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Welcome!

Our agenda today:

• Sharing key points from the A Level Examiners’ 

Reports

• Reflecting collaboratively on your cohorts’ 

performance 

• Your queries

• Sharing teaching and learning strategies

• OCR wants to know…

• Feedback



Key Points from the Examiners’ Reports

Key Overall Points: AO focused

• AO2: “It is worth reminding candidates and teachers that literary technical terminology 

should be used with care in these answers. It is not a necessary prerequisite for a 

candidate’s strong performance; technical terms ‘used for the sake of it’ and without any 

connection to the wider purpose of a developing argument are probably best avoided 

(especially when those terms seem to have been sourced from some of the more obscure 

areas of the study of Classical languages).”

• AO4: students are advised to worry less about a specific number of references and 

ensure that their wider reading is brought to bear meaningfully on the task and 

demonstrates a good understanding of the genre or period they are studying. 

• AO5: Critical comments by academics are not held in higher esteem by assessors 

than other interpretive comments. AO5 can be met through references to productions 

and adaptations, critical commentary, the student’s own alternative interpretations, the 

interpretations of their peers. 

• As the Report for Component 1 identifies, in the Hamlet question “They also 

sometimes cited relevant observations by professional critics. Overwhelmingly though 

– and notably – this criterion was satisfied by excellent and focused consideration of 

productions of the play in which the comic elements have been emphasized.”



Key Points from the Examiners’ Reports

More successful candidates… Less successful candidates…

• Engaged with proposition in relevant 
questions

• Presented a nuanced argument
• Selected apt quotations from both 

primary and secondary sources
• Prioritised literary concerns over 

generalised historical discussion
• Wrote concisely
• Knew their texts well both in detail and 

as a whole

• Didn’t engage effectively with debate at 
the heart of the question

• Compared their texts in an unbalanced 
fashion

• Didn’t respond to the question as set, 
‘twisted’ questions to focus on their 
preferred areas for discussion

• Prioritised length over clarity and 
concision



Key Points from the Examiners’ Reports

Component 01: Overall

• “This seemed to be another very good series for the component. Perhaps this is no 

longer considered to be the ‘new’ specification – and there are clear signs that candidates 

and teachers continue to refine their approach to the component admirably.”

• “Candidates should be reminded that answering the question set is an important 

determining factor for the success of an answer and one of the key matters examiners 

keep in mind when judging the quality of a script. Once again it was noted at times during 

this series that some candidates took the opportunity to ‘twist’ a question away from 

its desired focus towards a topic which the candidate had been hoping to consider during 

the examination.”

• “Often a personal, genuine response to a text produced a more impressive effect 

than a rehearsed presentation of established views. Candidates who knew the texts 

well - and who were then able to express ideas informed by their own views of their 

contents – often went on to perform effectively in answers.”

• “Many answers in this series were informed by contemporary ideas about the fluidity –

rather than binary nature – of aspects of the human condition. Ideas about 

“patriarchy”, “#MeToo”, and “toxic masculinity” also made frequent appearances in 

answers.”



Key Points from the Examiners’ Reports

Component 01: Section 1

• Text choice: Hamlet remains the most popular text in this paper; the Part B questions 

seems to have evoked great deal of thought from candidates making it a highlight for 

examiners. Richard III is the least popular text option but responses seemed broadly 

quite successful. 

• Candidates seems to be bearing in mind the fact that there will always be some sort of 

link or connection between the content of the set passage in part (a) and the part (b) 

essay question on the same Shakespeare play.

• “Some candidates still choose to comment in an unhelpful way on punctuation marks 

(particularly exclamation marks) in Shakespeare context passages, when they might in fact 

have been features of textual editing.”

• “It is worth remembering that candidates are invited to respond not only to linguistic 

techniques in the context passages but also to explicit and implicit dramatic methods.”



Key Points from the Examiners’ Reports

Component 01: Section 2

• Candidates seem to have responded well to the advice to think ahead and plan in order 

to make the best question choice for their combination of texts (although examiners 

certainly have no pre-conceived notions about this).

• Generalisations about context were often made – and these could be particularly 

unhelpful when applied to the apparently ever-guilty and/or suffering “Victorians”. York 

Notes proved to be a notably popular source in this series for interpretative observations

• Ideas about gender roles in the Victorian era (many of which were themselves 

stereotypes) did not always help candidates to construct an answer of appropriate 

subtlety.

• Text choice: Rossetti, Chaucer and Milton remain the most popular choices for the 

poetic texts. Likewise, Ibsen and Webster prove very popular year on year.

• Evidence in the best answers suggested that creative flexibility had been employed to 

maximise the chances to answer the question (as required above all by examiners) and 

then to incorporate appropriate contextual material. 



Key Points from the Examiners’ Reports
Component 02:

• The three popular topics on the paper were American Literature, The Gothic & Dystopia; […]Candidates 

studying the three more popular topics often focused much of their attention on female characters and the 

place of women, even where this was not strictly relevant to the question; centres might consider choosing 

the Women in Literature option if there is to be an emphasis on these areas during study. 

• Those who did well in the critical appreciation responded to the passage primarily as an interesting piece of 

writing, considering contextual issues as a secondary matter. Detailed analyses of language, form and structure 

were often impressive (as a rule, effective consideration of structure marks out the best candidates) 

• Excellent answers were able to see their chosen passage as a whole and could respond to its unique and 

interesting qualities, since they were not simply hunting for what was ‘typical’. Those who did less well often 

approached the passage as a kind of treasure hunt, looking for words or phrases which enabled them to 

move to a comfort zone of prepared contextual material 

• Many candidates seemed more confident with the comparative essay question. Examiners observed that 

‘stronger answers were those that focused on the wording of the proposition in the question and presented a 

nuanced argument that really addressed the “Discuss how far you agree” prompt’. 

• There were a number of scripts which did not follow the requirements of the paper, despite warnings in 

last year’s Examiners’ Report. The most common rubric infringements once again was where candidates 

automatically started work on Q1 (American Literature 1880 – 1940) without checking whether this was the 

correct passage for the topic they had studied.

• Important for students to operate within a working definition of key terms like ‘supernatural’ or 

‘indoctrination’. 



Key Points from the Examiners’ Reports

American 
Literature

• For passage question, impressive references to ‘naturalism’ by a number of candidates; less successful candidates 
marginalised Hempel’s role; more successful candidates stuck closely to the text.

• ‘Fresh starts’ question (2a) very popular but did lead to candidates who used this as a way to discuss ‘the 
American Dream’.

• Stronger responses to 2a, and more generally, were able to engaged more closely with the literary qualities of the 
novels.

• Popular combination besides the two set texts seems to be Gatsby and The Age of Innocence (some 
misapprehension regarding shared time period).

The Gothic

• Passage response led to many responses inclining towards listing Gothic features present rather than analysing 
them or pursuing effects; contextual misunderstandings about the Victorian era and Darwin cropped up 
frequently.

• Dracula question proved most popular; “not enough candidates had thought about the dynamic of good versus 
evil in Gothic”; ideas about villainy were often lacking in nuance or ambiguity.

• Bloody Chamber question worked well; some valuable comparisons with Beloved but source material on other 
studied texts appeared to cause some struggle for some candidates.

• Students should operate within a working definition of key focus, i.e. ‘supernatural’ in 4c.

Dystopia

• Passage usually handled with confidence; engagement with narrative voice emerged as a significant discriminator 
between responses.

• For 6a, the best responses moved beyond surveillance equipment towards structures and use of surveillance. 
• Students might do better to write shorter, tighter essays with more developed conclusions.
• Handmaid’s Tale (6b) question was least popular; weaker responses made ‘endurance’ synonymous with ‘hope’. 
• For 6c, some candidates had no clear working of ‘indoctrination’
• At times wider reading in Dystopian answers overwhelmed comparative examination of their two main texts.



Key Points from the Examiners’ Reports

Women in 
Literature

• Though less popular, the Trollope passage was often very confidently done; answers were often contextualised by 
understandings of mid-Victorian marriage and its relative dissolubility.

• More sophisticated answers remained more detached rather than siding against the protagonist.
• Sense and Sensibility (8a) was the least popular question, those that did were well done and explored the 

presentation and personality of characters to their contextual setting.
• Mrs Dalloway (8b) was the most popular question but often prompted narrow range of characters discussed. Best 

responses were from candidates who clearly knew their texts well.
• The same was true for the question on motherhood (8c) and better responses also engaged with a wider variety 

of approaches. 

The 
Immigrant 
Experience

• While candidates responded well to the passage, there was a degree of confusion in the answers regarding both 
tone and relationships between characters – misapprehensions clouded understanding of text.

• Call it Sleep (10a) is the least popular text but responses often were rich and considered. 
• The Reluctant Fundamentalist (10b) question was least answered, some good understanding of historical context 

in helpful fashion.
• 10c was the most commonly answered question and the essays were seen by several examiners as among the 

most successful. Interesting connections were made between texts, wider relevant made relevant and brought to 
bear on ideas of disappointment and frustration.



GROUP DISCUSSION:

How did your cohorts find the exams?

Where did students particularly seem to 

succeed?

What are you going to focus on for next 

year’s cohort?



Teaching and learning strategies for:



Your questions



Get in touch

01223 553998

english@ocr.org.uk

@OCR_English

Register for email updates: ocr.org.uk/updates
Join our social community: social.ocr.org.uk
Sign up for a teacher network
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