Tips for success in A level English literature examinations

by Tom Rank, Senior Examiner, AQA
Many years of reading examination scripts has convinced me that there a number of specific ways in which you can help students transfer their knowledge and enthusiasm into good marks on the papers. An answer can often be lifted by a grade or more if the candidate will only apply some relatively simple skills.

What stops candidates achieving their best?

Many students are failing to achieve the marks they could because they:

· don't address the keywords of the question

· answer another question

· off-load what they've been taught rather than answering the question

· fail to support their assertions with detail from the text.

What can teachers do?

· Read recent Chief Examiners' reports and study the mark schemes
These are an essential guide to the qualities that examiners are looking for in the answers to the papers your students will sit. Reports are usually sent out in the autumn; if you haven't seen them, ask your Examinations Officer or Head of Department where they are. The mark schemes (which you can normally buy for a small sum from the board) will give specific details of the ways examiners will read each essay and will often also contain a generic marking grid which you can apply yourself to the essays you mark - this is good practice for you and will help to sharpen students' awareness of what is expected.

· Make the marking criteria available to your students
If there is a generic marking grid, copy it for your students and explain how it works. Try copying an answer for the class and do a ‘sample marking’ exercise like real examiners do before they put red ink on real scripts; it's most enlightening for students to try being examiners for once! Discuss the script by careful reference to the mark scheme, to the question and the text. Don't let them make unsupported assertions (‘that's bound to fail!’) or just give a grade - force them to justify everything by reference to the mark scheme. Tell them that examiners are required to annotate the scripts with comments and they need to put a brief comment at the end of each answer that explains the mark - ask them to do the same. If nothing else, it's a good exercise in close reading!

Boards often have a variety of support materials to help you and some even publish examples of marked scripts with a commentary - these are gold dust, so if you don't know about them, ask the English Subject Officer at the Board if they exist.

· Study past question papers
I wouldn't recommend question spotting - don't try to guess the content of the questions but look at the style. Believe it or not, examiners are trying to help candidates and not to trick them! Past papers will give you a clear idea of the style and the key words which the examiner use; deliberately, there is likely to be some consistency so that students can expect the same kinds of key words in the next paper (look at the mark scheme, which will use a term like ‘key words’ or ‘focus’). Get them to practise underlining these key words and putting them at the top of their essay plans as a focus for their writing.

· Don’t use last year’s papers for your trial exams
No, this isn’t a contradiction of the last point – it’s just obvious that the examiners won’t use the same question next time, but many candidates, alas, assume they will. They then make the mistake of answering last year’s question instead of the one on the paper in front of them. Instead, try to frame some questions of your own using the key words that examiners use.

· Get students to prepare their own revision material
For example, they could:

- work in small groups to produce notes on aspects such as characterisation, symbolism, key passages 

- prepare different viewpoints as a way of looking afresh at the text: historical, feminist, Marxist, etc.


- list passages to use in answering a question on a particular aspect of the text.

· Give them examination practice
There are still good students who cannot work within the tight time constraints of an examination and who therefore throw away their chances of a good grade by failing to finish the paper properly. Others write too much in a general way and fail to come to grips with the question before their time runs out. Good answers are not long; they get to the point and they stick to the question, moving quickly from point to point with short, apt quotations in support.

Without driving them mad, ensure your students do timed essays, practising picking out the key words and working to the clock. 

Ask them, perhaps in pairs, to:


- prepare a 5 minute plan for an examination question


- spend 5 minutes choosing the essential extracts to use as the basis for the question


- write a 5 minute introduction to an examination question


- or a 5 minute conclusion.

Make them aware that introductions and conclusions are not the opportunity to ramble or repeat the question; make them short, get down to the point straight away by addressing a key phrase from the question or key extract from the text. End on a high note if possible - and certainly aim to bring the answer back to the heart of the question!

· Become an examiner yourself

It's hard work and you won't become rich - but you will gain an unrivalled insight into the way the examination works and what makes a good answer. Try it if you can, even if only for one year.

How can your students revise?

· Be thoroughly acquainted with the texts

This may seem obvious - unless you've read some of the basic mistakes made in examination scripts! They need to read closely, becoming familiar with the text before the revision period.

· Be sparing in annotation
Whether or not they are allowed the texts in the examination room, their text should not be hidden by a mass of illegible notes. Write as little as possible, perhaps only transferring notes to the text in the period before the examination.

· Rationalise notes 
Perhaps they could make one set on initial reading and a second set for revision purposes?

What are the examiners looking for?
The following points, taken in part from recent Chief Examiner’s reports for one of the major A level syllabuses, indicate the kinds of qualities that distinguish the best answers. Good candidates will make their reader aware that they have studied literature - the text is an artefact, a construction, and they are exploring how it has been put together. They are rarely dogmatic and are aware of the possibility of alternative readings of the text.

Good candidates

Good candidates focus on:

· presentation

· effect, e.g. ‘dramatic effect’

· characterisation (which is not the same as character)

· how characters react to each other

· how effects are created

· writers’ use of language

· coping with poetry – including quoting it correctly!

· using evidence – e.g. by short, integrated quotation

· thoughts and feelings – in an informed personal response

· the need for close reading

· selecting apt and succinct extracts

· making connections between different aspects and sections of the text

· the multi-layered nature of text

· writing a coherent, structured answer

· the cultural and historical background (but it’s not foreground)

· the need for wide reading in preparation for the examination

· they have autonomy as a reader and critic.

Key words and phrases that might appear in questions
· importance

· effect on your thoughts and feelings

· how do your thoughts and feelings develop?

· Explore

· ways (something) is presented

· how do you respond to ...?

· what do you consider to be ...?

· what do you find interesting about ...?

· how far do you feel ...?

· do you think ...?

· how (does the writer present) ...?

· what do you find significant...?

