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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 41

9695 June 2021 Mark Scheme 41

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

• The candidate could have improved their answer by taking a more strategic approach to developing a supported 
and focused argument.

• The candidate could have developed points in more detail, expanding on ideas through regular use of supporting 
detail and textual reference, including quotations.

• The candidate could have used planning time to explore the direction of their answer and ensure a coherent 
structure with progression of ideas through linked paragraphs. Where the candidate has relied on narration, they 
could have used points from the story to make arguments about structure and character.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question

• Lack or loss of focus on the question. This sometimes related to misunderstanding of the question.
• Inconsistent or undeveloped use of specific details, episodes or quotations from the novel to illustrate points made.
• Insecure or lack of analysis, particularly in terms of structure and form.
• Approaches to personal response and/or varying opinions that lack relevance or breadth of expression.
• Undeveloped or incomplete arguments. 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 answer opens with 
a very brief introduction that 
acknowledges the question.

       Basic points are made in 
relation to Gilead. 

       This point is supported 
and straightforward. It could be 
improved through development 
and commentary on the 
situation rather than stating 
what happens and what is said.

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 – low Examiner comments

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
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.
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Question 4(b)

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

1

2

3

       The candidate considers the 
detail in the question with reference 
to examples that are brought up 
later in the answer. This is a poised 
and well-focused introduction.

       The detail and reference to 
points of technical relevance are 
developed and include reference 
to other works by Dickinson. These 
are well chosen in light of the 
question.

       This paragraph builds on points 
that were introduced in the opening 
paragraph.

       The use of ‘could’ suggests 
that the candidate is aware of other 
interpretations and considers them 
in their analysis.

       The candidate considers 
the effect on the reader of 
the technique, demonstrating 
perceptive engagement with the 
text.

       Valid and timely reference 
is made to another poem in 
the selection. This candidate 
is demonstrating a deep and 
comprehensive knowledge and 
understanding.

       Further embedded analysis and 
consideration of the detail of this 
poem (‘Midnight’) and other poems 
in the selection.

3

4

1

2

4

5
5

7

6

7

6
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

       This is a valid argument but 
could be improved by a clearer and 
more developed explanation of the 
‘extraordinary in the ordinary’ point. 
Working at this level, the candidate 
could also improve by more 
accurate genre reference – use of 
‘reader’ rather than ‘audience’.

       Focused analysis of poetic 
features continues with integration 
of detail and development of ideas.

       This answer could be improved 
by rephrasing the opening of the 
first sentence (‘very present’ is 
unspecific) but the point goes on to 
be discriminating and effective.

       This is a perceptive and well-
phrased point.

       The argument develops 
effectively through progression of 
ideas.

8

9

10

11

12

8

9

10

11

12
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

       The lexically dense style here is 
effective and enables sophisticated 
analysis and development. Personal 
response is woven expertly into the 
arguments.

       Detail is integrated with a sense 
of perceptive selection and sensitive 
engagement.

       The concluding evaluation 
supports and consolidates earlier 
assured arguments.

Total mark awarded =
23 out of 25

14

15

14

15

13 13

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate could have improved their answer by ensuring consistency of critical style; fluency of argument 

would help the candidate to articulate increasingly perceptive and lucid arguments. This could include sophisticated 
use of critical vocabulary such as referring to readership for a poem rather than audience.

• The candidate could improve by referring to the reader’s expectations rather than the audience’s expectations. This 
demonstrates an understanding of genre and form.
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Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

       The introduction is concise 
and presents initial ideas about 
the question and poem. Analytical 
direction is established briefly.

       The candidate identifies with 
the voice in the poem and clearly 
expresses a secure interpretation.

       This point is well expressed and 
includes reference to a personal 
view as well as attempting to relate 
to varying ideas and opinions. This 
point could be improved through 
development and explanation of the 
‘dead inside’ reference.

       This is a competent point of 
analysis.

       The candidate makes a 
reference to another poem by 
Dickinson and uses this to reinforce 
their point.

       Analysis is sound and well-
supported by a quotation. The 
candidate goes on to develop this 
point about physical sensation by 
referring to ‘my marble feet’  and 
this point is used to exemplify a 
feature of Dickinson’s style.

       The candidate links arguments 
to further ideas about Dickinson’s 
style. This suggests knowledge and 
understanding of literary context. 
This is well linked to the question.

3

1

2

4

5

6

1

2

3

4

5

6

7
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       The candidate provides an 
example related to Dickinson’s use 
of the wind in another poem.

       The candidate continues 
to make an argument that is 
competent and demonstrates 
insight. The link to Dickinson’s 
own life is made and partially 
explained. This could be improved 
by articulating the link more 
specifically.

       A personal interpretation 
of the poem is linked to the 
autobiographical point. This could 
be improved by supporting the point 
about the speaker’s ‘identity crisis’ 
with a quotation to root it in the text.

       The argument progresses with 
relevance, selecting a quotation 
from the text to support it. This is 
developed effectively.

       The candidate refers to a 
feminist perspective, competently 
considering another interpretation. 
It is linked with relevance to 
a contextual reference about 
Dickinson’s life.

       This is a competent analytical 
point with use of integrated 
quotation to support. The candidate 
offers a brief explanation. This 
could be improved with further 
development linked to the question.

8 8

9

10

9
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12

13

11

12

13
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       Analysis continues through 
progression of ideas as the 
candidate works through the detail 
of the poem. An aspect of technical 
detail – rhyme – is used to illustrate 
how Dickinson’s poem reaches 
conclusion. Use of quotation is 
sound.

       The conclusion reflects 
personal engagement and a 
sound attempt to draw together 
the threads of argument used in 
the answer to this point. This could 
be improved by making closer 
reference to the question.

Total mark awarded =
17 out of 25

14

15

14

15

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate could have improved their answer by explaining comments and points of analysis in more detail.
• They could have also developed the depth and extent of their interpretations which could have pushed the answer 

further towards the thorough and confident qualities of a Level 5 answer.
• The candidate could have articulated points about the poet’s life and times in closer association with the terms of 

the question. Arguments related to context and personal interpretation should be firmly rooted in text via quotation 
and/or textual reference. Whilst the candidate did this at some points in the answer, a consistent approach 
throughout would have improved the overall outcome.
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Example Candidate Response – low Examiner comments

       The candidate introduces their 
answer with a simple paragraph. 
The answer could be improved 
by introducing a key argument or 
strategic direction to the opening.

       The selection of caesura as a 
technique for comment is relevant 
and valid. It is straightforward but 
is well linked to the point about the 
title of the poem.

       This paragraph could be 
improved by a more critically 
and fluently expressed end line. 
‘Spooky’ is somewhat colloquial 
and unspecific in the context of an 
academic essay.

       This paragraph offers some 
straightforward knowledge and 
understanding with supporting detail 
included.

       This statement about the 
‘spooky atmosphere’ is repeating 
the end of the paragraph above and 
does not reflect insight or specific 
comment. As earlier, the colloquial, 
‘spooky’ is not appropriate 
expression.

3

1

2

4

1

2

3
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

       Straightforward understanding 
and analysis are presented with a 
developing argument.

       A personal or opinion point 
is attempted but not realised 
effectively. There is some link to the 
question, but the point would benefit 
from specific development and 
support.

       ‘analytical atmosphere’ is 
unclear.

       Analysis continues in a 
straightforward manner with 
some personal engagement and 
appropriately selected support.

       This is a tenuous point with 
an attempt at understanding but a 
shoehorned link to the question. 
The last line of this paragraph is 
nebulous, and the candidate could 
improve by making an incisive point 
about the use of repeated language 
and how it relates to the question.

7

6

7

6

8

9

10

8
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

       The answer could be improved 
by editing or removing this comment 
which detracts from more coherent 
and specific arguments earlier in 
the answer. In its current form, it is 
not clear.

       The candidate is trying to make 
a relevant point but because this 
is not rooted in textual evidence 
or part of an argument, results in 
circling of the question without clear 
direction. Improvement could be 
made if the candidate were to use a 
link to the detail of the poem.

       The candidate comments 
on the structure of the poem but 
does not link this to an effect or to 
the question itself. Links to these 
aspects would improve the answer.

       The candidate returns to 
the question, but the paragraph 
is effectively a repetition of the 
introduction. This would be 
improved if the candidate used the 
progression of their argument to 
present a summative point relating 
to the question.

Total mark awarded =
10 out of 25

11

12

13

11

12

13

14

14
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How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate could have improved their answer by ensuring all points were specific and related purposefully to a 

line of argument. Whilst the candidate attempted to analyse and respond personally, some points lack clarity and 
development.

• The candidate did not refer to other poems by Dickinson in their answer and therefore the part of the question that 
refers to ‘elsewhere in the selection’ is not met. The answer could be improved by reference to examples from 
some of Dickenson’s other poems in the selection.

• Some of the arguments in the answer are general and colloquial phrasing sometimes compromises clarity and 
critical style.

• A strategic approach to the answer would support the candidate in writing arguments that offer progression, rather 
than repeating or circling ideas.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• Making comments about aspects of context that were not linked to the question.
• Not referring to poems ‘elsewhere in the selection’ or referring to them too much to the detriment of attention given 

to the printed poem on the paper.
• Lack of development of analysis or support of points related to the question.
• Making accurate comments about features such as rhyme and imagery, but not relating these to effects on readers.
• Lack of confidence and security in making personal arguments about the poems.
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Question 7(a)

Example Candidate Response – high Examiner comments

1

2

3

       The opening combines a 
freshly personal engagement with 
references to the novel’s genre and 
a sense of the question. It is both 
confident and focused.

       The candidate deals with the 
question and deploys a critical and 
articulate style which is clear and 
suggests a relevant direction.

       The answer goes into detail 
about the origins of the quotation, 
demonstrating assured knowledge. 
Points are discriminating and 
specific, for example, ‘gendering the 
phrase’.

       There is seamless use of 
contextual detail to support relevant 
argument which is linked effectively 
to a view of Atwood’s own 
documented views. The candidate 
shows sensitive, integrated 
awareness of varying opinions.

       Relevant use of textual detail, 
showing perceptive understanding 
of the text and demands of the 
question.

3

4

1

2

4
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

       Effective and assured use of 
knowledge, including selection of 
relevant detail.

       Perceptive analysis is evident 
here through the use of comparison 
and development of supported 
discussion.

       This is focused analysis, but 
the candidate loses fluency and 
clarity a little here. The point could 
be improved if it were clearer.

       Perceptive understanding 
and analysis are related back 
to the question fluently and with 
development of personal view 
through the adjective ‘atrocious’ 
used with ‘practices’.

       Sophisticated choice of 
reference relating to varying 
interpretation. The candidate 
embeds quotation effectively, 
achieving a successful critical style.

6

7

8

6

7

8

9
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Example Candidate Response – high, continued Examiner comments

       Progression of the argument is 
confident and well-referenced here.

       A combination of relevant 
knowledge, supporting detail and 
personal argument contributes to a 
comprehensive analysis with useful 
links to other aspects of the text.

       The use of ‘perhaps’ as a 
modifier enhances this comment, 
reflecting sensitivity to other 
interpretations whilst also 
commenting on an aspect of 
context.

       Further references to 
alternative views are included to 
develop the argument effectively.

       Relevant literary context is 
used in the reference to Orwell and 
is well linked to the question and 
previous arguments made.

       There is a return to the 
question at the end in a concise 
conclusion that neatly ties the 
argument together.

       Overall, this is a very 
strong response that covers 
the assessment objectives 
comprehensively and with 
perception.

Total mark awarded =
24 out of 25

11 11

12

12

14

15

13

14

15

13

16 17

16

17

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The answer could be improved by development of some aspects of the analysis of detail from the text, including 

some reference to sophisticated elements of subject specific language.
• The candidate could also have improved by ensuring consistency of critical style and fluency of some aspects of 

expression, such as on the second page of the answer.
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Example Candidate Response – middle Examiner comments

       The focus is on the question 
and relates to relevant knowledge 
about the novel.

       The answer starts to drift from 
relevance here as the comment is 
not linked closely to the terms of the 
question. While offering contextual 
knowledge that is secure, it is most 
effective when part of the argument.

       The candidate goes on to make 
a point relating to the author’s views 
which fulfils ‘O’ criteria. However, 
this is not linked clearly to the 
question.

       The candidate makes a 
comment on their own personal 
view, using ‘I believe’ to convey 
this. The answer here moves 
back towards being more relevant 
and quotations are secure and 
integrated.

       The candidate builds their 
argument through an additional 
personal point and refers back to 
the question.

       The candidate makes a 
confident personal response to 
further the argument and breaks 
down aspects of the question to 
convey a more complex point about 
the needs of men.

       A valid point is made about 
other opinions. This could be 
improved by more specific 
development of the point, e.g. 
by providing an example of de 
Beauvoir’s views.

3
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       The candidate shows 
understanding here with 
progression of ideas and secure 
use of textual reference.

       Analysis is thorough here with 
supported reference to symbolism.

       The candidate deals well with 
detail here.

       The candidate addresses the 
question with continued progression 
of clear argument.

       There is thorough 
understanding here with good use 
of supporting detail.

       The context link to Wollstencraft 
is valid here, reflecting a sound 
appreciation. The candidate could 
improve by developing this point 
in more detail, perhaps linking 
consequences of limited education 
to a specific episode in the novel.

       This comment edges towards 
assertion and the candidate could 
have improved this by linking to a 
specific episode in the novel.

9 10

11

12

9
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       Whilst this has the basis of 
a valid point, the candidate could 
improve by linking it to a specific 
detail and/or quotation from the text. 
Ideas are progressing but tangible, 
specific examples would be very 
supportive.

       The candidate returns to the 
question and uses knowledge of 
character (Aunt Lydia) to develop a 
successful point.

       The argument would be 
improved here by clearer 
explanation of why the remark is 
ironic. There is a partial explanation, 
but this point is not fully secure in its 
current form.

       The analysis of structure is a 
good direction for the candidate 
to choose but this point could 
be improved by a more specific 
focus. The essential point made is 
competent but could be executed 
with more discriminating focus.

       This link to a personal view is 
effective and relates to the earlier 
analysis.

15
15

16 16

17

18
18

19
19
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Example Candidate Response – middle, continued Examiner comments

       Analysis is confident here with 
a relevant link to Freud and the 
subconscious.

       This point demonstrates 
thorough knowledge and 
understanding of the text and is 
linked well to the point about the 
subconscious.

       The concluding paragraph is 
purposeful and relates to points 
made earlier in the essay.

Total mark awarded =
18 out of 25

How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate could have improved their answer by ensuring that references to context are closely linked to 

the question and fluently included in the core arguments made. The same applies to application of varying 
interpretations and opinions where valid references are made, but not always with clear relevance.

• The candidate could also improve by making more consistent use of specific episodes and details, either through 
textual reference or quotation. Use of these details ensures that points do not become assertive or vague and 
helps to secure personal views and lines of argument. Whilst there is a good deal of personal insight, the candidate 
phrases these points in the same way throughout the answer, missing opportunities to broaden the scope of their 
discussion.

• The candidate’s answer reflects elements of Level 4 and Level 5 achievement, just reaching the threshold for  
Level 5.

22

20
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Example Candidate Response – low Examiner comments

       The answer opens with a very 
brief introduction that acknowledges 
the question.

       Basic points are made in 
relation to Gilead. Rather than 
simply stating these basic points, 
the candidate could improve by 
using the information to make an 
argument related to the question.

       This point is supported 
and straightforward. It could be 
improved through development and 
commentary on the situation rather 
than stating what happens and what 
is said.

3

1

2

1

2
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Example Candidate Response – low, continued Examiner comments

       This section drifts into 
narration. Points about the story 
can be used as evidence to secure 
a line of argument or as details for 
analysis but narration on its own is 
ineffective as an approach.

       There is some attempt to make 
a personal comment here and 
the candidate uses the modifier, 
‘arguably’ to refer to the existence 
of other opinions.

       There is some relevant, if 
limited, argument here. It could be 
improved through use of details and 
reference to specific episodes in the 
novel.

       The argument continues but 
is only partially clear. This section 
would benefit from development 
and supporting detail.

       The candidate attempts to 
consider varying opinions and 
begins to make a straightforward, 
relevant comment but loses fluency 
part way through. The candidate 
tries to improve the comment by 
adding the note in the margin. This 
is partially successful.

       The conclusion is brief and 
insubstantial. This could be 
improved if it made a reflective, 
conclusive point related to earlier 
arguments made.

Total mark awarded =
9 out of 25
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How the candidate could have improved their answer
• The candidate could have improved their answer by taking a more strategic approach to developing a supported 

and focused argument.
• The candidate could have developed points in more detail, expanding on ideas through regular use of supporting 

detail and textual reference, including quotations.
• The candidate could have used planning time to explore the direction of their answer and ensure a coherent 

structure with progression of ideas through linked paragraphs. Where the candidate has relied on narration, they 
could have used points from the story to make arguments about structure and character.

• The answer could also have been improved through more clear personal engagement with the text and question 
and a sharper focus on analytical features.

Common mistakes candidates made in this question
• Lack or loss of focus on the question. This sometimes related to misunderstanding of the question.
• Inconsistent or undeveloped use of specific details, episodes or quotations from the novel to illustrate points made.
• Insecure or lack of analysis, particularly in terms of structure and form.
• Approaches to personal response and/or varying opinions that lack relevance or breadth of expression.
• Undeveloped or incomplete arguments.
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