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Introduction
The Unseen Poem was chosen from a prescribed list of fifteen poets. With reference to  
the Anthology, candidates had one task to respond to, in which they were invited to analyse  
a set poem from the Collection they had studied and compare it with one other poem chosen 
by them from the relevant Collection. There were considerable numbers of responses where 
candidates engaged with the nature of the poetry presented. Examiners were pleased  
with the quality of the responses and the variety of interpretations, in particular for the 
Unseen Poem.

With regard to Section B, examiners noted that the majority of candidates dealt well 
with the requirements of a single question, devoting time and thought to the task in 
hand. There were many good responses to the Anthology poems and some thoughtful 
candidates revealed careful preparation of their chosen Collection. There were some 
excellent comparisons with their chosen poems, although a minority of candidates struggled 
to compare the poems effectively. Rather than making occasional links, intergrated 
comparisons throughout would have greatly improved their answers, as many candidates 
had a thorough understanding of the texts. Centres might like to consider ways of helping 
candidates find and comment on similarities and differences between two poems, especially 
in their handling of thematic material.

Candidates, in the main, seem to have taken on board the advice in previous reports to 
write each question in the appropriate section of the answer booklet. 

Overall, the responses from candidates had many strong features, demonstratiing 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 poems of their choice

•	 the capacity of candidates 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 and over-general points, without supporting them with 
appropriate textual evidence

•	 when writing about two poems, treated them separately, without making the required 
connections. 



4 GCSE English Literature 5ET2H 01

Question 1
The poem selected was Snake Woman by Margaret Atwood. Many examiners noted that this 
Unseen Poem was a particular strength of the paper as it was accessible to the vast majority 
of the candidates. The poem's varying levels of complexity allowed for some perceptive 
points to be made from the more confident candidates along with more superficial, 
sometimes narrative comments from the less confident. 

The poem contained a wide range of structural features that were picked up upon by many 
candidates, for example, metaphors, similes and interesting changes in tone. The question, 
which focused on how Atwood presented a childhood fascination with snakes, also allowed 
for a wide range of personal responses. Many noted the child's naivety and cruelty, quoting 
the exclamation of 'what fun I had!'. Candidates also picked up on the persona's increase 
in maturity and compassion as an adult. Some really perceptive responses understood the 
feminist angle of the poem and how it subverted traditional gender stereotypes.

Most candidates had something positive to offer and identified the persona's love of  
snakes by reference to the snake as a 'bracelet'. Content words such as 'mercury' and  
'vein of cool green metal' initiated analysis at word level and were found across the full 
ability range, including some attempts at Level 1. Some candidates brought contextual 
knowledge into their responses, understanding an implicit theme in Atwood's works and 
linking those to the poem.

These are the opening and closing sections of a candidate's response to the Unseen Poem.
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In this extract three paragraphs are taken from the body of a candidate's response to the 
Unseen Poem.

Question 1
The poem selected was Snake Woman by Margaret Atwood. Many examiners noted that this 
Unseen Poem was a particular strength of the paper as it was accessible to the vast majority 
of the candidates. The poem's varying levels of complexity allowed for some perceptive 
points to be made from the more confident candidates along with more superficial, 
sometimes narrative comments from the less confident. 

The poem contained a wide range of structural features that were picked up upon by many 
candidates, for example, metaphors, similes and interesting changes in tone. The question, 
which focused on how Atwood presented a childhood fascination with snakes, also allowed 
for a wide range of personal responses. Many noted the child's naivety and cruelty, quoting 
the exclamation of 'what fun I had!'. Candidates also picked up on the persona's increase 
in maturity and compassion as an adult. Some really perceptive responses understood the 
feminist angle of the poem and how it subverted traditional gender stereotypes.

Most candidates had something positive to offer and identified the persona's love of  
snakes by reference to the snake as a 'bracelet'. Content words such as 'mercury' and  
'vein of cool green metal' initiated analysis at word level and were found across the full 
ability range, including some attempts at Level 1. Some candidates brought contextual 
knowledge into their responses, understanding an implicit theme in Atwood's works and 
linking those to the poem.

These are the opening and closing sections of a candidate's response to the Unseen Poem.

There are plenty of perceptive comments and 
ideas, and interpretation suggests personal 
engagement with the text. This is an unusual 
response, but a definite interpretation with 
ideas supported by textual reference. The 
response is sophisticated in language and 
analysis. It could be seen as 'quirky' but it is 
definitely perceptive and sustained. It was 
awarded full marks – Level 5, 20 marks.

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate's interesting 
and individual introduction helps focus 
the response on the requirements of the 
question. The closing paragraph sums up 
the candidate's arguments and a rounded 
response is presented.

Examiner Tip
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There is an assured explanation of language, 
theme and structure in this response. The 
candidate explores the significance of certain 
words and phrases and relates them to the 
theme. There was some loss of focus, with some 
of the points made being rather vague, and this 
kept the response in Level 4. It was awarded  
a mark of 14.

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate looks closely at some 
of the language and has made good use of the 
examples given. The candidate is not afraid to 
respond personally to the text, they describe 
how, for example, the word "once" can imply 
sadness and regret. 

Examiner Tip
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This is a candidate's complete response to the Unseen Poem.
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This is the second half of a candidate's response to the Unseen Poem.

This is a candidate's complete response to the Unseen Poem.

A clear understanding and an awareness of 
the writer's motives are evident in this answer. 
There is some discussion of the language but the 
response overall lacks development. It is focused 
and succinct and there is good use of embedded 
quotations. The response is sustained but not 
assured; comments about the sematic field are 
not really explored.  
The mark awarded was top of Level 3, 12 marks.

Examiner Comments

When discussing language, form, structure 
and effect make sure your comments are 
precise and thorough.

Examiner Tip
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There is a clear attempt to engage with 
the text and especially the language. 
There is an interesting point made about 
the snakes being an accessory. There is 
relevant exemplification. The point about 
personification is really 'feature spotting' 
and just defines the technique. Overall, 
the response lacks depth and specific 
comment to move it higher in Level 3.  
It was awarded a mark of 9.

Examiner Comments

When discussing technique it is 
important to avoid feature spotting. 
Be specific and explain what is the 
effect of the technique used on your 
understanding of the text. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 2
Pity me not because of the light of day by Edna Vincent St. Millay from Collection A was the 
named poem. There were many strong responses which showed a good understanding of 
the poem and empathised with the persona. Most candidates commented on how rejection 
is hard to come to terms with. The more confident candidates made sensitive links between 
the descriptions of nature and the emotional state of the persona.

Candidates, in the main, chose apt poems for comparison, the most popular being Sonnet 
116, Song for Last Year's Wife, Our Love Now and One Flesh. Many candidates identified 
the form as a Shakespearean sonnet which was a contrast to the usual expectations of such 
a form, in that it was about a love which had ended, as opposed to Shakespeare's vision 
of ideal love. The obvious contrast in Shakespeare's intended sonnet form and St. Millay's 
usage was effective in exploring changes in relationships.

A good range of candidates compared the poets' use of natural imagery: 'tempests', 'flotsam 
from a former passion', 'wreckage gathered in gales', and 'raging storm damages the trees'. 
A few candidates did not respond to the focus of the question and looked at relationships 
rather than changes. Less successful choices were Habit of Light, Kissing, and 04/01/07 
where candidates struggled to make meaningful comparisons.

The majority of candidates understood the necessity of discussing both poems in a 
balanced manner. Candidates who performed better were those who considered both poems 
simultaneously, rather than considering each poem in turn and then linking them with a 
summative comment.

This candidate chose Sonnet 116 as the companion poem. These are the opening and 
closing paragraphs of the candidate's response.
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This candidate has chosen One Flesh as the poem for comparison. This extract is from the 
closing part of the response. Also included is the short plan.

There is an assured focus on language in 
this response. Comparisons and links are 
maintained throughout both poems. Both 
poems are discussed with confidence and 
the sonnet, although not strictly dealing with 
changes in a relationship, is used successfully 
as a comparison. This is an enthusiastic 
response with personal engagement. Overall 
it was an assured response with AO3 being 
slightly stronger than AO2. 

It was awarded: AO2 Level 4, 11 marks; AO3 
Level 4, 12 marks.

Examiner Comments

Note how the two poems are not treated 
in isolation but linked throughout the 
response, comparing and contrasting to 
build up an argument.

Examiner Tip
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The candidate here has chosen Sonnet 116 as the companion poem. The extract consists of 
the opening two paragraphs and the final paragraph summing up the argument.

The question is addressed with an emphasis on 
change. Comparisons and links are sustained 
throughout the response. This is a very personal 
response with different comparisons on how 
love changes and on the idea of loss in both 
poems. Although little developed reference to 
the text, to exemplify the points made, kept this 
response in Level 4.

Marks awarded: AO2 Level 4, 11 marks; AO3 
Level 4,12 marks.

Examiner Comments

A brief plan often helps to focus on the 
task in hand.

Always support your comments with 
carefully chosen quotations. 

Examiner Tip
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The response is perceptive with clear personal 
engagement. The candidate has made some 
interesting comments about how one text 
'mirrors' the other. The response fulfils the 
criteria for the top mark.

Marks awarded: AO2 Level 5, 15 marks; AO3 
Level 5, 15 marks. 

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate, when making 
comparisons, does not treat the poems in 
isolation but moves seamlessly between 
the two.

Examiner Tip
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Question 3
Our Sharpeville by Ingrid de Kok from Collection B was the named poem. There were some 
interesting and mature responses giving relevant historical context, and the realisation of a 
white child in apartheid South Africa of the horrors she had witnessed and the lies she had 
unconsciously absorbed of those around her. Many candidates commented on her loss of 
childlike innocence. Less able candidates tended to confuse the striking miners with invading 
soldiers or mercenaries.

A popular choice for comparison was August 6, 1945 with interesting links between the 
pilot's actions and his subsequent guilt and the guilt felt by the small girl in Our Sharpeville. 
Belfast Confetti was effective in analysing the erratic and terrifying situation the persona is 
in and his understanding of it, as opposed to the innocent girl whose perception of events 
had been dictated to her. Parade's End, Hitcher and Invasion were used on the whole 
successfully in making comparisons about different types of violence and the situations 
leading to such violence, whether it is personal, racial or political. Less successful choices 
were Exposure, where there is a lack of violence although the poem has a war setting, and 
Half-Caste which did not lend itself to the theme of violence.

The most able candidates displayed an ability to 'juggle' the analysis of both poems 
simultaneously. Other candidates fell short on producing a balanced analysis of both poems 
as their approach was to tackle one and then the other, usually with an extended summative 
comment but on occasion without any conclusion.

This candidate chose Invasion as the companion poem.The extract is from the main body of 
the response.
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Here, the candidate has chosen Hitcher as the poem for comparison. 

This is an assured appreciation which has 
produced some successful comparisons. The 
response is balanced but comments are not 
always developed. Some of the comments 
on the nature of violence are working 
towards the perceptive.

The response was awarded: AO2 Level 4,  
12 marks; AO3 Level 5, 13 marks.

Examiner Comments

Note how the various ideas about violence 
in both poems are evidenced and the 
poems are treated in a balanced way. 

Examiner Tip
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This is a sustained and balanced appreciation 
with comments on the tone of both poems. The 
comparison between the humour in Hitcher 
and the storytelling element in Our Sharpeville 
is interesting. The overall lack of development 
keeps this response in Level 3.

The response was awarded: A02 Level 3,  
9 marks; AO3 Level 3, 8 marks.

Examiner Comments

As in this response, make sure you have enough 
points to offer sound and secure comparisons 
and links. Always support your comments! 

Examiner Tip
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This candidate has chosen Invasion as the poem for comparison. The extract consists of the 
opening section of the response and the closing paragraph.



22 GCSE English Literature 5ET2H 01

This response makes perceptive comments 
about both poems. The candidate relates to 
both poems throughout the response with 
overarching themes and ideas. Comments are 
developed and supported by textual references. 
Personal and thoughtful engagement is evident. 

The response was awarded full marks:  
AO2 Level 5, 15 marks; AO3 Level 5, 15 marks.

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate's introduction 
helps focus on the differences and 
similarities between the two poems. Also 
the sound conclusion helps to round up 
and 'frame' the argument.

Examiner Tip
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Question 4
A Major Road for Romney Marsh by U.A. Fanthorpe was the given poem for Collection 
C. This was the least popular cluster in the series. Many candidates commented on the 
strength of feeling that the voices in the poems had for their surroundings and provided 
strong textual evidence. The use of the dual commentaries was one of the features of the 
poem that the candidates commented on, and noted what effectively was a critique of the 
destruction of the countryside.

The most overwhelmingly popular choice for comparison was In Romney Marsh where  
the description of the natural and untouched beauty worked well in comparison with the 
fragility of Fanthorpe's endangered countryside. Candidates analysed the imagery created 
and used it to develop ideas on the changes to a memorable place in both a positive and 
negative light.  

This candidate chose Cape Town Morning as the companion poem. The extract is from the 
main body of their response. 
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The response is stronger on the chosen poem, 
although there is some undeveloped comment 
about the threat discussed in the set text. The 
candidate has not really addressed the focus 
of 'memories' and hence struggles with how 
the poets remember the places. This is an 
assured response with stronger content than 
comparison, which is sometimes implicit.

The response was awarded:  
AO2 Level 4, 12 marks; AO3 Level 4, 10 marks. 

Examiner Comments

When choosing your poem for comparison 
keep the focus of the question in mind to 
make sure you have enough points to make 
sound comparisons and links. 

Examiner Tip
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Question 5
A Consumer's Report by Peter Porter was the named poem for Collection D. This Collection 
was very much a minority choice within the Anthology. Most candidates were able to 
comment on the feelings of frustration and confusion in relation to the question and the 
theme of 'Life'. Successful candidates understood the dry humour, irony and sometimes 
sarcasm and how they were used by the poet to convey his ideas and attitudes.

A popular choice for the companion poem was On the Life of Man and sound comparisons 
were made with the poet's view of life as a play, with stronger responses looking in-depth 
at the semantic fields of the theatres and the consumerism in the poems. Another popular 
choice was Pessimism for Beginners and here candidates were able to consider the dark 
humour and irony of the personas' voices and how these were created. 

The World is a Beautiful Place and Zero Hour were also considered with a fair degree  
of success.

The candidate here chose On the Life of Man as the poem for comparison. The extract is 
from the opening section of the response.
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This is an assured consideration of the 
complexities of each text. Tone and 
linguistic features are considered in some 
detail. Comparisons are made as are 
links which explore the writer's ways of 
achieving desired effects.

The response was awarded: AO2 Level 4, 
12 marks; AO3 Level 5, 13 marks. 

Examiner Comments

Note how the candidate looks for 
similarities as well as differences and 
comments on the former in detail.

Examiner Tip
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Paper Summary

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

•	 make sure 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

•	 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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