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American Literature Question 1

Script 1: Borderline Level 6 

1.	 Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading of American 
	 Literature 1880-1940.	 [30]
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Examiner commentary
This is an interesting and promising answer which successfully 
characterises the passage’s atmosphere of speed, restlessness 
and power and relates this convincingly to American history. 
The candidate assumes that the passage is set in the 1920s, 
missing brief references to World War I, but successfully identifies 
the period as preceding the Wall Street Crash and discusses 
the importance of economic activity and the availability of 
opportunities. There is rather too much reference to the set texts 
in the form of context; AO2 analysis of the passage should always 
lead discussion in this part of the exam. For this reason, the mark 
remains on the borderline of Level 6. 26/30.
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Script 2: Borderline Level 6 

1.	 Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading of American 
	 Literature 1880-1940.	 [30]
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Examiner commentary
This is a detailed and responsive answer, consistently returning 
to the passage to support and expand its points. Although 
this candidate, like others, assumes that it must be set in 1929, 
sensible reading of the passage tells her that it cannot happen 
after the Wall Street Crash. Her close reading is often very good, 
especially where she picks up the contradictory character of 
expressions like ‘pleasure of loneliness’ and ‘glorious threats’, and 
notes how the quotation ‘do all, dare all, become all’ seems to 
encapsulate the American Dream. The main weakness of the 
answer is the candidate’s determination to relate the passage in 
detail to her set texts, so that she seems to be employing them 
for the purposes of AO4 (comparison, not tested in this part of 
the exam) rather than AO3 (context, a secondary objective here). 
For its moments of excellence the answer attains Level 6, but the 
overreliance on set texts keeps it on the borderline. 26/30.
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Script 3: Level 5 

1.	 Write a critical appreciation of [the] passage, relating your discussion to your reading of American 
	 Literature 1880-1940.	 [30]
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Examiner commentary
This answer is rather short and leaves parts of the passage 
unexamined. The candidate starts with a general contextual 
introduction relying on an assumption that the extract is set in 
the year of publication, and she is inclined to read the extract in 
the light of her mistaken assumption, for example judging the 
dollar amounts to be low whereas in fact they are expensive for 
the time. She suggests that Eugene is ‘struggling’ for money but 
does not reflect why he watches it go ‘without fear’. Once she gets 
closer to the text, the quality of the work improves, for example 
her recognition of the excitement and opportunity behind 
triplets like ‘power, glory, love’. She uses her contextual knowledge 
more wisely when she touches on themes like immigration and 
technology, but is still inclined to allow context to lead rather 
than pursuing the more heavily-weighted AO2 and analysing the 
way these themes are presented in the passage. There are some 
moments of promise but the answer needs to be fuller and more 
detailed for secure Level 5 marks. 21/30.
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American Literature Question 2

Script 4: Top Level 5

‘The ideals of freedom and opportunity are central to American literature’. By comparing at least two texts 
prescribed for this topic, discuss how far you have found this to be the case.	 [30]
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Examiner commentary
This answer shows a very good grasp of its material, but gives at 
times the impression of relying a little too heavily on prepared 
material. Part of the answer seems to be drawn from a study of 
disillusionment and another part from the role of women; both 
of these sections have been adapted to the themes of freedom 
and opportunity, but a top level essay would have assimilated the 
material more thoroughly. There are also missed opportunities in 
relation to comparison. The candidate seems happier to consider 
the texts consecutively than to bring them into close contact with 
each other. Overall, there is potential for Level 6 achievement but 
this has not been realised here for the reasons given; the answer 
remains high in Level 5. 25/30.
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Script 5: Level 5

‘The ideals of freedom and opportunity are central to American literature’. By comparing at least two texts 
prescribed for this topic, discuss how far you have found this to be the case.	 [30]
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Examiner commentary
This is a full and detailed response, but comparison is not very 
well developed and the line of argument is sometimes unclear. 
The candidate offers a great deal of material on The Great Gatsby 
and rather less on The Grapes of Wrath; ideally, the weighting of 
the texts should be similar. The texts are not very clearly placed 
in their relative historical/social contexts, and generally there 
seems to be more confidence in discussing Gatsby. The answer is 
substantial but not always well controlled; for example, there are 
slips in relation to names including ‘Alca pone’, ‘William Steinbeck’ 
and ‘Baz lerman’. Credit is given for relevant substance and a good 
level of detail; more control and cogency would be needed for 
Level 6 marks. Level 5. 23/30.
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Script 6: Level 4

‘The ideals of freedom and opportunity are central to American literature’. By comparing at least two texts 
prescribed for this topic, discuss how far you have found this to be the case.	 [30]
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Examiner commentary
This answer is a competent survey of three texts in relation to the 
themes of freedom and opportunity. Discussion of Gatsby offer 
some detail, but the other texts are handled in a more general 
manner; a detailed comparison of two of the texts would enable 
the candidate to fulfil the assessment objectives more effectively. 
Discussion of The Portrait of a Lady seems especially thin, and 
the misspelling of Isabelle(sic) Archer would be worrying for an 
examiner. The answer is somewhat deficient in AO4 since the 
texts are generally dealt with separately rather than brought into 
contact with each other. Good Level 4. 19/30.
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