
LITERATURE (ENGLISH) 
 
 

Paper 0486/01 
Paper 1 (Open Books) 

 
 
General Comments 
 
Most of the texts attracted a good range of responses.  Once again The Getting of Wisdom was the key 
exception; most examiners saw no work at all on this novel.  In the prose section, The Village by the Sea 
was the text most frequently encountered, but not in significantly greater numbers than the others.  Great 
Expectations and Travels With My Aunt also proved popular choices.  In the drama section, Macbeth and A 
Streetcar Named Desire were significantly more popular than the other plays.  As to the poetry anthologies, 
Touched with Fire was the most popular.  Examiners saw relatively little work on the Coleridge and not much 
more on Poems Deep and Dangerous. 
 
Many examiners commented upon the absence of really weak scripts in their apportionments.  They 
commented approvingly on the way the majority of candidates had clearly been taught the importance of 
attending to the question and its exact wording.  Most candidates showed at least reasonable knowledge of 
the texts they had studied and even more pleasingly often appeared to have given some thought to the 
issues they had raised.  The next step, of course, as usual was the crucial one.  Had they responded to 
these texts as literature or as an exercise in mere ‘decoding’?  Whilst there was plenty of evidence of the 
latter approach, most examiners also found much in which the candidates threw themselves into tasks with 
self-evident pleasure, responding to and analysing the effect of literary language.  One or two examiners, 
indeed, expressed themselves delighted at times with the powers of argument and quality of insight shown 
by some candidates.  The once common failings of not addressing the question directly, of not supporting 
ideas with detail from the text, and of having limited knowledge of the basics of a text would seem to be on 
the decline. 
 
Of the various forms of questions asked,   the extract tasks were the most popular.  Sometimes examiners 
felt that the question was chosen by candidates because they felt more confident in handling a specific 
passage.  When that arose from the belief that they could hide their lack of knowledge of the text more 
effectively in this mode, the result was usually disastrous.  The engagement with the specific detail of a text 
is, of course, extremely revealing as well of a candidate’s overall knowledge of that text.  Fortunately, the 
majority passed that test without problem, though there are still rather too many who in their answers do not 
really engage sufficiently with the detail of the extract.  For instance, in a number of cases answers to 
Question 13 wrote generally about the significance of Miss Havisham’s immolation but failed to engage with 
the extraordinary power with which Dickens conveys the moment.  In this kind of task for really high reward it 
is essential that the candidate indicates the ability to engage with literary language beyond simply asserting 
its quality. 
 
The empathic tasks are now being more confidently attempted and there have been improvements in their 
handling this session.  Given the range of text options, one is conscious that some of these tasks may be 
more inviting than others.  Evelyn and Stanley, for instance, more often leapt off the page than did Mrs. De 
Silva and Essie.  However, it was pleasing how rarely examiners felt the need to question the aptness of the 
material assigned to the character to speak, given that this is the kind of task which shows, for example, only 
too clearly a candidate’s hazy grasp of context and of a text’s chronology.  When, for instance, a candidate 
has Macduff mourning the murder of his family as he rides to England, the reader is right to doubt that 
candidate’s knowledge of the drama. 
 
The more standard ‘essay’ tasks were often tackled the least well.  There were exceptions to this:  
Questions 38 and 44 were popular and responses were often splendidly argued.  However, too often 
candidates seemed to have difficulty in getting beyond a character sketch, ignoring the requirement to show 
authorial purposes and the means by which those purposes are conveyed.  Hence, for example, Anderson’s 
character was described, but often his dramatic role was not.  The invitation to choose an appropriate 
moment in a text on the face of it would seem to be a rather generous task.  Unfortunately, it does not always 
seem to lead to a particularly appropriate choice, where weaker candidates assume they can write about 
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simply what they can remember or have prepared despite the material being scarcely relevant to the 
parameters of the question. 
 
A number of examiners made comments about how the three forms – drama, poetry and prose -  were 
approached.  Clearly candidates continue to seem most at home writing about prose, at least where 
character and theme was central to the question.   It was pleasing that there seemed rather fewer candidates 
who appeared to think that plays were really novels in dialogue.  There was a general consensus amongst 
examiners that we are seeing a rise in the proportion of candidates who are able to write convincingly about 
drama as something created to be acted in front of an audience.  This was particularly so with responses to 
Macbeth and A Streetcar Named Desire.  The ironic effects of Absent Friends were also much better 
appreciated than in previous sessions, though similar areas in The Devil’s Disciple proved more elusive. 
 
There was a consensus that poetry still seems the most testing of the forms for candidates.  This is not to 
deny that there was much excellent work in which there was evidence of engagement with both content and 
poetic language.  However, it was also true that a significant minority still could not proceed much beyond 
offering a paraphrase or simplistic decoding of the poem about which they were writing.  Even where they 
made some attempt to write about language, quite often there would be little beyond the mere noting of 
figures of speech and an assertion as to their effectiveness.  Quite often there was no direct link made with 
the question.  Thus, there were quite a few answers on ‘Mid-term Break’ which revealed that the poem had 
been prepared for the examination but which completely failed to use the material to probe the way in which 
the poet makes the situation dramatic.  Elsewhere, there was some evidence that the poems in the 
asterisked questions had not been prepared and were actually being read unseen.  This was particularly 
unfortunate when it came to elusive poems such as ‘A Holiday’ and ‘One Flesh’.  In both cases, examiners 
came across some quite inappropriate readings. 
 
Candidates who top and tail their literary essays in examination conditions with over-long introductions and 
summaries are spending valuable time writing generalities which are hardly likely to bring much reward.  
They should be encouraged to engage with the task at once. 
 
One or two examiners wondered as a result of some responses to some tasks whether some candidates 
were studying texts far too selectively, by simply looking at one or two most obviously central areas. When 
an examination question asked for ideas on other important areas of the text, these candidates tended to 
flounder.  There were a significant number of candidates who had no real idea of the character and role of 
Jaggers in Great Expectations, and some were similarly vague about Macduff in Macbeth.  It would be worth 
emphasising to future candidates that they must assume in IGCSE that they will be faced by questions on 
the whole of a text. 
 
Overall, though, the message conveyed by the examiners was a very positive one, indeed possibly as 
positive as it has ever been, and candidates and teachers are to be congratulated upon their achievement. 
 
 
Comments on specific questions  
 
POETRY 
 
Questions 1-3 
 
Not many centres offered work on this anthology.  In the starred question examiners read much work which 
did not advance much beyond simple paraphrase, though there were some occasionally perceptive 
responses.  Similarly, in Question 2 candidates had some difficulty in selecting pertinent moments.  Some 
did little more than tell the story, though some were very successful in isolating features which created 
surprise.  There were very few answers to Question 3 but a small handful showed considerable insight. 
 
Questions 4-6 
 
Again, this anthology was not a popular choice, and there were examples of candidates manifestly failing to 
grasp even the basic meaning of the poem being written about.  This was particularly so in regard to ‘A 
Holida’ and ‘Snapshotland’.  The answers on Question 5 were better, though rather disturbingly the some 
candidates seemed to think that ‘Mountain Lion’ was spoken by the mountain lion.  Also, both here and in 
Question 4 the poems were too often used merely as a launch pad for thoughts about global warming. 
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Questions 7-9 
 
Examiners reported a wide range of achievement.  This was particularly the case with regard to ‘One Flesh’.  
This is, of course, at times an elusive poem but it was pleasing how many did have some quite delicate 
understanding of the situation, though only a minority were able to analyse in detail the effect of the imagery.  
There was also much questionable speculation, some of which pointed to plain mis-reading.  Examiners read 
that the couple were divorced, that the poem’s voice was that of a child, even that the couple were dead.  In 
Question 8 the best work was on ‘Refugee Mother and Child’.  Here there was often deep sympathy 
conveyed, with some telling analysis of how the language conveys the poignancy of the scene.  There was 
also some good work on the other two poems, though here examiners met simpler and sometimes rather 
inaccurate description which never engaged with the factors that created the vividness of the poetry.  
Question 9 was a popular choice and ‘Mid-term break’ was the most frequently visited poem.  There were a 
minority of good answers on all three which really brought out how the language made moments in the 
poems particularly dramatic, but conversely too many candidates ignored the explicit requirement to engage 
throughout with the dramatic elements of the poem.  Too often examiners were given a competent run 
through of the poem, with just the occasional assertion that it was dramatic as an aside. 
 
PROSE 
 
Questions 10-12 
 
The most popular task was the passage-based Question 10.  This was quite often done well, and examiners 
noted a number of answers which really delved into the language and how it communicated the scary 
situation.   There were also many who simply described and paraphrased and even some who paid little 
attention to the detail of a packed passage.  Question 11 was not so well done.  Here candidates found it 
difficult to achieve a focus.  Some simply rehearsed the standard essay on the effect that Bombay had on 
Hari; a few even concentrated upon showing how this affected his actions on his return to the village.  Even 
those who did concentrate upon life in the big city tended to describe incidents rather than showing how 
Desai makes all this vivid.  There were, however, some good answers which did precisely that and good 
answers were somewhat more in evidence in Question 12, the empathic task.  Mrs De Silva’s voice tended 
to be elusive, though there are moments in the novel which do give a reasonable lead to it.  However, most 
chose suitable material for her thoughts and a few really did convey a good hearted woman who is 
nevertheless rarely in any doubt about her own authority to pronounce judgement.  There were, however, a 
few catastrophic misreadings arising apparently from candidates thinking that Mrs De Silva was Hari’s 
mother. 
 
Questions 13-15 
 
The passage-based task was the most popular and was reasonably competently done, at least as far as 
placing the passage in the context of the events of the novel was concerned.  However, the task asked for 
much more than this; it required detailed contact with the power of the writing.  Sometimes it got that and 
then the answer became very impressive, but all too often candidates simply picked out moments and 
asserted how powerful they were.  The other two answers were less popular and less competently done.  
Examiners had the feeling that in both tasks central areas of the novel had simply not featured in study.  
There was some competent detailing of negative features of Dickens’s London, with some candidates 
imaginatively responding to its horrors, though the way Dickens relishes the energy and vigour of London 
hardly ever seemed to feature.  More significantly disappointing were some answers to Question 15.  
Jaggers is a major presence through the novel and yet examiners reported that time and again candidates 
had not even grasped the major facts of his role.  Many seemed to have so misread the character as to think 
him a benign paternal figure, anxious for Pip’s welfare. 
 
Questions 16-18 
 
There was quite a reasonable take up of The Siege and it clearly had evinced some considerable interest if 
the quality of the answers was anything to go by.  Quite a few examiners noted how well candidates delved 
into the passage and brought out effectiveness of the imagery for Question 16.  The work on Question 17 
was rather more variable.  Some candidates found it difficult to select apt moments and to bring out what 
particularly made them horrific.  However, there were some answers which showed the depth of response 
which this text had evoked in some candidates, and the few who attempted the empathic task, Question 18, 
usually showed a good understanding of what made Evgenia such a memorable character in the novel. 
 

www.dynamicpapers.com



Questions 19-21 
 
Travels With My Aunt continued to produce committed and interesting responses.  The passage-based task 
was the most frequently attempted and the clear differences between the two letters seemed to encourage a 
greater than usual engagement with the details of the language, sometimes with impressive results.  Most 
candidates managed at least to make a convincing argument as to why only one of the letters was likely to 
bring positive action from Henry.  Few did Question 20.  The obvious choice was Wordsworth and those 
who chose him had little difficulty in making a case.  With other characters some candidates rather struggled 
to be convincing.  However, the empathic task, Question 21, was generally tackled well.  The great majority 
managed to give Henry appropriate thoughts, though only a minority really produced Henry’s voice.  Most 
seemed to think that his mode of address, as with his circumstances, would have significantly changed, 
when the tone at the end of the novel suggests otherwise. 
 
Questions 22-24 
 
There was far too little work on The Getting of Wisdom to make general comment appropriate. 
 
Questions 25-27 
 
The Bonesetter’s Daughter was very much a minority text, some examiners seeing no work at all on it.  
Candidates mainly attempted the passage-based task and usually did so with competence.  However, there 
was a considerable tendency to expand upon the significance and to ignore the drama of the passage.  
Question 26 was rarely attempted but there some quite apt assumptions of Ruth.  Here, though, examiners 
noted that some candidates had a very hazy idea of the precise context of the moment referred to in the 
question. 
 
Questions 28-30 
 
Again the passage- task was the most popular and elicited a wide range of responses.  Some examiners 
noted a pleasing grasp of the context which made the reactions and actions of the characters so surprising, 
as well as an attention to the detail of the extract.  Generally, though, the poignancy of the passage received 
less attention than did its surprise and some examiners found a good deal of misreading, notably that Greasy 
Hand had cut off a finger joint and that there was now love between her and Horse.  In Question 29 
candidates found the O’Connor story easier to deal with.  Though there were considerable exceptions to this 
in some Centres, the Rhys story tended to produce narrative responses which simply did not tackle the issue 
of bewilderment and its vivid presentation.  Conversely, the majority of those who wrote on the other story 
were able to convey at least some understanding of the boy’s lack of understanding as to what is going on in 
his family.  The same wide variety of success attended Question 30.  Though some showed an impressive 
grasp of Lellie’s cold calculating alien voice, others totally failed to convey her satisfaction with the revenge 
she is now taking, seeming to think that she was still essentially servile and acting out of fright. 
 
DRAMA 
 
Questions 31-33 
 
Absent Friends has proved quite a popular text with Centres, and it was clear from examiners’ reports that 
the quality of work on it has improved.  Indeed, some examiners wrote most enthusiastically about the way 
candidates now seemed to react to the drama’s comic, even acid ironies.  Most who tackled the passage-
based task seemed to have at least some concept of how, as one put it, Colin makes one squirm.  There 
were some who still thought far too well of him and some who thought they were expected to find out how he 
was amused.  Question 32 was not very often attempted but there were some answers which recognised 
Diana’s wretched position.  However, very few picked up how even she is not exempt from the playwright’s 
sardonic wit.  The greatest number of successful answers, though, were to the empathic task.  Many 
examiners spoke admiringly of the way candidates relished Evelyn’s bitter sarcasm and wry humour.  By 
contrast, a few candidates had so little understood the play as to have her speaking words of admiration for 
Colin and words of love and sympathy for her ‘friends’. 
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Questions 34-36 
 
These plays were offered only by a minority of Centres but most examiners who saw work thought it to be at 
least competent.  Few attempted Question 35; Cuba proved easier to deal with than Dog House.  There 
were some thoughtful responses to the extract with a good understanding of the touching features of the 
drama, though some candidates simply proceeded through the extract without any real attention to its 
dramatic features.    Also, there was sometimes a tendency to ignore Jimmy’s contribution to the drama at 
this point.  The examiners’ remarks on responses to the empathic task were largely positive, noting that most 
candidates clearly understood and conveyed Miss Arthur’s distraught and bitter state of mind. 
 
Questions 37-39 
 
There was some encouraging work on this very popular text.  It was widely noted how most candidates who 
attempted the passage-based question did so strictly on the terms of the task.  They really did attempt to 
engage with the scenes as part of an unfolding drama rather than simply running through the incidents.  
There was some very insightful comment on the way these scenes would excite and intrigue an audience.  
The weakness of a number of answers was that they tended to weight the answer too much to one or other 
of the scenes, most commonly by reducing the witches to an unimportant introduction to the real drama.  
Examiners also spoke very positively about much of the work on Question 38.  Of course, this is perhaps 
the central study area of the play but what was impressive was the ability of many candidates to grasp the 
range of response which the drama offers and to develop a thoughtful argument concerning the drama’s 
possibilities.  Of course, there were still a minority who told the story or who progressed in this instance 
hardly beyond Duncan’s murder to support their point of view.  The empathic task did not trigger quite such 
good work as did the other two questions.  The majority managed to give appropriate thoughts to Macduff, 
but only a few created a suitable voice which conveyed the passion of the man.  One examiner wondered 
whether this was an example of the way study can tend to focus on Macbeth and Lady Macbeth to the 
exclusion of the context in which they operate.  There was certainly evidence of uncertainty about basic 
detail.  Quite a few candidates seemed to think that Macduff at this juncture knew that his family had been 
murdered. 
 
Questions 40-42 
 
Examiners found quite a lot of competent work on The Devil’s Disciple, though not very much which was 
outstanding.  Quite often the extract was dealt with efficiently, but usually without candidates managing to 
probe fully the paternal nature of Anderson’s relationship with his wife.  Few, for instance, drew comparisons 
between the Judith of the opening Act and her demeanour here, and some examiners noted a lack of 
supporting detail from the extract.  In Question 41 answers described Anderson’s character often quite well, 
failing though to go very far down the road towards focussing on his dramatic impact, as the task required.  
The empathic task was attempted with some success.  Quite a few certainly captured Essie’s naïve and 
innocent enthusiasm.  A few gave her much too much knowledge, some of it wrong.  In one instance she 
was depicted as watching Richard being carried to his execution. 
 
Questions 43-45 
 
Examiners quite often enthused over the work they had read on this popular text.  In all the tasks they came 
across some outstanding responses and rarely were the answers less than competent.  The extract question 
produced some excellent answers but also the greatest number which were rather limited.  This was 
because some candidates did not focus their answer sufficiently on the extract, preferring to move quickly 
outside the passage.  Some centred their answer mainly on the attitudes of Stella and Stanley to one 
another rather than towards Blanche, which in this passage was somewhat limiting.  There was much 
vigorous argument with detailed support concerning Blanche’s responsibility for her own fate.  The general 
opinion seemed to be that she got all she deserved, though some, perhaps more compassionate and 
perhaps more insightful, did at least offer a rather different judgement.  In Question 45 examiners met many 
dramatic assumptions of Stanley.  The content of his thoughts was usually apt, spouting detestation of 
Blanche and everything she stood for, and his arrogant voice was often successfully created.  A few, 
however, gave him too much conscience and regret. 
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LITERATURE (ENGLISH) 
 
 

Paper 0486/02 
Coursework 

 
 
As usual, each Centre receives a short individual report on its submitted sample of portfolios. 
 
In all cases this year the folders were presented well.  The care that had been taken by both students and 
teachers was truly impressive.  Not once did the external moderator have to note that anything was missing, 
and the great majority of centres fulfilled all the general administrative requirements to the letter.  Only once 
or twice did the moderator wish for something fuller on the Student Record Card and this was because there 
had been the mistaken assumption that this space was for a sketch of the candidate as a student rather than 
a profile of the characteristics of the submitted portfolio. 
 
However, there is a sense that some Centres may be gently pushing candidates in the direction of 
presenting beautifully clean copies of their essays.  It is imperative that essays are annotated by the teacher 
as proof of their validity.  There is certainly no need to think that moderators are likely to be swayed by the 
comparative messiness of the original essay.  Indeed, on many occasions this year the moderator was 
helped by the incisive teacher comments on the essays. 
 
There was much interesting work on display which seemed to suggest that there was some evidence that a 
few Centres were increasingly encouraging candidates to explore lines of research for themselves rather 
than write to a class assignment.  The former approach is rather nearer to the ideal of coursework even if, 
like most ideals, in many circumstances it is not necessarily fully achievable. 
 
Whatever the approach,  the framing of the assignment remains  crucial.  Set the wrong task and the 
candidate in addressing it may be prevented from showing the qualities necessary for high reward.  On a few 
occasions  candidates may not perhaps have been stimulated enough by their assignments to show their full 
capacities.  This remains the one area where improvements can still definitely be made.    
 
Some tasks were too general to provide a spur and stimulus to focused thought.  A general invitation to write 
about a text, to give an account, to write an appreciation of it, or to reveal its supposed “message” is almost 
certain to produce a narrative run through of the text instead of an engaged analysis of what makes the text 
and its language a powerful experience.  Assignments such Animal Farm and the Russian Revolution and 
The Allegory of Lord of the Flies suggest that writing on literature is essentially an exercise in decoding and 
they do not allow engagement with meeting the assessment objectives for the syllabus – they do not in any 
way encourage the candidate to explore what makes the novel, drama, or poem powerful literature with the 
capacity to hold the reader in its thrall.  This encouragement is necessary if one is to find out whether a 
candidate has real insight and hence is worthy of high reward. 
 
This encouragement can be manifest in the task but still fail to elicit an approach which fulfils all the 
assessment criteria.  Once again this was noted in the formula which requires candidates simply to compare 
poems or short stories.  It is quite natural to want to compare literary works but for it to be done well it is a 
very demanding assignment.  Hence, to make it the central requirement of a task particularly designed for 
students of this age range can sometimes lead to desperate comparisons of everything that is marginal to 
real understanding of the works concerned, with heavy emphasis on content rather than style.  In other 
words, it diverts from the real purpose of any task, which should be to encourage the candidate to delve 
deeply into the characteristics of the literary language of each work and show how that language makes it 
effective.  It is usually much better to make the main thrust of the task a probing of the individual 
characteristics of two works in depth and to leave it up to the candidates to draw comparisons if they wish.   
 
Teachers are reminded of the changes to the nature of the coursework portfolio with effect from the 
June 2007 examination session, as advised in the syllabus booklet. 
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LITERATURE (ENGLISH) 
 
 

Paper 0486/03 
Alternative to Coursework 

 
 
The sonnet struck a chord with most candidates who seemed to identify with the exuberance and aspirations 
of the poet and responded to his ‘young poetic voice’, as one candidate perceptively phrased it.  There were 
few candidates who did not respond with enthusiasm, and most found plenty to say. 
 
There were many features in the poem which candidates could explore.  Many explored the pilot’s escape 
from both the pull of gravity and the tedium of life on Earth.  There were excellent responses to the use of the 
word ‘danced’ in the second line, with candidates exploring its connotations not only of uninhibited joy, but 
also of graceful movement, celebration, freedom and artistry.  Candidates also responded to the verbs of 
action linked with ‘and’ to express the sense of endless, perpetual movement.  They enjoyed the 
personification of the wind as a competitive playmate for the pilot to spar with.  Many commented on the 
repetition of ‘sun’ and noticed how the sense of aspiration this suggested permeated the poem.  One 
particularly thoughtful candidate related this to the Icarus myth.  Above all, candidates caught a sense of ‘fun’ 
in the first octave of the sonnet, often using that technical term and relating it to the laughter expressed 
through the vocabulary.   
 
Candidates also impressed the Examiners with the mature and articulate way they explored the last few lines 
of the poem.  Interpretations were varied but very perceptive.  Many, especially those who felt the spiritual 
colouring very personally and strongly, arrived at a quite literal interpretation of ‘touched the face of God’, 
while many others interpreted the phrase figuratively as a climax to the crescendo in the pilot’s experience in 
the sestet of the sonnet.  Examiners welcomed the way that different cultures could respond to a poem like 
this in different ways without reducing the meaning of the poem. 
 
Examiners also noted how increasingly candidates have the technical vocabulary (and can use it 
appropriately rather than inaccurately or irrelevantly) to describe the sounds of a poem.  Here, many 
identified the poet’s use of enjambment to enhance the effect of movement within the poem, and an 
impressive number also identified the use of sibilance, which, they suggested, imitated the sound of the 
rushing air.  The sonnet form was often recognised and an impressive number also showed how the 
structure of the sonnet reflected the movement in the poem from the puppyish excitement of the first part to 
the more sober expression of awe in the later lines. 
 
Examiners were unanimous about what were the major weaknesses in answers on this occasion.  There 
were a very few candidates who interpreted the flight as some sort of code.  In a few scripts it was 
interpreted as a metaphor for a drug experience or for death, amongst other things.  Some of these 
interpretations were reasonably successfully maintained, but others twisted the content of the poem to suit 
their particular slant.  Another more prevalent weakness was the fashion of quoting long lists of words or 
phrases with a general cover-all explanation of why they had been included.  This listing of words and 
phrases to demonstrate a ‘lexical field’ was rarely successful.  Very often, the inclusion of inappropriate 
words and phrases negated the whole purpose of the exercise, and usually the comment at the end was so 
lame as to be worthless.  More candidates than usual this year also seemed to feel the need to give an 
elementary lecture on the nature of a literary device such as personification or metaphor, for example 
explaining pedantically at some length that the wind could not really shout and planes could not really dance.  
This is a small step up from the mere identification of personification, but of limited value compared with the 
sort of examples of good practice referred to in the second paragraph of this report. 
 
Finally, Examiners wish to comment on the planning of answers.  From 2007 onwards, in line with the 
revision to the syllabus, there will be specific advice on the question paper to allow time for reading the paper 
properly and planning the answer. (Centres are reminded that from 2007 there will be a choice of two tasks 
on the paper.)  This does not mean that there should be exhaustive drafting and redrafting of essays until a 
‘perfect’ copy is arrived at.  The candidates of a minority of Centres still approach things that way, often 
accompanied by a tally of the number of words they have used and Examiners consider this to be, almost 
invariably, a waste of valuable time.  However, the careful planning of an answer to ensure a clear sense of 
direction of thought without unnecessary repetition of material is usually essential for the highest marks.  The 
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most convincing essays do not take the questions as a general springboard from which to show an 
appreciation of the poem, but are written by those who seek genuinely to get to grips with them.  This 
approach leads them more surely into an in-depth treatment of the poem. 
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LITERATURE (ENGLISH) 
 
 

Paper 0486/04 
Paper 4 (Closed Books) 

 
 
General Comments 
 
Most of the texts attracted a good range of responses.  Once again The Getting of Wisdom was the key 
exception; most examiners saw no work at all on this novel.  In the prose section, The Village by the Sea 
was the text most frequently encountered, but not in significantly greater numbers than the others.  Great 
Expectations and Travels With My Aunt also proved popular choices.  In the drama section, Macbeth and A 
Streetcar Named Desire were significantly more popular than the other plays.  As to the poetry anthologies, 
Touched with Fire was the most popular.  Examiners saw relatively little work on the Coleridge and not much 
more on Poems Deep and Dangerous. 
 
Many examiners commented upon the absence of really weak scripts in their apportionments.  They 
commented approvingly on the way the majority of candidates had clearly been taught the importance of 
attending to the question and its exact wording.  Most candidates showed at least reasonable knowledge of 
the texts they had studied and even more pleasingly often appeared to have given some thought to the 
issues they had raised.  The next step, of course, as usual was the crucial one.  Had they responded to 
these texts as literature or as an exercise in mere ‘decoding’?  Whilst there was plenty of evidence of the 
latter approach, most examiners also found much in which the candidates threw themselves into tasks with 
self-evident pleasure, responding to and analysing the effect of literary language.  One or two examiners, 
indeed, expressed themselves delighted at times with the powers of argument and quality of insight shown 
by some candidates.  The once common failings of not addressing the question directly, of not supporting 
ideas with detail from the text, and of having limited knowledge of the basics of a text would seem to be on 
the decline. 
 
Of the various forms of questions asked,   the extract tasks were the most popular.  Sometimes examiners 
felt that the question was chosen by candidates because they felt more confident in handling a specific 
passage.  When that arose from the belief that they could hide their lack of knowledge of the text more 
effectively in this mode, the result was usually disastrous.  The engagement with the specific detail of a text 
is, of course, extremely revealing as well of a candidate’s overall knowledge of that text.  Fortunately, the 
majority passed that test without problem, though there are still rather too many who in their answers do not 
really engage sufficiently with the detail of the extract.  For instance, in a number of cases answers to 
Question 13 wrote generally about the significance of Miss Havisham’s immolation but failed to engage with 
the extraordinary power with which Dickens conveys the moment.  In this kind of task for really high reward it 
is essential that the candidate indicates the ability to engage with literary language beyond simply asserting 
its quality. 
 
The empathic tasks are now being more confidently attempted and there have been improvements in their 
handling this session.  Given the range of text options, one is conscious that some of these tasks may be 
more inviting than others.  Evelyn and Stanley, for instance, more often leapt off the page than did Mrs. De 
Silva and Essie.  However, it was pleasing how rarely examiners felt the need to question the aptness of the 
material assigned to the character to speak, given that this is the kind of task which shows, for example, only 
too clearly a candidate’s hazy grasp of context and of a text’s chronology.  When, for instance, a candidate 
has Macduff mourning the murder of his family as he rides to England, the reader is right to doubt that 
candidate’s knowledge of the drama. 
 
The more standard ‘essay’ tasks were often tackled the least well.  There were exceptions to this:  
Questions 38 and 44 were popular and responses were often splendidly argued.  However, too often 
candidates seemed to have difficulty in getting beyond a character sketch, ignoring the requirement to show 
authorial purposes and the means by which those purposes are conveyed.  Hence, for example, Anderson’s 
character was described, but often his dramatic role was not.  The invitation to choose an appropriate 
moment in a text on the face of it would seem to be a rather generous task.  Unfortunately, it does not always 
seem to lead to a particularly appropriate choice, where weaker candidates assume they can write about 
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simply what they can remember or have prepared despite the material being scarcely relevant to the 
parameters of the question. 
 
A number of examiners made comments about how the three forms – drama, poetry and prose -  were 
approached.  Clearly candidates continue to seem most at home writing about prose, at least where 
character and theme was central to the question.   It was pleasing that there seemed rather fewer candidates 
who appeared to think that plays were really novels in dialogue.  There was a general consensus amongst 
examiners that we are seeing a rise in the proportion of candidates who are able to write convincingly about 
drama as something created to be acted in front of an audience.  This was particularly so with responses to 
Macbeth and A Streetcar Named Desire.  The ironic effects of Absent Friends were also much better 
appreciated than in previous sessions, though similar areas in The Devil’s Disciple proved more elusive. 
 
There was a consensus that poetry still seems the most testing of the forms for candidates.  This is not to 
deny that there was much excellent work in which there was evidence of engagement with both content and 
poetic language.  However, it was also true that a significant minority still could not proceed much beyond 
offering a paraphrase or simplistic decoding of the poem about which they were writing.  Even where they 
made some attempt to write about language, quite often there would be little beyond the mere noting of 
figures of speech and an assertion as to their effectiveness.  Quite often there was no direct link made with 
the question.  Thus, there were quite a few answers on ‘Mid-term Break’ which revealed that the poem had 
been prepared for the examination but which completely failed to use the material to probe the way in which 
the poet makes the situation dramatic.  Elsewhere, there was some evidence that the poems in the 
asterisked questions had not been prepared and were actually being read unseen.  This was particularly 
unfortunate when it came to elusive poems such as ‘A Holiday’ and ‘One Flesh’.  In both cases, examiners 
came across some quite inappropriate readings. 
 
Candidates who top and tail their literary essays in examination conditions with over-long introductions and 
summaries are spending valuable time writing generalities which are hardly likely to bring much reward.  
They should be encouraged to engage with the task at once. 
 
One or two examiners wondered as a result of some responses to some tasks whether some candidates 
were studying texts far too selectively, by simply looking at one or two most obviously central areas. When 
an examination question asked for ideas on other important areas of the text, these candidates tended to 
flounder.  There were a significant number of candidates who had no real idea of the character and role of 
Jaggers in Great Expectations, and some were similarly vague about Macduff in Macbeth.  It would be worth 
emphasising to future candidates that they must assume in IGCSE that they will be faced by questions on 
the whole of a text. 
 
Overall, though, the message conveyed by the examiners was a very positive one, indeed possibly as 
positive as it has ever been, and candidates and teachers are to be congratulated upon their achievement. 
 
 
Comments on specific questions  
 
POETRY 
 
Questions 1-3 
 
Not many centres offered work on this anthology.  In the starred question examiners read much work which 
did not advance much beyond simple paraphrase, though there were some occasionally perceptive 
responses.  Similarly, in Question 2 candidates had some difficulty in selecting pertinent moments.  Some 
did little more than tell the story, though some were very successful in isolating features which created 
surprise.  There were very few answers to Question 3 but a small handful showed considerable insight. 
 
Questions 4-6 
 
Again, this anthology was not a popular choice, and there were examples of candidates manifestly failing to 
grasp even the basic meaning of the poem being written about.  This was particularly so in regard to ‘A 
Holida’ and ‘Snapshotland’.  The answers on Question 5 were better, though rather disturbingly the some 
candidates seemed to think that ‘Mountain Lion’ was spoken by the mountain lion.  Also, both here and in 
Question 4 the poems were too often used merely as a launch pad for thoughts about global warming. 
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Questions 7-9 
 
Examiners reported a wide range of achievement.  This was particularly the case with regard to ‘One Flesh’.  
This is, of course, at times an elusive poem but it was pleasing how many did have some quite delicate 
understanding of the situation, though only a minority were able to analyse in detail the effect of the imagery.  
There was also much questionable speculation, some of which pointed to plain mis-reading.  Examiners read 
that the couple were divorced, that the poem’s voice was that of a child, even that the couple were dead.  In 
Question 8 the best work was on ‘Refugee Mother and Child’.  Here there was often deep sympathy 
conveyed, with some telling analysis of how the language conveys the poignancy of the scene.  There was 
also some good work on the other two poems, though here examiners met simpler and sometimes rather 
inaccurate description which never engaged with the factors that created the vividness of the poetry.  
Question 9 was a popular choice and ‘Mid-term break’ was the most frequently visited poem.  There were a 
minority of good answers on all three which really brought out how the language made moments in the 
poems particularly dramatic, but conversely too many candidates ignored the explicit requirement to engage 
throughout with the dramatic elements of the poem.  Too often examiners were given a competent run 
through of the poem, with just the occasional assertion that it was dramatic as an aside. 
 
PROSE 
 
Questions 10-12 
 
The most popular task was the passage-based Question 10.  This was quite often done well, and examiners 
noted a number of answers which really delved into the language and how it communicated the scary 
situation.   There were also many who simply described and paraphrased and even some who paid little 
attention to the detail of a packed passage.  Question 11 was not so well done.  Here candidates found it 
difficult to achieve a focus.  Some simply rehearsed the standard essay on the effect that Bombay had on 
Hari; a few even concentrated upon showing how this affected his actions on his return to the village.  Even 
those who did concentrate upon life in the big city tended to describe incidents rather than showing how 
Desai makes all this vivid.  There were, however, some good answers which did precisely that and good 
answers were somewhat more in evidence in Question 12, the empathic task.  Mrs De Silva’s voice tended 
to be elusive, though there are moments in the novel which do give a reasonable lead to it.  However, most 
chose suitable material for her thoughts and a few really did convey a good hearted woman who is 
nevertheless rarely in any doubt about her own authority to pronounce judgement.  There were, however, a 
few catastrophic misreadings arising apparently from candidates thinking that Mrs De Silva was Hari’s 
mother. 
 
Questions 13-15 
 
The passage-based task was the most popular and was reasonably competently done, at least as far as 
placing the passage in the context of the events of the novel was concerned.  However, the task asked for 
much more than this; it required detailed contact with the power of the writing.  Sometimes it got that and 
then the answer became very impressive, but all too often candidates simply picked out moments and 
asserted how powerful they were.  The other two answers were less popular and less competently done.  
Examiners had the feeling that in both tasks central areas of the novel had simply not featured in study.  
There was some competent detailing of negative features of Dickens’s London, with some candidates 
imaginatively responding to its horrors, though the way Dickens relishes the energy and vigour of London 
hardly ever seemed to feature.  More significantly disappointing were some answers to Question 15.  
Jaggers is a major presence through the novel and yet examiners reported that time and again candidates 
had not even grasped the major facts of his role.  Many seemed to have so misread the character as to think 
him a benign paternal figure, anxious for Pip’s welfare. 
 
Questions 16-18 
 
There was quite a reasonable take up of The Siege and it clearly had evinced some considerable interest if 
the quality of the answers was anything to go by.  Quite a few examiners noted how well candidates delved 
into the passage and brought out effectiveness of the imagery for Question 16.  The work on Question 17 
was rather more variable.  Some candidates found it difficult to select apt moments and to bring out what 
particularly made them horrific.  However, there were some answers which showed the depth of response 
which this text had evoked in some candidates, and the few who attempted the empathic task, Question 18, 
usually showed a good understanding of what made Evgenia such a memorable character in the novel. 
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Questions 19-21 
 
Travels With My Aunt continued to produce committed and interesting responses.  The passage-based task 
was the most frequently attempted and the clear differences between the two letters seemed to encourage a 
greater than usual engagement with the details of the language, sometimes with impressive results.  Most 
candidates managed at least to make a convincing argument as to why only one of the letters was likely to 
bring positive action from Henry.  Few did Question 20.  The obvious choice was Wordsworth and those 
who chose him had little difficulty in making a case.  With other characters some candidates rather struggled 
to be convincing.  However, the empathic task, Question 21, was generally tackled well.  The great majority 
managed to give Henry appropriate thoughts, though only a minority really produced Henry’s voice.  Most 
seemed to think that his mode of address, as with his circumstances, would have significantly changed, 
when the tone at the end of the novel suggests otherwise. 
 
Questions 22-24 
 
There was far too little work on The Getting of Wisdom to make general comment appropriate. 
 
Questions 25-27 
 
The Bonesetter’s Daughter was very much a minority text, some examiners seeing no work at all on it.  
Candidates mainly attempted the passage-based task and usually did so with competence.  However, there 
was a considerable tendency to expand upon the significance and to ignore the drama of the passage.  
Question 26 was rarely attempted but there some quite apt assumptions of Ruth.  Here, though, examiners 
noted that some candidates had a very hazy idea of the precise context of the moment referred to in the 
question. 
 
Questions 28-30 
 
Again the passage- task was the most popular and elicited a wide range of responses.  Some examiners 
noted a pleasing grasp of the context which made the reactions and actions of the characters so surprising, 
as well as an attention to the detail of the extract.  Generally, though, the poignancy of the passage received 
less attention than did its surprise and some examiners found a good deal of misreading, notably that Greasy 
Hand had cut off a finger joint and that there was now love between her and Horse.  In Question 29 
candidates found the O’Connor story easier to deal with.  Though there were considerable exceptions to this 
in some Centres, the Rhys story tended to produce narrative responses which simply did not tackle the issue 
of bewilderment and its vivid presentation.  Conversely, the majority of those who wrote on the other story 
were able to convey at least some understanding of the boy’s lack of understanding as to what is going on in 
his family.  The same wide variety of success attended Question 30.  Though some showed an impressive 
grasp of Lellie’s cold calculating alien voice, others totally failed to convey her satisfaction with the revenge 
she is now taking, seeming to think that she was still essentially servile and acting out of fright. 
 
DRAMA 
 
Questions 31-33 
 
Absent Friends has proved quite a popular text with Centres, and it was clear from examiners’ reports that 
the quality of work on it has improved.  Indeed, some examiners wrote most enthusiastically about the way 
candidates now seemed to react to the drama’s comic, even acid ironies.  Most who tackled the passage-
based task seemed to have at least some concept of how, as one put it, Colin makes one squirm.  There 
were some who still thought far too well of him and some who thought they were expected to find out how he 
was amused.  Question 32 was not very often attempted but there were some answers which recognised 
Diana’s wretched position.  However, very few picked up how even she is not exempt from the playwright’s 
sardonic wit.  The greatest number of successful answers, though, were to the empathic task.  Many 
examiners spoke admiringly of the way candidates relished Evelyn’s bitter sarcasm and wry humour.  By 
contrast, a few candidates had so little understood the play as to have her speaking words of admiration for 
Colin and words of love and sympathy for her ‘friends’. 
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Questions 34-36 
 
These plays were offered only by a minority of Centres but most examiners who saw work thought it to be at 
least competent.  Few attempted Question 35; Cuba proved easier to deal with than Dog House.  There 
were some thoughtful responses to the extract with a good understanding of the touching features of the 
drama, though some candidates simply proceeded through the extract without any real attention to its 
dramatic features.    Also, there was sometimes a tendency to ignore Jimmy’s contribution to the drama at 
this point.  The examiners’ remarks on responses to the empathic task were largely positive, noting that most 
candidates clearly understood and conveyed Miss Arthur’s distraught and bitter state of mind. 
 
Questions 37-39 
 
There was some encouraging work on this very popular text.  It was widely noted how most candidates who 
attempted the passage-based question did so strictly on the terms of the task.  They really did attempt to 
engage with the scenes as part of an unfolding drama rather than simply running through the incidents.  
There was some very insightful comment on the way these scenes would excite and intrigue an audience.  
The weakness of a number of answers was that they tended to weight the answer too much to one or other 
of the scenes, most commonly by reducing the witches to an unimportant introduction to the real drama.  
Examiners also spoke very positively about much of the work on Question 38.  Of course, this is perhaps 
the central study area of the play but what was impressive was the ability of many candidates to grasp the 
range of response which the drama offers and to develop a thoughtful argument concerning the drama’s 
possibilities.  Of course, there were still a minority who told the story or who progressed in this instance 
hardly beyond Duncan’s murder to support their point of view.  The empathic task did not trigger quite such 
good work as did the other two questions.  The majority managed to give appropriate thoughts to Macduff, 
but only a few created a suitable voice which conveyed the passion of the man.  One examiner wondered 
whether this was an example of the way study can tend to focus on Macbeth and Lady Macbeth to the 
exclusion of the context in which they operate.  There was certainly evidence of uncertainty about basic 
detail.  Quite a few candidates seemed to think that Macduff at this juncture knew that his family had been 
murdered. 
 
Questions 40-42 
 
Examiners found quite a lot of competent work on The Devil’s Disciple, though not very much which was 
outstanding.  Quite often the extract was dealt with efficiently, but usually without candidates managing to 
probe fully the paternal nature of Anderson’s relationship with his wife.  Few, for instance, drew comparisons 
between the Judith of the opening Act and her demeanour here, and some examiners noted a lack of 
supporting detail from the extract.  In Question 41 answers described Anderson’s character often quite well, 
failing though to go very far down the road towards focussing on his dramatic impact, as the task required.  
The empathic task was attempted with some success.  Quite a few certainly captured Essie’s naïve and 
innocent enthusiasm.  A few gave her much too much knowledge, some of it wrong.  In one instance she 
was depicted as watching Richard being carried to his execution. 
 
Questions 43-45 
 
Examiners quite often enthused over the work they had read on this popular text.  In all the tasks they came 
across some outstanding responses and rarely were the answers less than competent.  The extract question 
produced some excellent answers but also the greatest number which were rather limited.  This was 
because some candidates did not focus their answer sufficiently on the extract, preferring to move quickly 
outside the passage.  Some centred their answer mainly on the attitudes of Stella and Stanley to one 
another rather than towards Blanche, which in this passage was somewhat limiting.  There was much 
vigorous argument with detailed support concerning Blanche’s responsibility for her own fate.  The general 
opinion seemed to be that she got all she deserved, though some, perhaps more compassionate and 
perhaps more insightful, did at least offer a rather different judgement.  In Question 45 examiners met many 
dramatic assumptions of Stanley.  The content of his thoughts was usually apt, spouting detestation of 
Blanche and everything she stood for, and his arrogant voice was often successfully created.  A few, 
however, gave him too much conscience and regret. 
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