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Introductory Comments 

This report should be read in conjunction with the report on 7711/1, along with the mark schemes 
for that component. It might also be relevant to consult the report for the equivalent A level 
component, 7712/1.  
 
It was evident from the marking of Papers 1 and 2 that the historicist philosophy of the specification 
is positively embraced for providing clarity and coherence. Historicism sees texts not in isolation 
but as products of their time. As such, it encourages the exploration of the relationship between 
texts and the contexts in which they are written, received and understood. Key to the engagement 
with a historicist approach is the focus on a shared context. In both Paper 1 and Paper 2 this is the 
diachronic context of Love through the ages.  
 
Importantly, this specification aims to encourage confident, independent readers who are able to 
‘make meaning’ through both close textual analysis and a wider understanding of the contexts that 
might inform their literary study. Students are encouraged to pursue clear, authentic arguments 
with conviction. 
 
Such responses are best rewarded by the holistic marking of five assessment objectives using a 
25-mark scale divided into five bands. The holistic use of assessment objectives allows for a 
flexible mark scheme which aims to encourage independent work not limited by formulaic 
constraints. Holistic marking enables responses to be assessed as organic wholes in themselves. 
Assessment objectives are not tracked in the marking or reported on separately in summative 
comments. This enables the genuine inter-relatedness of assessment objectives to be respected. 
The best advice to students is to concentrate on answering the question set and let the 
assessment objectives look after themselves. Because the quality of written expression is 
crucial in enabling literary skills, students should be particularly mindful of how they respond to the 
question too.  
 
There were many indicators of the success of this AS component. Students tended to do well when 
they: 
 

• knew their set texts well in overview and in detail 
• recognised that prose is a distinct genre with its own methods and terminology 
• appreciated each text as a construct of the author open to different interpretations  
• understood that attitudes change over time and these changes are apparent from the texts 

themselves and from the ways in which they have been and continue to be interpreted  
• saw connections between texts as aspects of typicality within a shared context of the 

literature of love 
• spent appropriate time reading and planning. 

Also, students did well where they avoided the pitfalls of: 
 

• ‘bolting on’ contextual knowledge, rather than finding relevant contextual references within 
the text 

• balancing the given view with a counter-argument out of a sense of obligation rather than 
authentic conviction 

• making explicit connections to other texts when not required by the question, out of a sense 
of obligation rather than to illuminate meaning 
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• asserting erroneous, sweeping statements about historical context 

These findings suggest that students continue to be well prepared for the academic and practical 
demands of the paper and that the paper made reasonable expectations of students. 
 
In this fourth series of ‘Love through the ages’ examiners reported that the majority of students 
understood the challenges of both Sections A and B. In Section A an unseen extract from a prose 
text is reproduced on the examination paper to encourage students to read closely in the light of a 
given critical view. In Section B students answer one of two generic questions making detailed 
reference to the two set prose texts the centre has chosen. There were many engaged responses 
suggesting enthusiastic study of both texts. 
 
A properly assimilated historicist approach involves more than simply using a lot of historical 
context. Historical context was best applied when it made precise and specific observations that 
were relevant and that illuminated the question. When it comes to the critical contexts, references 
to Marxist, feminist and psychoanalytical criticism sometimes sharpened responses where they 
were applied very specifically to one aspect of a text or question. However, when each of the 
stances was rehearsed by mechanical rote then the discussion became generalised and was at 
the expense of looking closely at the text. Sometimes specific named critics were referenced, this 
often helped to focus the argument. On the other hand, students who led with their own considered 
and informed critical opinions often came across as impressively independent readers not afraid to 
take up a clear stance on the question. 
 
To engage with texts in detail involves analytical scrutiny of methods. However, examiners 
continue to report a tendency to give too much significance to individual tropes. For example, 
punctuation and specific literary methods might be part of a larger discussion about methods as a 
means of conveying meaning, but it was unhelpful where responses treated these features as the 
primary focus and as ends in themselves. Whatever methods were under discussion, analysis 
worked best when responses linked methods to meanings and explained the rationale, rather than 
relying on assertions about the possible effects of methods. 
 
Once more examiners reported that careful reading, planning and taking due time to compose well-
crafted responses worked best, rather than hurrying to write longer answers. Examiners often 
reflected on how much the success of responses came down to careful and judicious choices, and 
appropriate time and reasoning should be spent on this skill. The most effective scripts were those 
where students wrote clearly, selectively and succinctly. 
 
Section A: Unseen prose 
 
Most students found the extract from Moon Tiger by Penelope Lively to be accessible and yet there 
were complexities to stretch and challenge the more able too. Attention to the structure of the 
extract was useful. Initially, there is an awkward exchange about kissing in the mosque and what to 
do next before Tom settles to tell Claudia about his plans for the future. Her more withdrawn 
approach becomes linked to a pair of kites in the sky and the extract ends on perhaps ominous 
suggestions.  
 
Students readily engaged with the idea of Tom and Claudia as a couple and appeared to enjoy 
discussing the various hints about their individual commitment and their joint future that might be 
seen in the text. Perhaps the most effective responses saw a difference between Tom and Claudia 
from the outset and explored the different methods of presentation that Lively uses. Tom 
dominates the conversation and sees their current and future relationship in terms of himself and 
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his own aspirations; Claudia is quieter and more ambiguous in her words and her behaviour. 
Whereas Tom is open about what might be seen as evidence of his enthusiasm and commitment, 
Claudia shows some signs of reciprocation but is altogether more ambiguous. Her point of view is 
partially privileged by Lively’s brief use of free indirect discourse at one stage to hint that Claudia’s 
fascination with the kites and their point of view, which might suggest her desire for escape from 
the very lifestyle to which Tom aspires.  
 
Many found it relatively easy to support the idea that Tom is selfish and controlling. It was common 
for responses to cite his preoccupation with ‘I want’ statements and to see the repeated reference 
to his arm around Claudia, the second time ‘tightly’. His two perhaps rather intimidating and 
uncomfortable references to how Claudia should listen and concentrate were also well handled to 
support this reading. It was more of a challenge to pin down Claudia’s views. Some seized on her 
question about Tom’s future and her suggestion that ‘We could be evangelical together’ to force a 
reading where she is equally enthusiastic about the relationship. It was often more convincing to 
explore the nuances and complexities of the ways in which Lively presents her attitudes. However, 
most responses recognised Claudia’s perhaps uncomfortable shock at Tom’s reference to wanting 
a child.  
 
Some close readers went on to explore the way in which one kite breaks away and ‘begins its slow 
descent upon some selected target’ and how this might suggest that Claudia is being trapped into 
marriage and motherhood. Such readings tended to be linked to contextual suggestions about 
changing attitudes to women between the novel’s WW2 setting and contexts of reception at the 
time of publication in 1987 and since. 
 
Summary 
 
More successful unseen prose responses:  
 

• looked at the whole extract in detail with relevant reference to the presentation of aspects of 
love and the key words of the given view 

• considered the extract from an overview of its structure 
• sustained focus on Lively’s prose narrative methods 
• explored interpretation, ie agreed with, disagreed with or debated the given view  
• scrutinised the key words of the given view and used them to shape their answer 
• made considered and accurate use of contextual factors arising out of the text 
• showed awareness and understanding of the typicality of the literature of love. 

Less successful prose unseen responses: 
 

• made sparse use of the details of the extract or neglected substantial sections 
• neglected the given critical interpretation 
• wrote about the characters as though they were real people 
• made assumptions and assertions about alleged similarities between the attitudes of Tom 

and Claudia 
• described the extract in narrative terms 
• made little or no reference to Lively or her prose narrative methods 
• made inaccurate or sweeping assertions about context.   
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Section B: Comparing prose texts 
 
These questions follow the typical frame of giving a critical view and a generic question focus 
which students adapt to the two prose texts the centre has chosen to teach. Across the two 
questions The Great Gatsby was the most popular text and often, but not exclusively formed one of 
a pair.  
 
Question 2 
 
This question focused on exploring the given view that ‘lovers often find it difficult to share and 
communicate their feelings’. Many of the text combinations lent themselves to discussing a range 
of reasons for the struggle to communicate: class social conventions, repression, forces beyond 
the lovers’ control (such as war in Atonement). Text choices and interpretations differed widely in 
response.  Where a debating approach was chosen students had to be careful not to apparently 
contradict themselves when it came to interpretation. For example, one argument about The Great 
Gatsby was that Gatsby found it difficult to express himself citing his awkward hesitation during the 
reunion scene with Daisy at Nick’s house in Chapter 5. Another argument was that Gatsby had no 
problem asserting his love for Daisy even after five years of separation citing the scene in Chapter 
7. Perhaps the answer is to avoid sweeping generalisations in response to the given view and to 
accept that the complexities of the novels mean that it depends on the stage of the narrative. 
 
Question 3 
 
This question focused on exploring the importance of settings in love stories. The question allowed 
for geographical settings, contextual settings (such as a predominantly middle-class milieu like the 
Tallis family in Atonement) or time settings, but the geographical settings were the more popular. 
Students identified interesting dichotomies which they were able to argue were at the heart of the 
love stories concerned. For example, there were particularly interesting discussions about: 
England vs Italy in A Room with a View; Thrushcross Grange vs Wuthering Heights and the moors 
in Wuthering Heights; the Valley of the Ashes vs Long Island or East vs West Egg in The Great 
Gatsby; the various Somerset Houses, Lyme Regis and Bath in Persuasion; the various house 
locations in Jane Eyre; and New Orleans vs Grand Isle in The Awakening. The most effective 
responses could look at these settings in detail and see their symbolic qualities and connections to 
outlooks on life or states of mind. 
   
Summary 
 
More successful comparative prose responses: 
 

• looked in each case at specific aspects of the novels in the context of the whole text with 
the interpretation/question focus in mind 

• supported relevant readings with specific textual details, as appropriate in an ‘open’ book 
examination 

• analysed the writers’ narrative prose methods by linking them to meaning, in a tentative 
fashion where necessary 

• analysed the role of point of view and structure 
• applied context in a considered way 
• showed awareness of the typicality of the literature of love. 
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Less successful comparative prose responses: 
 

• fell into narrative/descriptive approaches, often losing sight of the specific question and its 
key words 

• left ideas undeveloped and unsupported 
• asserted sweeping interpretations 
• described narrative prose methods with no reference to meaning or simply asserted a link 

to meaning 
• labelled methods inaccurately, particularly the use of person 
• made sweeping, simplistic and inaccurate statements about context. 
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Mark Ranges and Award of Grades 
 
Grade boundaries and cumulative percentage grades are available on the Results Statistics 
page of the AQA Website. 
 

http://www.aqa.org.uk/exams-administration/about-results/results-statistics
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