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The main aim of this booklet is to exemplify standards for those teaching Cambridge International AS & A Level 
Literature in English 9695, and to show how different levels of candidates’ performance (high, middle and low) relate 
to the subject’s curriculum and assessment objectives. 

In this booklet, candidate responses have been chosen from the June 2021 series to exemplify a range of answers. 

For each question, the response is annotated with a clear explanation of where and why marks were awarded or 
omitted. This is followed by examiner comments on how the answer could have been improved. In this way, it is 
possible for you to understand what candidates have done to gain their marks and what they could do to improve their 
answers. There is also a list of common mistakes candidates made in their answers for each question. 

This document provides illustrative examples of candidate work with examiner commentary. These help teachers 
to assess the standard required to achieve marks beyond the guidance of the mark scheme. Therefore, in some 
circumstances, such as where exact answers are required, there will not be much comment.

The questions and mark schemes used here are available to download from the School Support Hub. These files are: 

9695 June 2021 Question Paper 21 
9695 June 2021 Mark Scheme 21

Past exam resources and other teaching and learning resources are available on the School Support Hub:

www.cambridgeinternational.org/support

Introduction

http://www.cambridgeinternational.org/support
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How the candidate could have improved their answer

• This confident essay could have been improved by looking at more of the poem. A range of good references
support the ideas in the essay, although some important parts of the text are also omitted. This would also
have allowed more consideration of the nuances of the poet’s language and use of patterning, repetition, and
assonance, for example. This approach would have given greater thoroughness to the response.

• Greater consideration of some of the poetic techniques would also have improved the essay. While stanza 
structure is discussed, the candidate says less about examples of rhyme, half rhyme and enjambment  poem.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question

• Candidates do not always consider the text form of the unseen. They should consider clearly the techniques
of verse when discussing a poem, dramatic techniques when discussing drama, and narrative methods when
discussing prose.

Lists the common mistakes candidates made 
in answering each question. This will help your 

learners to avoid these mistakes and give them the 
best chance of achieving the available marks.

Often candidates were not 
awarded marks because they misread or 

misinterpreted the questions. 

       The essay starts with a 
concise overview of the poem.

       The essay identifies the 
two central marriages in the 
novel, showing knowledge of 
the text.

       The essay demonstrates 
knowledge of the changes 
in Gilbert’s and Hortense’s 
relationship over the course 
of the novel, with some 
basic understanding of the 
presentation of this change.
       

This section explains how the candidate could 
have improved each answer. This helps you to 
interpret the standard of Cambridge exams and 

helps your learners to refine their exam technique.

How to use this booklet
This booklet goes through the paper one question at a time, showing you the high-, middle- and low-level response for 
each question. The candidate answers are set in a table. In the left-hand column are the candidate answers, and in 
the right-hand column are the examiner comments.

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

Answers are by real candidates in exam 
conditions. These show you the types of answers for 

each level. Discuss and analyse the answers with your 
learners in the classroom to improve their skills.

1

2

3

Examiner comments are 
alongside the answers. These 
explain where and why marks 
were awarded. This helps you 

to interpret the standard of 
Cambridge exams so you can 

help your learners to refine their 
exam technique.

1

2
3
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Question 2(a)

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

1

2

3

       The essay’s initial focus shows 
knowledge of context, although it is 
not directly relevant to the question.

       The key focus of the question 
is introduced halfway through the 
opening paragraph. Key ideas are 
set up for discussion within the 
essay, indicating structure and 
direction.

       There is clear focus on the 
question topic, linked to other 
concerns in the novel, with 
understanding of narrative structure.

       Clearly directed focus on 
Gilbert, showing secure knowledge 
of the novel, although its application 
could be made more directly 
relevant to the question.

3

4

1

2

4
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

       Detailed knowledge is shown 
with the inclusion of key quotations.

       The information about Gilbert 
in the paragraph is directed back to 
the question at the end.

       The opening of the paragraph 
makes clear the change of focus to 
Hortense. Again, secure knowledge 
is supported by detail, including 
quotations.

       The candidate recognises that 
marriages play a narrative role in 
the novel.

7

8

7

8

5

6

5

6
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

       The essay makes secure 
connections across the text, 
with understanding of narrative 
techniques.

       The end of the paragraph 
makes direct reference to the 
question, securing relevance.

       The paragraph opening has 
a clear introduction of the second 
marriage for consideration, 
developing the argument of the 
previous paragraph.

       This paragraph demonstrates 
thorough knowledge of Queenie 
in the novel, with a number of 
references, provided as background 
to her marriage decision.

       Detail provided to show the 
disappointments in Queenie’s 
marriage, including supporting 
quotations.

9

10

11

12

13

9

10

11

12

13
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

       Paragraph concludes with 
direct reference to the question.

       A discriminating point is 
made about Bernard, showing 
understanding of Levy’s 
characterisation.

       The new direction of the essay 
is clearly signalled at the beginning 
of the paragraph.

       Specific references and 
quotations support the point, with 
awareness of the effects of the 
language used.

17

14

15

16

14

15

16

17
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

       Points are supported with 
quotations, with some commentary 
and interpretation.

       The candidate offers careful 
judgement on character, with 
supporting evidence.

       The essay shows 
understanding of the development 
of the relationship through the 
novel.

       The essay’s conclusion focuses 
on one of the marriages.

Total mark awarded =
20 out of 25

18

19

20

21

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The essay demonstrated thorough knowledge and understanding of the text with numerous references and

integrated quotations. It would have been improved however, if these references had been more directly related to
the question.

• There are times when the essay gave extended accounts of characters’ histories which were close to illustrated
narrative summary and the link to the question often occurred at the end of a paragraph. To improve, the
paragraphs needed to maintain a clear sense of purpose throughout.

• Communication was always clear, although the essay would have been improved with a tighter control of
sentences. Shorter, clearer sentences would be better.

• Some comments were made on quotations. The essay would have been improved by more specific analytical
comments on the effects of Levy’s choices of language and narrative methods.

18

19

20

21



Example Candidate Responses – Paper 2

11

Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

       The essay immediately 
addresses the question and 
identifies the two central marriages 
which will be its focus.

       The essay shows 
understanding of one of the 
important structural features of 
the novel and relates this to the 
question.

       The links between the 
marriages are emphasised by 
discussing them initially in parallel, 
communicating ideas with clarity.

       Reference to the specific 
episode, with some detail, shows 
competent selection of knowledge.

       The development of this 
reference becomes a little narrative.

       Progression in the new 
paragraph is clearly directed, 
highlighting the connection to 
previous paragraph.

3

1

2

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       Specific reference shows 
knowledge supporting the point.

       Connections confirmed at the 
end of the paragraph, demonstrate 
competent essay structure.

       References to two episodes 
from different parts of the novel 
support the point about the 
development of the relationship. As 
elsewhere, they are rooted in the 
text by the use of brief quotations.

       Further references show 
knowledge of the text. The 
selections provide sound support 
for the point being made and show 
competent understanding of the 
ways in which Levy shows the 
development of the relationship.

       The essay focuses the points 
on Hortense, drawing from previous 
references and introducing new 
ones.

       The point about Hortense is 
related to the question, showing 
sound essay structure.

       The paragraph ends effectively 
with reference to the question and 
the author’s methods.

7

8

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

9

10

11

12

13
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       Change of focus for the new 
paragraph is clearly identified.

       Points about changes are 
supported with specific references.

       Further references show 
knowledge although presented in a 
narrative style.

       While the topic is clear at the 
beginning of this paragraph, the 
style is close to narrative summary.

       The conclusion of the 
paragraph focuses on the author 
and brings the two marriages 
together to show contrast.

17

14

15

16

14

15

16

17

18

18
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       The end of the essay widens 
the topic by introducing a different 
marriage. This shows knowledge, 
although the new reference is not 
connected to the previous points.

       Conclusion goes beyond 
summary by introducing relevant 
new knowledge.

       The essay ends with concluding 
direct reference to the question.

Total mark awarded =
15 out of 25

19

20

21

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The essay competently used references to a number of specific episodes from the novel to support the points

made. There was a tendency for some of these references to lapse into narrative summary. It would be an
improvement if this narrative tendency were avoided, and all references were specifically connected to particular
points.

• The essay would also have been improved by using some of the quotations as opportunities to comment on the
effects of Levy’s choices of language and narrative methods.

• There were useful references to Levy throughout the essay; it would have been an improvement to make more
direct comments about the writer’s choices of language, structure, characterisation and plot events.

19

20

21
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Example Candidate Response – low Examiner comments

       The candidate addresses the 
question immediately. The idea 
of contrast is introduced to give 
direction to the essay.

       The essay identifies the two 
central marriages in the novel, 
showing knowledge of the text.

       The essay demonstrates 
knowledge of the changes in 
Gilbert’s and Hortense’s relationship 
over the course of the novel, with 
some basic understanding of the 
presentation of this change.

       The essay offers a simple 
comment on Levy’s achievement 
and what the marriage represents.

3

1

2

4

1

2

3

4
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

       Knowledge is less certain here 
– there is adultery in Queenie’s and
Bernard’s marriage, but not in that
of Hortense and Gilbert. The essay
has not yet mentioned Queenie and
Bernard, confusing the issue further.

       The reference to Hortense and 
Bernard is more likely to be an error 
of writing rather than knowledge, 
but the essay is less secure here. 
Without direct reference to Queenie, 
knowledge is limited.

       The candidate uses discourse 
indicators to structure and direct the 
paragraphs. The idea of ‘the author 
presents’ suggests understanding, 
although without detail it remains 
limited.

       The topic of communication 
is an appropriate one. Comments 
remain at a general level, showing 
basic knowledge without supporting 
detail. 

7

8

7

8

5

6

5

6
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

       The conclusion is general, 
presenting a basic summary of 
previous points.

Total mark awarded =
7 out of 25

99

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• While the essay showed some limited knowledge and understanding of the text, there was limited evidence of

understanding of Levy’s methods and language. The knowledge displayed would have been more secure without
the inaccurate suggestion of infidelity in Gilbert and Hortense’s relationship. Queenie could have been mentioned
more, which might have avoided the misidentification with Hortense at one point.

• The essay would have been improved by the use of some specific examples of episodes from the novel to support
the general points made. These could have been used, for example, to illustrate the comparison of different
stages of Gilbert and Hortense’s relationship. They could also have been used to show comparisons and contrasts
between the two relationships discussed in the essay. The candidate could have developed the comments on ways
in which Levy ‘presents’ and ‘shows’ with such details, considering how Levy invited the reader to respond.

• The essay would also be improved with the use of quotations from the novel; these would have allowed the
candidate to make direct comments about the effects of Levy’s choices of language.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• Reponses could have been improved by the inclusion of more specific references or quotations. Without references

and quotations to support points, essays tend to be general and narrative.
• Most responses focused on the marriage of Queenie/Bernard and Hortense/Gilbert. The most successful answers

moved beyond these two marriages to consider marriage more broadly.
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Question 5

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

1

2
3

       The essay starts with a concise 
overview of the poem.

       The essay is structured by the 
progression of the candidate’s ideas 
about the poem rather than working 
through it chronologically.

       The first point is an over-
arching one, considering the tense 
of the verbs and the effects created.

       The points develop into 
personal response, supported by 
the ideas of the paragraph.

       With clear progression of 
paragraphs, the essay moves on to 
the way the cat is characterised in 
the poem. 

     There is confident consideration 
of techniques and their effects on a 
reader.

       Points are supported with short 
embedded quotations and directed 
comments on them.

       The essay confidently develops 
the point, putting the focus on the 
writer of the text. 

3

4

1

2

4

7

8

5

6

7

8

5

6
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

       The candidate develops ideas 
with examples from across the text.

       The argument develops 
confidently, using discourse 
markers.

       This stage of the argument 
focuses on the structure of the 
poem. The ideas are expressed 
confidently.

       The candidate considers 
different possible interpretations.

       The essay develops a 
thoughtful point from close 
observation of the details of the 
poem.

       The conclusion avoids 
summary by bringing in the point 
about the poem’s title, linked to the 
structure.

       The concluding points are 
drawn clearly from the earlier 
discussion.

Total mark awarded =
21 out of 25

9

10

11

12

13

9

10
11

12

13

14

15

14

15
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How the candidate could have improved their answer
• This confident essay could have been improved by looking at more of the poem. A range of good references

supported the ideas in the essay, although some important parts of the text were also omitted. This would also
have allowed more consideration of the nuances of the poet’s language and use of patterning, repetition, and
assonance, for example. This approach would have given greater thoroughness to the response.

• Greater consideration of some of the poetic techniques would also have improved the essay. While stanza
structure was discussed, the candidate said less about examples of rhyme, half rhyme and enjambment in the
poem.
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Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

       The essay opens with a sound 
overview of the poem’s content and 
tone.

       The focus begins logically at 
the opening of the poem with a 
clear overview topic sentence.

       The clarity of this next section 
is impaired by weak sentence 
construction.

       There is a clear focus on effect 
for the reader.

       The essay shows appreciation 
of tone.

       The candidate uses quotations 
to support points.

       The candidate recognises 
poetic technique with some 
comment on the effect.

       The essay develops a sound 
point from observations about 
structure and language.

       Points, quotations and 
comments are competently linked in 
this section to show the candidate’s 
understanding.

       The candidate clearly directs 
the focus of the new paragraph.

       The essay picks out some 
useful detail and makes a 
competent comment on it.

3

1

2

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

9

10

11

9

10

11

7

8

7

8
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       Points are made with 
competent use of appropriate 
terminology.

       The essay develops sound 
comments on features of the poem 
which have been selected.

       The candidate makes a useful 
observation of detail and makes a 
solid point.

       Observations of key details are 
accompanied by sound comments, 
expressed with appropriate 
terminology. Quotations are 
integrated effectively.

14

15

14

15

12

13

12

13
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       The conclusion returns to 
an overview of the poem and 
summarises previous points while 
making some new observations.

       The candidate adds a new 
point about the register of the 
language in the poem, which links 
competently to the other issues in 
the paragraph.

       The candidate also introduces 
a comment on the rhyme scheme at 
the end of the essay.

Total mark awarded =
16 out of 25

16

17

18

16

17

18

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The essay showed competence throughout, selected some key aspects of the poem and made sensible

comments. An improved answer would have been more thorough, looking at the stages of the poem more carefully
in order to comment on more of the language and other features, as well as developing the points made in more
detail.

• A tighter control of sentence structure would have enabled the candidate to express points in a clearer, more
confident way with a better progression of ideas.

• It can be a good idea to introduce new points in the conclusion of an essay, if they develop from points already
made. In this case, it would have been better if some of the new points, particularly about the rhyme scheme, had
been introduced earlier where they could have benefited from greater discussion.
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Example Candidate Response – low Examiner comments

       The essay starts with a simple 
but clear overview of the poem.

       There is an attempt to comment 
on the poem’s structure.

       The essay uses quotations to 
support the points being made.

       Quotations from the poem do 
not consider the line breaks and 
structure.

       The comment on the quotation 
paraphrases the meaning.

       There is some focus on 
language and structure, and an 
attempt to comment on the effect.

3

1

2

4 5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

       The candidate offers an 
interpretation.

       The essay works through the 
poem logically and chronologically.

       The essay gives an account 
of the content which is close to a 
summary.

       The candidate recognises 
a poetic technique, although the 
comment on its effect is limited.

       A limited comment on the effect 
of the repetition.

      The candidate offers a more
thoughtful comment on structure.

7

8

7

8

9

10

11

12

9

10

11

12
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

       The candidate offers an 
interpretation based on previous 
comments.

       The candidate suggests a point 
from the observation of change, 
although it is asserted rather than 
argued.

       The essay makes a point about 
structure and language.

       The conclusion summarises 
previous points.

Total mark awarded =
8 out of 25

14

15

16

14

15

16

13
13
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How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The essay explained the meaning of the poem in a simple, clear way; the candidate would have achieved more

marks with a greater focus on how that meaning is communicated. This would have lifted the essay from the
tendency towards summary and paraphrase which characterises the candidate’s approach. The comments and
interpretations made are asserted rather than argued. The candidate would have written a stronger response with
greater argument if they had suggested how the poet’s choices of language and structure lead the reader to the
judgements made.

• It is a good idea for candidates to show their understanding of the text form of the unseen text. In poetry, they could
show the line breaks when quoting, which could help them to focus on poetic form and structure.

• The essay would also have been improved by communicating a stronger sense of the mood and tone of the poem
by considering some of the poet’s choices of language.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
Candidates do not always consider the text form of the unseen. They should consider clearly the techniques of verse 
when discussing a poem, dramatic techniques when discussing drama, and narrative methods when discussing prose.



Cambridge Assessment International Education
The Triangle Building, Shaftesbury Road, Cambridge, CB2 8EA, United Kingdom
t: +44 1223 553554 
e: info@cambridgeinternational.org    www.cambridgeinternational.org 

© Cambridge University Press & Assessment 2021 v1


