Language 
and structure are analysed in the whole of the answer in a detailed way.  

You can find the full response on page 8 of the Paper 1 Exemplars booklet, 
where you can also find the examiner’s commentary. The mark scheme is on 
page 9. 

Structure means factors such as:
• organisation of ideas
• punctuation
• sentence types and length
• repetition etc.
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AO4

Evaluation is AO4 and is covered in both Paper 1 Q4 and Paper 2 Q6. By this 
time, the students will have moved through retrieving information, 
explaining, analysing language and structure and should have formed an 
opinion and have a good understanding of the complete text which they will 
be required to write about for AO4.

Students should not just repeat AO2 saying how the writer does it, although 
there will be some coverage of this.

There needs to be a focus on the use of evaluative language – opinion, 
informed judgement, developed critical judgement

The mark scheme gives indicative content to focus on ideas, events, themes 
and settings – this will help structure the answer.
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Paper 1 Q4 (15 marks) and response

This is a complete response which is very brief. 
It appears on page 10 (A) of the Exemplars booklet and the mark scheme is 
on page 16.

The 5 levels of the mark scheme exemplify how there is a hierarchy of skills 
assessed here and are very useful in helping students understand what they 
need to do to progress to the next level. 

Whilst students will need to provide evidence of true evaluation skills to 
achieve high marks, an answer such as this can be awarded 1 mark for the 
“limited assertion” that “he builds tension well.”
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Paper 1 Q4 (15 marks) and response

This is an extract from an answer that achieved 15 marks; the full version 
can be found on page 13 (E) of the Exemplars booklet and is followed by the 
examiner commentary. 

The parts of the answer that have been emboldened focus on theme, ideas, 
events.

There is some comment on language but it is relevant to the evaluation of 
the ideas and theme.

Use of the third person here helps to present a detached critical view but 
students will certainly be able to achieve high marks using the first person.
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AO1 Synthesis

Synthesis is not to be confused with comparison. 
It essentially requires students to bring together information from two texts. 

It will always only be assessed on Paper 2 Q7(a) by which time they will 
already have answered questions on each text that are assessed for AOs 1&2 
and so should be quite familiar with them.

The SAMs Paper 2 Q7( a) requires candidates to draw out and comment on 
the similarities that the main characters from each text share. 
We will look at an exemplar response on the next slide.
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Paper 2 Q7( a) (6marks) and response

This is the first section from a top band response worth 6 marks– the whole 
response is in the Paper 2 Exemplars booklet on page 26 (C), followed by the 
examiner’s commentary and the mark scheme on page 27 .  

The candidate picks up a range of similarities between the spies and shows a 
detailed understanding.
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AO3

As with the synthesis, all candidates will be able to do some comparison 
knowing the texts well by this stage.

Comparison of ideas, perspectives, language and structure are the types of 
things you, as teachers, will be familiar with from the current GCSE. 

There is no requirement to compare presentation, images etc. and 
students should be discouraged from doing so as no marks are available on 
any question for comments on these elements.
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Paper 2 Q7( b) (14 marks) and response

The full response, which is followed by the examiner’s commentary is on 
page 30 of the Paper 2 Exemplars booklet and the mark scheme is on page 
34.

This is an extract of a level 4 response worth 9 marks. 

A number of comparisons are made and, whilst not always developed as 
effectively as they might be, these are sufficiently wide-ranging to just move 
the response into level 4.
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Writing

There is very little change from the types of writing questions that you and 
your students are probably used to:
• creative writing task with the option of images to act as stimulus 
• transactional writing features types of writing typical to the current GCSE 

Units 1 and 2.

The change, as noted earlier, is the weighting of SPaG , AO6, to 20%. It is 
important to encourage students to employ a range of appropriate 
vocabulary and sentence structures; the mark schemes reward ambition so 
fear of mistakes should not lead to an over-cautious approach.

There is no requirement to focus on layout and presentation – organisation is 
much more important here. 
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Paper 1 Q5 (40 marks) and response

This is an extract from a level 3 creative/imaginative writing response. The 
full version can be found on page 17(A) of the Paper 1 

Exemplars booklet followed by a detailed examiner’s commentary and the 
mark scheme on page 20.

The candidate achieved level 3 in both AOs with a mark of 12(AO5) + 7 
(AO6)= 19

Candidates are not given a prescribed form in which to write; they 
can choose to write either a narrative, description or monologue.
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Paper 2 Q8 (40 marks) and response

This is an extract from a level 5 transactional writing response. The full 
response is on page 40 of the Paper 2 Exemplars booklet, followed by a very 
detailed examiner commentary and a mark scheme on page 43.

The candidate achieved level 5 for both AOs. This is an assured and accurate 
piece and was awarded a mark of 22(AO5) and 15 (AO6)= 37.
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To help you we are providing:
• Sample papers: there are sets available on the website from autumn 

term 2015.
• Schemes of Work: options available for both Language and Literature 

that offer different approaches 
http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/english-
language-2015.coursematerials.html#filterQuery=category:Pearson-
UK:Category%2FTeaching-and-learning-
materials&filterQuery=category:Pearson-UK:Document-Type%2FScheme-
of-work

• Course planners: both 2 year (3 options) and 1 year (2 options) versions 
to act as a guide. The 1-year planners can be used from 2016. 
http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/english-
language-2015.coursematerials.html#filterQuery=category:Pearson-
UK:Category%2FTeaching-and-learning-
materials&filterQuery=category:Pearson-UK:Document-Type%2FCourse-
planner

• Key Stage 3 test materials: these are based on this new GCSEs and are 
designed to develop skills all the way from the start to the end of KS3, 
ramping up skills and development. 
http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/english-
language-2015.coursematerials.html#filterQuery=category:Pearson-
UK:Category%2FTeaching-and-learning-
materials&filterQuery=category:Pearson-UK:Document-
Type%2FAssessment-material

• Grammar for Writing: sets of GFW lesson plans to support progress in 
writing

• Let’s Think in English: resources to help prepare for unseen texts and 
helping  students to become more confident readers
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To help

Training will be available all through the course and around the key times of 
mocks to help teachers

Networks are currently in place and will run to help support our centres with 
twilight or afternoon sessions in a local area to save on travel.  We also offer 
both online and face to face events.  All the details are on our website

Local support team – this is the CSC (Curriculum support consultant) who 
will be there to help with both the qualifications and available resources.
Subject advisor – as always, the subject advisor – Clare Haviland - and her 
team are on hand to help you.  Details are on the last slide.

38



Options

We have produced 3 different course planners for Language and Literature 
along with 3 different Schemes of Work to help you to plan and deliver the 
course.  This is a very top level planner and there is a lot more detail which 
accompanies the planners on the website.
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GfW & LTE

These pedagogies, looked at in more detail on the following slides, have 
been extensively trialled and tested and  they can really help students to 
succeed.

41



GfW Background

We have been working with Deborah Myhill for some time for KS3 and are 
now moving her expertise and vast amount of data and materials to GCSE to 
help teachers with the SPaG requirements. 
• The study was conducted as a Randomised Controlled Trial – the gold-star 

standard for scientific research
• The study had a control group teaching as they normally would and a 

sample group using the 9 lessons that we are providing  free to centres 
• Before and after the trial students were asked to complete an section of 

the new SAMs for the 2015 Edexcel GCSE in English Language
• Results were marked by Edexcel examiners and analysed by Debra and her 

team
• Students in the intervention group had statistically significant positive 

impact on reading and writing scores.
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We have provided you with the 9 lessons that were used in the trial as free 
teaching materials to help you support your students.  You can access these 
via the website or you can signup to access them via our ActiveTeach online 
platform.
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This is a screen shot of the resources you can access for free.
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Update
There is a report available on the website.  This is particularly 
useful for centres who use our current specification but they also 
provide all teachers with useful feedback around SPaG and 
writing.
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LTE background

LTE is based on 30 years’ research at King’s College which has shown that 
structured development of students’ cognitive skills over two years increases 
their ability.
Teaching programme started in 2009 
Let’s Think in English provides clear evidence-based methods and materials 
for helping to achieve many of the recommendations in Moving English 
forward, Ofsted’s latest report on what it expects as good English teaching –
away from the teacher-led, fast-paced, three-part lessons recommended by 
the National Strategies to a more pupil-focused, reflective, Assessment-for-
Learning-style approach, including:
• flexible teaching, responding to pupils’ needs as the lesson develops [Key 

finding, page 5]
• encourage teachers to be more flexible in responding to pupils’ progress as 

lessons develop [Recommendations, p.7; paragraphs 27, 124 – 126]
• pupils given adequate time to think, plan, discuss, write and test out ideas 

[para 27] 
• using questions to extend thinking skills – giving pupils time to think [para 

129]
• develop independent learning through problem-solving [para 83]
• increase the challenge of Key stage 3 lessons – need to refresh the KS3 

English curriculum [46 - 47; 116 – 119].
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This approach can help particularly to assist students in tackling unseen texts 
with confidence.
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These tests are now all available on our website.  They are available in both 
word and PDF so you can cut and paste the materials to suit your needs.

Language KS3 tests: 
http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/english-
language-2015.coursematerials.html#filterQuery=category:Pearson-
UK:Category%2FTeaching-and-learning-
materials&filterQuery=category:Pearson-UK:Document-
Type%2FAssessment-material

Literature KS3 tests: 
http://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-gcses/english-
literature-2015.coursematerials.html#filterQuery=category:Pearson-
UK:Category%2FTeaching-and-learning-
materials&filterQuery=category:Pearson-UK:Document-
Type%2FAssessment-material

The free Year 9 Grammar for Writing unit is available on ActiveTeach from 
September 2015. 
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These tests are available for you to download now.  

The format of the GCSE examinations are followed and the same bands are 
used.
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