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Introduction

Introduction

The paper is divided into two equally weighted sections. Section A offers students a choice of
a Shakespeare play (Measure for Measure, The Taming of the Shrew, Hamlet, King Lear). In
Section B students choose from one of three prescribed anthologies (Metaphysical Poetry
edited by Colin Burrow, English Romantic Verse edited by David Wright and The New Oxford
Book of Victorian Verse edited by Christopher Ricks). In Section A, candidates are invited to
explore a statement about the play and consider contextual factors in their response. For the
poetry questions, candidates are presented with one poem from their chosen collection and
asked to choose an additional poem with which to explore the question and consider
relevant contextual factors.

The number of entries in June 2023 was 512. Those who sat were mainly capable of engaging
with their chosen texts at least on some level and centres continue to prepare students for
the exam in a way that enables many of them to access the middle and higher attainment
strands. Relatively few candidates seemed to have significant difficulties with exam
technique, although it does seem that there may be a tendency to over-write in Section A,
thereby squeezing the time available for Section B.
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Question 1

This candidate is answering a question about Measure for Measure, dealing with the
suggestion that 'The most impressive thing about (the play) is its use of irony.'

These two opening paragraphs are fairly generic. There is nothing
particularly bad about them but they are not especially effective either.
They are fairly typical of mid-profile achievement.
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The candidate could have made it clear that they understood that
there are different types of irony (dramatic, verbal, situational, for
example) and that these are in evidence at key moments in the play as
a significant aspect of its form. This could have been expanded into
contextual commentary on the role of irony in the tragi-comic nature
of the play, for instance.

The second paragraph is a little more specific, but still too general –
there is room for, at least, touching on why Vienna (as opposed to
another European city) might be an interesting locus for the action and
how irony might be developed through this choice.

Other markers of middling attainment include misspellings such as
'dialoge' (it isn't a major issue but it creates an impression) and the lack
of standard punctuation for the play's title. Most telling, however, is
'Shakespear's' – as stated previously, candidates really ought to be
getting that spelling right by the end of an A-level course in Literature.
Cumulatively, these errors are already heading towards 'frequent'
(from the AO1 Band descriptor) and undermining performance.

Finally, whilst the candidate is more than entitled to agree with the
proposition, stronger answers to this question tended to acknowledge
that there might be other factors also contributing to the
impressiveness of the play.
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Question 2

Here the candidate is answering the question on the presentation of love in Measure for
Measure.
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The focus on language use, supported by quotation and the reference
to a specific performance version of the play are both strengths of this
response.

7 International Advanced Level English Literature WET04 01



Ideally, candidates would remember to put the title of the play in
quotation marks. Returning to the focus of the task, as the candidate
does here during the course of the essay is always a good idea.
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Question 3

In response to the prompt 'This is a play that prioritises the power of the spoken word' this
candidate wrote a very organised and interesting response about The Taming of the Shrew.

9 International Advanced Level English Literature WET04 01



The blending of technical analysis, the possible purpose of the
language technique being considered and a general contextual
awareness of Shakespeare's use of form is a notable feature of this
excerpt.

Candidates should make their discussions of specific language features
(the use of prose and blank verse in this case) as pertinent as possible,
as opposed to simply feature-spotting.
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Question 4

This is an extract from an answer responding to the prompt that the actions of the characters
in The Taming of the Shrew are 'purely selfish'.
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The candidate ties up a number of elements successfully enough here
– the play's genre, some (understandably generalised) context, a
specific critical response and a focus on character motivation. The
language used suggests a very secure personal response and good
information. The clear signposting of relevance to the question in
'incredibly selfish' is helpful.

The candidate is linking text and context well. They are developing an
'exploration of different interpretations and alternative readings' and
the discussion is controlled, as it moves towards the development of a
critical position. The last third of this excerpt might have been
strengthened by embedded quotation from the play.
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Question 5

The question on the significance of the 'unnatural' in Hamlet led to many strong answers, as
here.
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This extract combines tight focus on language and technique with a
good understanding of contextual and critical concepts. It carefully and
thoughtfully develops a line of interpretation which is tied to the
question throughout, but this linkage is sensibly emphasised at the
end. The use of quotation is successful and this is a strong example of
how to sustain an argument.
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Candidates might be encouraged to avoid using first person pronouns,
although that does indicate a level of personal response indicative of
full engagement with the text and ideas about it.

16International Advanced Level English Literature WET04 01



Question 6

The prompt under discussion here is whether or not the use of contrast in Hamlet is
'outstanding'. This was also a very commonly answered question.
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Here, the candidate integrates and sustains an informed and relevant
awareness of context into their argument.

Although the relevance to the question is implicit (contrasts between
night and day, natural and unnatural and belief systems are all
considered), the candidate might have improved this answer by
making more use of terminology and discussing the symbolic aspect of
the contrasts under analysis, for instance.
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Question 7

The question on violence in King Lear drew plenty of answers, many of which covered the
following points

The violence of the storm, and the language and imagery used in its presentation
Gloucester’s blinding – Jacobean taste for horror
Lear’s violent discourse in relation to his daughters, often with some consideration of
gender concept readings
Edmund as the instigator, rather than the perpetrator, of violence
The play’s setting in more bloody, pagan times
Lear’s violence against himself in his madness

Weaker responses tended to look at individual violent acts; stronger responses were more
discriminating; looking at details of language, imagery and tone in the presentation of
violence.

20International Advanced Level English Literature WET04 01



Question 8

There were not as many answers on imagery and symbolism in King Lear.

Reponses covered:

The storm, seen as symbolic of Lear’s breakdown and more universally the rupture to the
kingdom.
Animal imagery used throughout, especially with regard to Goneril and Regan
The significance of Lear’s flower crown
The motif of seeing and blindness
The role of 'Nothing’
There were some gender concept readings in relation to imagery surrounding the female
characters
Much of the contextual focus linked to James I and kingship
There was some reference to critical commentary on Gloucester’s blinding.

Weaker responses tended to function at word-level and to ignore AOs 3 and 5; stronger
responses looked at patterns of imagery and symbolism, linking these to the play’s contexts
and to Shakespeare’s overall purpose.
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Question 9

This is part of an answer on the question relating to the presentation of 'female
characteristics' in Andrew Marvell's To His Coy Mistress. In this case, that poem was compared
with John Donne's Elegy: To his Mistress Going to Bed.
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Although it contains some broad stroke assertions, this excerpt clearly
shows that it is possible for candidates writing about poetry to involve
critical reference and alternative interpretations as effectively as in
Section A.

Whilst it is difficult in an exam situation, sometimes candidates might
do well to hedge where they are going to generalise. For instance, it
would have been safer for this answer to pursue an approach such as
'one interpretation of Marvell's reference to such sexual aspects of a
relationship might be that as a typical "Cavalier poet" and supporter of
the King...'
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Question 10

This task on Metaphysical Poetry centred on representations of faith in Henry Vaughan's The
World and another poem of the candidate's choice (here, John Donne's 'Batter My Heart').

Previous Reports have recommended that introductory paragraphs
have a clear purpose. This is a good example of that in action.

There is a very clear sense of establishing a line of argument and
making an interesting, informed choice of second poem in this
opening.
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Question 11

Here, a candidate writes about English Romantic Verse in response to the prompt 'Explore the
ways in which the idea of renewal is presented in Lines Written in Early Spring by William
Wordsworth and one other poem from the selection.' The choice made in this case was Songs
of Experience: London by William Blake.
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Answers need to focus on context to some extent if they are to
succeed. This excerpt makes it very clear that the writer knows about
the historical and social background of the poems.

It is essential that whatever contextual material is used is made
relevant to the question. Here, the candidate might have said, for
example, "Both poets lived during a time of social upheaval, when
communities were undergoing a form of 'renewal' which was of
intense interest to Blake, who was known..." At some point in the
exemplified paragraph, there probably should have been some direct
reference to the poem London itself.
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Question 12

This question on mood and tone in John Keats' Ode to a Nightingale and one other poem, was
the second most popular on the paper in this series. Here, the candidate chooses Ode:
Intimations of Immortality by William Wordsworth to compare with it.

Besides introductions, conclusions are of great importance in this
exam and candidates are strongly encouraged to ensure that their
responses finish as strongly as possible. This response achieves that.
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This might have been further strengthened by adding a last clause to
the final sentence along the lines of 'which is reflected in their use of
language and the mood and tone created thereby.'
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Question 13

Addressing Victorian Verse, this candidate is writing about the presentation of 'the powers of
imagination' in The Visionary by Emily Bronte and 'The Autumn Day – its course has run-the
Autumn Evening falls' by Charlotte Brontë.

This extract is quite effective in dealing with the language of the poem.
It makes a good use of embedded quotation.

The candidate could have improved this paragraph by, for example,
referencing context (many other answers dealt with the sisters'
experience in the Parsonage at Howarth, for instance) or by making
sure that the last point about personification was directed more at the
prompt by zooming in on 'groaning' or 'alone' and commenting more
precisely on how they contribute to the presentation of imagination.
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Question 14

This candidate is writing about 'the ways in which setting is used' in the poem 'Somewhere or
Other' by Christina Rossetti. They are comparing it with 'I now had only to retrace' by Charlotte
Brontë.
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This is a high standard of focused, developed and informed response,
confidently combining comments on language and technique with
exemplification, critical perspective and contextual knowledge.

The use of very short, embedded quotation (such as 'hedge' here) can
be a strength. It is usually preferable to present much longer, relatively
unassimilated chunks of text.

32International Advanced Level English Literature WET04 01



Section A: Shakespeare

Hamlet was by far the most popular choice of text, though roughly a quarter of candidates
answered on King Lear. About 15% had studied The Taming of the Shrew. The remainder of the
answers were on Measure for Measure .
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Section B: Pre-1900 Poetry

Romantic Poetry remains the most studied of the selections, with about 60% of the entry in
this series. The remainder of the answers were fairly evenly distributed between the
Metaphysical and Victorian Poetry anthologies.
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Paper Summary

The role of textual reference deserves mentioning again. The Assessment Objective grid
states that a Band 3 answer (for example) will offer ‘ a clear response using relevant textual
examples’. Whilst many candidates continue to embed their references at least effectively, a
reasonable portion either quote very little or not at all. As this is an open book exam, there
should be fewer problems in managing this important aspect of the assessment.

Critical interpretation has to figure in any response for it to be effective because two of the
bullet points in the Assessment Objective grid address it:

Offers clear understanding of different interpretations and alternative readings of texts
Explores different interpretations in support or contrast to own argument

(Band 3: 11-15 marks out of 25)

Especially in answers on the Poetry texts, this key element is sometimes overlooked.

Further, two other bullet points in the Mark Scheme focus on context:

Demonstrates a clear exploration of the significance and influence of contextual factors
Develops relevant links between texts and contexts

(Band 3: 11-15 marks out of 25)

This is more consistently addressed across the exam, though not always as strongly in
Section B.

Future students are offered the following advice:

Address all four assessment objectives, which are the same across both sections of the
paper; AO3 (the significance and influence of context; links between text and context) and
AO5 (different interpretations and alternative readings) need to be a focus
Context covers a whole series of factors – political, social, cultural, historical, intellectual,
literary, biographical – that influence both the writer and the audience (context of
production and context of reception)
Varieties of possible critical reception are exemplified in the Mark Scheme for each
iteration of WET04. These can range from specific comments by named critics to 'school-
based' theories, e.g. relating to gender concept, eco-critical or Marxist analyses. Where
possible, it is better to avoid constructs such as "a critic says" – an alternative might be
"one interpretation suggests that", if the candidate has forgotten the name of the person
being cited. It is imperative that whatever is being referenced is relevant to the question
being answered
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In Section A questions, candidates should carefully consider the assertion (the comment in
inverted commas) and the injunction which follows it (the actual task being set). More
effective answers tend to use this as a guide for generating a thesis. Often, the prompt is
intended to help with AO5 (“exploring literary texts informed by different interpretations”)
Candidates should remember that the play in Section A was written to be performed and
consider how the play may be interpreted and performed in different productions, as well
as how audiences and critics respond. Increasingly answers reference particular
performances or film version of the plays and this can be a significant strength
In Section B, candidates should make sure they extend the argument by choosing an
appropriate additional poem, not just the one they happen to know best from the
anthology
Candidates should develop a flexible “toolkit” of technical knowledge that can be applied
to drama and poetry, along with a range of literary terminology which they must attempt
to use relevantly.
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Grade boundaries

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

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