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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 context and critical interpretation 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 context and critical interpretation.  

The number of candidates in January 2024 was very small. However, those who 
entered 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 some of them may be spending too long on Section A, thereby 
squeezing the time available for Section B.  

The role of textual reference deserves mentioning once more. The Assessment 
Objective grid states that a Band 3 answer (for example) will offer ‘a clear 
response using relevant textual examples’. Whilst many candidates embed their 
references in a sophisticated, even elegant way, a small but significant number do 
not quote at all. As this is an open book exam, there should be fewer problems in 
managing this important aspect of the assessment.  

As stated previously, 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 often overlooked. 
Besides making reference to individual critics (who it would be preferable not to 
call, e.g. ‘critic Eliot’), successful candidates in this series wrote about, for 
instance Marxist, biographical, gender-concept, Freudian and Eco-critical readings 
of the texts, both dramatic and poetic. The key to even higher attainment here is 
not just to include this esential aspect of the construct but to make it relevant to 
the task.  
 
 
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 again, not always as 
strongly in Section B. 
 
Candidates are once again advised to make sure that they spell Shakespeare at 
least as it appears on the cover of the text which they have with them. This would 
also apply for names of characters in the plays and the poets about whom they 
write in Section B.  

Q1 This question on Measure for Measure drew too few answers to provide a 
commentary for. 

Q2 This question on Measure for Measure drew too few answers to provide a 
commentary for. 

Q3 This answer on The Taming of the Shrew epitomizes what might be termed a 
‘bolt-on’ conclusion. There is great value in finishing with a flourish, but this is not 
that. It might have been a better use of time here to make another, more 
worthwhile point about Shakespeare’s use of language or a possible critical 
response to the question prompt. 

 

Q4 This question on The Taming of the Shrew drew too few answers to provide a 
commentary for. 

 

Q5 This answer to the question on the presentation of masculinity in Hamlet does a 
good job of making relevant reference to one of the filmed versions of the play, 
demonstrating clearly an awareness of a different interpretation and using that of 
the film’s director, Kenneth Branagh to inform their own. 



 

 

Q6 This candidate writes in an informed manner about the context of Hamlet, 
keeping their eye on the terms of the question in a sophisticated way. 



 

 



 

 



Q7 Here, the candidate writes in a focused and articulate fashion about the use of 
irony in King Lear:

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q8 A good introduction, establishing a clear line of argument usually works well in 
this exam. The examiner might not always agree with the position established, but 
it is good to see a candidate start out in a determined, forthright fashion, as here, 
writing about King Lear: 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q9 This excerpt from a very effective essay, makes a knowledgeable comment on 
the publication history of King Lear, ably fulfilling the imprecation to ‘make 
detailed (or sophisticated) links between texts and contexts’.   



 

Section B – Poetry 

As stated in the Introduction, candidates will continue to struggle to get above 
Level 3 if they do not in some way acknowledge the bullet points in the Mark 
Scheme which address contextual factors and critical perspective.  

Q9 This question on Metaphysical Poetry drew too few answers to provide a 
commentary for. 

Q10 This question on Metaphysical Poetry drew too few answers to provide a 
commentary for. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Q11 This question on The Romantics was by far the most popular task on this 
exam. Although one might not love everything about the opening which follows, 
there is no doubting the candidate’s engagement, or their ambition. 



 

Q12 There is often, also, a value in conciseness. This introduction to the second 
task on The Romantics encapsulates that. 

 

Q13 This question on The New Oxford Book of Victorian Verse drew too few 
answers to provide a commentary for. 

Q14 This question on The New Oxford Book of Victorian Verse drew too few 
answers to provide a commentary for. 

 

Paper Summary  

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)  



• in Section A, candidates should carefully consider the starting point assertion 
(the comment in inverted commas) and the injunction which follows it (the actual 
task being set). Answers should not deal with the second part of the question only. 
Often, the assertion 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  

• 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.  

Thank you,  

Principal Examiner (IAL English Literature WET04_01)  

January 2024 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  

Pearson Education Limited.  

Registered company number 872828 with its registered office at 80 Strand, London 
WC2R 0R 
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