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Introduction
In this series there were a number of responses where candidates showed a very positive 
appreciation and analysis of poetry. This was particularly evident for the unseen poem, 
where examiners professed themselves pleased with the quality of response and the variety 
of interpretation. There were also many good responses to the Anthology poems. On both 
the (a) questions on the named poem and the (b) questions that looked for comparative 
points, some very thoughtful candidates revealed careful preparation of their chosen 
Collection. On the (b) questions, there were some excellent comparisons, but a minority 
of candidates struggled to compare the poems effectively. Rather than occasional links, 
comparisons throughout would have greatly improved their answers, as many candidates 
had a thorough understanding of each text. Centres might like to consider ways of helping 
candidates find and comment on similarities and differences between two poems, especially 
in their handling of similar thematic material. For example, many candidates on Question 5 
missed the ironic sense of humour expressed in both set poems.

Centres had clearly taken heed of the advice in previous reports, which stressed the need 
for candidates to answer one whole question from Section B, with a separate part (a) on the 
given poem and the comparative part, (b)(i) or (b)(ii) - either a second prescribed poem or 
one of their own choice from the relevant Collection. It still remains essential for candidates 
to label their responses clearly, so that examiners can see exactly where one question ends 
and the other begins. 

Overall, the responses of candidates had many strong features, demonstrating their 
enjoyment and engagement with the study of poetry. Examiners noted:

•	 The many refreshing and independent responses to the unseen poem

•	 Evidence that candidates understood the ideas presented in the chosen poems

•	 The capacity to select apt examples of the way a poet's language expressed feelings and 
attitudes and to comment on how these related to the themes.

The less successful responses:

•	 Did not demonstrate clearly a full grasp of the poems' meanings and ideas

•	 Sometimes made unsubstantiated or over-general points, without supporting them by 
appropriate textual evidence

•	 When writing about two poems, treated them too separately, without making the 
required connections.
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Question 1
The poem selected was Tamed Cat by Sylvia Kantaris. The poem proved accessible to all 
candidates at all levels of ability and the majority of candidates handled the task well. Even 
the less confident demonstrated the ability to follow the narrative, recognising the dramatic 
shift in the cat's nature, and offered some comment on the plentiful descriptive language 
that the poem provided.

Candidates revealed a lack of insight and struggled to achieve little above band 2 when they 
interpreted the content literally, sometimes with some fanciful comments about werewolves, 
bi-polar tendencies etc.

Most candidates recognised and appreciated the duality of the cat's nature as well as the 
human qualities presented in the animal, some successfully drawing parallels between the 
cat's seemingly domesticated nature as opposed to its primal instinct, and connected this 
to human beings, making the suggestion that the poet intended to comment on the duality 
and unpredictability that is present in human nature. Other confident candidates within the 
top band range commented on the inherently predatory nature of the cat and linked it to its 
ancestry. Some band 5 candidates commented on the bemused tone, mentioning irony and 
humour in the poem.

The best responses showed how theme, language, tone and form worked together to reveal 
the whole cat. Comments on the use of the semi-colon with the words 'replete; but...' often 
indicated a more thorough appreciation of the language and its effect on the reader.

However, excessive focus (feature spotting) on such aspects as the use of particular parts 
of speech sometimes meant that candidates failed to make convincing connections between 
points and the presentation of the poet's ideas. To be able to do so was something that 
differentiated the successful and the less successful answers. 

These are the final three paragraphs, and the conclusion of a candidate's response to the 
Unseen Poem.
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The candidate has provided a perceptive and analytical 
approach, especially to the language. There are some 
very interesting comments and these are supported 
by some carefully chosen and convincing textual 
references. Overall this is a confident and sustained 
response which fulfils all the criteria of a top band 
response. Mark awarded: band 5, mark 20.

Examiner Comments

Note the way in which the candidate looks closely at 
the actual language used and has made full use of 
embedded examples to support points made.

Examiner Tip
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This is the opening paragraph of a candidate's response to the Unseen Poem.

The candidate has responded in a very perceptive 
manner. There are some interesting and sustained 
comments on the structure of the poem and these 
are supported by some perceptive and convincing 
references. This response merits being in the top of 
band 5, mark 19.

Examiner Comments

A strong introduction helps focus the 
response on the requirements of the 
question. Note how the candidate has 
homed in on the structure in relation to 
the content.

Examiner Tip
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This is the middle section of a candidate’s response to the Unseen Poem. This 
response included a short plan.
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Although lacking in development, this is a focused 
response. The candidate displays a thorough 
understanding of the poet's techniques. There 
are some assured comments. The response was 
awarded a mark of 13, band 4.

Examiner Comments

A short plan can help focus the response 
on the requirements of the question.

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
(a): The chosen poem offered for analysis was 'Kissing' by Fleur Adcock. One examiner 
suggested that this text was accessible because of the combination of the universal theme 
of love, inclusion of young people and an abundance of descriptive language. 

Candidates generally were able to recognise the presentation of the two relationships 
depicted in the poem and recognised the implied meaning of specific examples of 
vocabulary and imagery, along with the significance of the two stanza structure. Some of 
the stronger candidates appreciated the subtleties of the language, whilst others offered 
alternative interpretations of lines such as 'They've got all day' and 'They too have futures'.

(b)(i): 'Nettles' was the prescribed poem for comparison which, though 
challenging, produced satisfactory to perceptive responses. This was a popular choice. Most 
candidates noted how one poem focused on romantic whilst the other, on familial, love and 
were able to identify the lasting implications of both. However, less confident candidates 
seemed to struggle as to where to go after this statement.Their answers tended to show 
little comparison, rather an exploration of both poems in isolation, focusing on narrative and 
poet's voice. Stronger candidates engaged with the imagery and the nuances of language - 
some comparing the 'soft' and 'natural' and good-natured images of 'Kissing' with the angry 
militaristic metaphors of 'Nettles'. Many showed an insightful understanding of the nettles 
themselves as being a metaphor for the dangers of the world.

(b)(ii): This was also a popular choice. Many of the poems from this Collection were offered 
as comparisons: 'One Flesh', 'Sonnet 116', 'Rubbish at Adultery', 'Even Tho', 'Valentine', for 
example. All these choices made valid comparisons, as the different contexts allowed the 
candidates to consider relationships from a variety of perspectives. 'One Flesh' was the most 
popular choice which allowed for significant comparisons and contrasts, with the opposing 
authorial voice in particular. 'Valentine' appeared to be the least successful, with candidates 
concentrating on the unusual imagery rather than meaningfully comparing both texts.

One examiner rightly noted "Comparison is the key to these responses." Sound and 
thorough responses offered straightforward comparisons, whereas more discriminating 
responses often used one poem to illustrate the other: for example the marks left on the 
skin in 'Kissing' and 'Nettles' (b)(i); the destinations to which lovers travel in 'Kissing' and 
'One Flesh'.
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These are the opening paragraphs of a candidate's response to the set poem Question 2(a).

This is a perceptive and confident analysis of the 
poem. The candidate notes that this poem '... is 
an observational description...' There are pertinent 
references to the text to support ideas expressed in 
the response. This response was awarded full marks - 
band 5, mark 15.

Examiner Comments

Note how the strong introduction 
immediately sets out the arguments and 
makes for a very focused and confident 
response.

Examiner Tip
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This is an assured and coherent response with the candidate 
offering detailed explanations of how the poet uses techniques 
to effect. Comments are well supported by textual references. 
The response was awarded a mark of 12 - top of band 4.

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate has commented in detail on 
the caesura and has offered alternative suggestions as 
to its effect.

Examiner Tip

This is the final paragraph of the candidate’s response to the set poem ‘Kissing’.
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These are two paragraphs from the middle of a candidate's response to the set poem 
'Kissing'.

This is quite a thorough explanation and interpretation of 
the poem. The candidate has attempted an analysis of the 
language. Comments and ideas, although supported by textual 
references, are not developed.

Examiner Comments

When discussing language and its effects make sure 
your comments are precise and thorough.

Examiner Tip
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The candidate has chosen the second set poem 'Nettles' to comment on the different 
thoughts and feeling about close relationships: Question 2(b)(i).

This answer analyses the two poems clearly, using one poem 
to illustrate the other and offering perceptive comments on the 
links and comparisons between the two poems. This response 
was awarded, as might be expected, a mark of 15 out of 15 - the 
highest mark in band 5.

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate looks closely at the actual 
language used by the two poets and uses this to make 
appropriate comparisons.

Examiner Tip
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The candidate in this response has chosen 'Valentine' as the poem for comparison: Question 
2(b)(ii). These are the last two, closing paragraphs of this response.

The candidate has chosen 'Valentine' which should have made 
for some sound comparisons. Although the candidate has 
made some links and comparisons, comments are not always 
supported by textual references. Hence a mark of 7 is awarded, 
in the lower end of band 3.

Examiner Comments

Make sure all your comments and ideas are supported 
by well-chosen quotations.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
(a): The chosen poem was Christina Rosssetti's 'Cousin Kate'. This was the most 
popular question for Section B and hence offered the most mixed responses. With this poem 
being a ballad in form, the majority of candidates could access the narrative. A common 
error was the automatic assumption that since the poem is written in the first person it is 
autobiographical; candidates failed to distinguish between Rossetti and the persona, and 
consequently revealed a lack of insight.

Many responses commented on the latent feelings of jealousy, resentment and bitterness 
that were encapsulated in the imagery: 'golden knot', 'like a glove', 'a plaything', 'lured' and 
'dove' were popular focal points. More confident candidates recognised the use of oxymoron 
'shameless shameful' and commented on it. The most able candidates discussed the internal 
conflict within the mind of the speaker, displaying mixed emotions and contention between 
love and hate.

(b)(i): 'Catrin' by Gillian Clarke was the prescribed poem for comparison and the 
overwhelmingly popular choice offered from this Collection. For the most part candidates 
were more confident with 'Catrin', possibly with it being a contemporary text, centring on 
the theme of familial relationships. Sound and thorough responses offered straightforward 
comparisons between the mother's love for her daughter in 'Catrin' and the cottage-
maiden's love for the Lord in 'Cousin Kate' and touched on the conflicting emotions which 
arise from such love. The majority provided discussion of the key metaphor 'red rope of 
love' and more discriminating responses used this image to investigate the connection 
between the image of 'the golden knot' in 'Cousin Kate'.

(b)(ii): This was a much less popular choice but one with a wide range of texts offered: 
'Half-Caste', 'Exposure', 'Parade's End', 'August 6, 1945', 'The Class Game', 'The Drum' and 
'Hitcher'. Quite a popular text for comparison was either 'Exposure' or 'August 6, 1945', 
which offered blatant links with conflict, the latter being physical violence. However, many 
struggled to draw meaningful and subtle links beyond these broad observations. Another 
popular choice was 'Half-Caste', which offered similarities in which the personas feel 
ostracised from society, with the more able candidates recognising that the conflicts were 
between individuals and the wider community. On the whole these responses were not as 
successful as those in (b)(i).

These are three paragraphs of a candidate's response to the set poem on conflict 'Cousin 
Kate'. They are taken from the middle of the response.



GCSE English Literature 5ET2H 01 19

This is an assured response, with some perceptive 
comments, which focus on the different characters involved in 
the conflict. There is a close look at how the language influences 
the tone and atmosphere of the poem. The response was 
awarded a mark of 13 within band 5. 

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate builds a convincing argument 
around a short quotation, especially in this case the 
oxymoron, showing the overall effect of this technique.

Examiner Tip



20 GCSE English Literature 5ET2H 01

This is the introductory paragraph and final paragraph summarising the candidate’s 
response to the set poem ‘Cousin Kate’.
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This is an assured response which examines in some detail the 
theme, tone and language and offers a coherent overview of the 
poem. The response was awarded a mark of 12, top of band 4. A 
more secure and sustained response would have moved it into 
band 5.

Examiner Comments

Note how the final paragraph sums up the candidate's 
arguments and presents a 'finished' response. It also 
demonstrates the candidate's knowledge of the poem.

Examiner Tip
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This is the second half, the final paragraph, of a candidate's response to 'Cousin Kate'.

Although rather inelegantly characterising the poem as a 'long drawn-out 
moan',  the candidate does offer a thorough explanation of how the writer 
conveys thought and feelings. Some of the ideas are supported by textual 
references. There is a tendency to be repetitive. The response was placed in 
band 3 with a mark of 7.

Examiner Comments

Try not to labour a point: make a comment, develop it and support it 
with a suitable quotation and then move on. 

Examiner Tip
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The candidate has chosen the second set poem 'Catrin' to compare with 'Cousin Kate': 
Question 3(a)(i).

The candidate has written a perceptive 
response linking both poems with some 
interesting comment on images such as ‘the 
golden knot’ and the ‘red rope of love’. The 
response was awarded a mark of 14, towards 
the top of band 5.

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate has used the 
two images, comparing and contrasting 
them to build an argument linking the 
two poems together.

Examiner Tip



GCSE English Literature 5ET2H 01 25

The candidate has chosen the second set poem 'Catrin' for the comparative response. The 
extract consists of the first three paragraphs of the response. 
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This is a secure and perceptive response which makes some 
pertinent comments on the violence of both conflicts. The 
response was awarded a mark at the lower end of band 5, of 
13. A deeper and more sustained analysis would have brought 
this response firmly into this band. 

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate moves 'seamlessly' between 
the two texts, using one poem to illustrate the other.

Examiner Tip
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The candidate chose the second set poem as a comparative response to 'Cousin Kate'. This 
extract consists of the first half of the response.  
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Although there is some repetition and the response is not 
always sustained, there are some interesting comments about 
the images of the 'red rope' and the 'gloves tossed aside'. The 
response was awarded a mark of 8 in band 3. A tighter, more 
compact response would have earned a higher mark.

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate does far more than just 
'feature spot' when discussing the metaphors used in 
both texts.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
(a): The chosen poem for analysis was 'Postcard from a Travel Snob' by Sophie Hannah. 
This was the least popular choice of question and many examiners felt the least successful. 
Many felt that the subtleties of the language were overlooked, falling into generalisations 
and summaries of what the poet was describing without much comment. Having said that, 
some examiners noted that sound to thorough responses recognised the snobbery and 
gave examples where this manifested itself. The more assured and perceptive responses 
commented on the element of self-mockery and irony expressed.

(b)(i): The prescribed text for comparison was 'Our Town in the whole of India!' Almost all 
candidates pointed towards the busy and celebratory atmosphere created in 'Our Town...' 
with many candidates drawing pertinent links with the vibrant multicultural landscape 
presented in this poem and the barren lonely scene alluded to in 'Postcard...'. However, 
those candidates who failed to recognise the ironic tone of 'Postcard...' tended to make 
rather 'black and white comparisons'. Some band 4 and 5 responses saw that there was 
possibly a double edge to some of the images presented in each poem, and how each poet's 
attitude might not be as straightforward as it first appeared.

(b)(ii): 'City Jungle', 'In Romney Marsh', 'Orkney/This Life' and 'Cape Town morning' were 
some of the minority choices for this question. Generally candidates seemed to be more 
confident in analysing their chosen poem than the set text.

This is part of a candidate's response to the set poem 'Postcard from a Travel Snob' by 
Sophie Hannah. The extract consists of two paragraphs from the middle of the response.



30 GCSE English Literature 5ET2H 01

There is some relevant, but not developed, comment on language, 
tone and form. The candidate is aware of the arrogance of the 
tone, but appears to have missed out on the ironic humour. The 
mark awarded for this response was 8, in band 3.

Examiner Comments

When using quotations try to interpret rather than just 
paraphrasing them.

Examiner Tip
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The poem for comparison, 'Orkney/This Life' is the candidate's own choice. These are the 
two paragraphs which form the main part of the response.

The candidate's choice for comparison 'Orkney/This Life' has the 
potential to offer some interesting comparisons as this poem is 
quite different in tone from the set text. However, the comparison 
is not developed and the response is somewhat lacking in balance. 
There are, though, some sound comments on the Greig poem. The 
response was awarded a mark of 6 within band 2.

Examiner Comments

Although you do not need to give both poems equal 
weighting, make sure you have sufficient points about 
both poems to make sound comparisons.

Examiner Tip
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Question 5
(a): The chosen poem for this question was 'No Problem' by Benjamin Zephaniah. There 
were many engaged and focused responses with some of the more confident candidates 
noting the ironic and gentle humour, in the face of unthinking racism, embedded in the 
poem. Sound to thorough responses commented on the language of the poem and how 
through the use of such language the poet asserted his identity. The stronger candidates 
seemed to appreciate the complexity and density of Zephaniah's poem. The more assured 
responses looked at the imagery - for example the double meaning of 'dey got me on de 
run' - and offered some convincing explanations of the double-edged 'sum of me best 
friends are white'.

(b)(i): The prescribed text for comparison was 'Pessimism for Beginners'. This was the 
more popular choice. Sound and thorough comparisons saw how both poems dealt with the 
issue of how badly and irrationally people treat each other. Although the comparison was 
generally little more than glancing, some perceptive points were made about negativity 
versus positivity. The stronger responses commented on the humour in each poem and 
some recognised that the humour had a sharp edge in each.

(b)(ii): The poems chosen by candidates such as 'Remember', 'On the Life of Man', 'I Shall 
Paint My Nails Red', did not always yield effective points of comparison in the lower bands, 
resulting in some disjointed responses with little in the way of meaningful comparison. 
Some of the most sustained responses in this question focused on 'Those Bastards in Their 
Mansions', a choice which allowed candidates to explore divergent responses to different 
types of prejudice. Some recognised and commented on the humour of both poems - 
Zephaniah's rather gentle but wry sense of irony and Armitage's black anarchic humour. 

These are two paragraphs, looking at the tone and language, from a candidate's response to 
the set poem 'No Problem'.
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The candidate offers a thorough reading of the poem. The 
importance of the language is commented upon as are some 
of the techniques. There is an awareness of the humour in the 
poem. Lack of development has kept this response in band 3 
with a mark of 8.

Examiner Comments

In this response the candidate makes a comment about 
the poet being sarcastic but does not really explain why 
this technique is effective.When you make a comment, 
make sure you develop your ideas fully and explain why 
you think the point you have chosen to make is important. 

Examiner Tip
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The candidate's own choice for comparison with the set poem is that of 'Living Space': 
Question 5(b)(ii). This is the first part of the response.

There is some discussion about the attitudes of 
both poets and the candidate attempts some 
overall comparison between the two texts. The 
lack of development has kept this response 
within the lower end of band 3.

Examiner Comments

When choosing your own text for this 
response, make sure you have enough 
points to offer some sound comparisons 
and links.

Examiner Tip



GCSE English Literature 5ET2H 01 35

Paper Summary
Many examiners commented positively on the quality of candidates' responses to the 
poems, both the Unseen Poem as well those from the Anthology.

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

•	 Make sure that the particular requirements of the question are focused on

•	 Use your examples fully, analysing and commenting on them

•	 Make effective links and comparisons when required

•	 Keep separate and label both parts of the Section B answers

•	 Answer in the correct section of the paper.
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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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