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Abstract
This paper takes a ‘bottom up’ approach to the GCSE English Language, focusing on the GCSE
English language mark scheme as a cornerstone of the curriculum. It presents a working example
which demonstrates how small but significant alterations to the mark scheme can have a big impact
on promoting language analysis. It also presents an example of how these changes can be
reflected in the question design to better enable students of varied English language abilities to
communicate their understanding. These changes are achievable within the current National
Curriculum and would provide a foundation on which larger changes to the teaching of English
Language could be built.

1. Key Principles
The key stage 4 English Language curriculum should support development of knowledge about
language in ways which build on knowledge that has been developed at key stages 2 and 3, as well
as support the transition to study key stage 5 English language and literature. This connected
approach would promote a coherent development of the literacy, analytical and communication
skills which are transferable to higher education and the workplace.

In order to achieve this, assessment of learning should encourage a wider range of linguistically
informed answers than is currently required. Exam boards can better elicit this knowledge by
redesigning key questions which focus on analysis of texts, and their corresponding marking
guidance, as follows:

e Questions should include the listing of some linguistic features prominent within the extract
as prompts, to help guide, support and scaffold students’ responses.

e The mark scheme should reward linguistic knowledge and precision in discussing a range of
features of language, as well as rewarding persuasive explanations of perceived or potential
interpretative effects of these features within the context of the provided text.

e Marking guidance should allow and encourage students to choose which features they
devote more and less attention to within their responses (e.g., according to which features
contribute more and less significantly to their interpretation of the extract, or which features,
relevant to the provided text, are more in line with their interests).

These changes would encourage agency and authenticity in students’ learning about, and
responses to language; reduce the risk of ‘feature spotting’ by requiring demonstration of knowledge
about features of language and how they work; encourage interpretation of features which is
sensitive to context; and, more broadly, promote and support a fuller appreciation of how the
English language works, in speech as well as in writing, and across literary and non-literary texts.

2. A Working Example - Revisiting a Past Paper
Typically, less than 50% of questions in GCSE English Language exam papers are targeted at
evaluating knowledge about language via the discussion of linguistic features within an extract. The



following, from the 2022 EdExcel paper 1 (which only mentions language explicitly in 1 out of 5
guestions), is an example of the kind of question which asks for a response to a literary text. The
guestion paper presents a passage from Oliver Twist, and asks students to comment on “how the
language and structure describe what happens as they arrive at the house”. Here is the extract
concerned:

Quickening their pace, they turned up a road upon the left hand. After walking about a quarter of
a mile, they stopped before a detached house surrounded by a wall: to the top of which, Toby
Crackit, scarcely pausing to take breath, climbed in a twinkling.

‘The boy next,” said Toby. ‘Hoist him up; I'll catch hold of him.’

Before Oliver had time to look round, Sikes had caught him under the arms; and in three

or four seconds he and Toby were lying on the grass on the other side. Sikes followed
directly. And they stole cautiously towards the house.

And now, for the first time, Oliver, well-nigh mad with grief and terror, saw that
housebreaking and robbery, if not murder, were the objects of the expedition. He clasped

his hands together, and involuntarily uttered a subdued exclamation of horror.

A mist came before his eyes; the cold sweat stood upon his ashy face; his limbs failed

him; and he sank upon his knees.

‘Get up!” murmured Sikes, trembling with rage, and drawing the pistol from his pocket;

‘Get up, or I'll strew your brains upon the grass.’

2.1 The current EdExcel marking scheme

EdExcel's marking scheme recommends top marks (5-6 marks) for the following:

e Analysis of how both language and structure are used to achieve effects and influence readers,
including use of vocabulary, sentence structure and other language features.

e The selection of references is discriminating and clarifies the points being made.

Markers are asked to give credit for the following (bold emphasis in the original):

Responses may include the following points about the language of the text:

e word choices show a sense of movement and haste: ‘Quickening their pace’, ‘scarcely pausing
to take breath’, ‘climbed in a twinkling’

o use of anonymous language indicates the men’s lack of care for Oliver, “The boy next

o emotive language is used to express Oliver’s feelings: ‘mad with grief and terror’, ‘exclamation of
horror’

o verbs indicate quiet and caution, building a sense of suspense: ‘stole cautiously’, ‘subdued’,
‘murmured’

o use of the language of illness suggests how extreme Oliver’s reaction is: ‘cold sweat’, ‘ashy
face’, ‘limbs failed him’, ‘sank upon his knees’

o Sikes uses language that is blunt and extremely threatening,

upon the grass™.

Get up, or I'll strew your brains

Responses may include the following points about the structure of the text:



o begins with a simple expression of pace and direction but builds to a moment of near-fatal
violence and passion, ‘Quickening their pace’, to, ‘Sikes trembling with rage’

o the passage is clearly built in episodes: the long walk, climbing the wall, leading to the dramatic
crescendo of the confrontation

¢ the dialogue uses imperatives, indicating their need for brevity and action: ‘Hoist him up’, ‘Get
up!

e repeated use of short sentences with exclamations, to convey urgency

e use of a triplet reveals the extent of Oliver’s fears, ‘housebreaking and robbery, if not murder’

e use of staccato self-contained clauses to present the extent of Oliver’s physical reaction to what
he is about to do, ‘A mist came before his eyes; the cold sweat stood upon his ashy face; his
limbs failed him; and he sank upon his knees.’

e use of repetition for emphasis: ‘Get up!’, ‘Get up’.

2.2 Proposed alterations

Though the EdExcel marking scheme states that it does not present an exhaustive list of possible

analytical points for students to cover, its areas of focus are literary, and draw on mainly literary

concepts and terminology, as well as those relating to musical theory. Even without changing the
guestion design, the marking guidance could be more precise, accurate and linguistic, and could
more directly and constructively reward knowledge about language, especially knowledge which is
currently embedded within the key stage 2 curriculum which can and should be progressively
developed throughout key stages 3 and 4. For example:

e ‘“use of anonymous language indicates the men’s lack of care for Oliver, ‘The boy next” - could
be replaced with: The men’s lack of care for Oliver as an individual is reflected in their reference
to him using the third person pronoun ‘him’ and ‘The boy’, the definite article and a generic noun
referring to a male child, rather than using his name.

e ‘“staccato self-contained clauses to present the extent of Oliver’s physical reaction to what he is
about to do, ‘A mist came before his eyes; the cold sweat stood upon his ashy face; his limbs
failed him; and he sank upon his knees’ - could be more accurately replaced with “The extent of
Oliver’'s physical reaction is presented through an asyndetic list of three short, independent
clauses, describing physical sensations happening to Oliver. Agency is attributed to mist, cold
sweat, and his limbs, emphasising his vulnerability and lack of agency and control. These
sensations climax with a final fourth, slightly contrasting clause, distinguished by being
introduced with the coordinating conjunction, and describing Oliver sinking to his knees.’

The above illustrates how knowledge and terminology from earlier key stages can be embedded
within the marking scheme, without any need to alter the original format or structure of the exam
itself. Building on these examples, further areas which may be considered pertaining to this
particular extract would be:

e Register: The more complex and sophisticated lexis and sentence structures used by the
narrator contrast sharply with the predominantly monosyllabic lexis and short, simple structures
in the reported speech of the characters. This may contribute to characterisation if it is
consistent across the novel, or, if the contrast is more prominent in this scene, it may simply
further reflect the urgency the characters feel in this situation.



e Fronted adverbials: These are prominent in the narrative. Of the first 7 sentences, 4 have one,
and the sixth has two (‘now, for the first time’). These fronted adverbials help to convey the
sequence of events and build suspense.

e Reporting clauses: In the two instances of characters’ speech, clauses of direct speech are
presented first, followed by the reporting clause (explaining who said the words and in what
manner), which is then followed by more speech. Delaying the reporting clause until part way
through the spoken words gives the characters’ speech more prominence and immediacy.

o Verb inflections: With respect to this particular extract, within quoted speech, the finite verbs
used are either imperatives or combined with the modal auxiliary verb will, in order to indicate
future action. However, within the extract’s narrative, all the verbs used are past tense. These
differences help to separate the two modes of language used within the text.

The integration of more targeted and linguistically accurate analysis within the marking scheme
would encourage greater knowledge about language. Recognition of more varied linguistic detail
within students’ answers would also allow the exam to be more inclusive and reward students with
different strengths. Additionally, these adaptations to the marking scheme would provide a more
systematic guide for assessors.

3. A Working Example - Redesigning the Question
Building on the recommendations presented above, we now suggest how the question may be
changed in order to elicit more linguistically informed answers. We propose that the question should
always include a list of some linguistic features present in the extract as prompts for discussion. For
example, the question discussed above could be reformulated as follows:

Comment on how features of language and structure contribute to your interpretation of the
following extract. Please make sure that you provide clear examples from the text of the features
that you are discussing. You could discuss the use of:

e Register and word choice

¢ Semantic fields that are prominent in the creation of atmosphere and/or characterisation.
e Structuring of clauses and sentences, e.g., length, declaratives, imperatives, fronted

adverbials

e Reporting clauses

e Lexical or syntactic repetition

This list is not exhaustive. You are encouraged to select and discuss features that you feel
contribute more significantly to your interpretation of this extract, or that are of more interest to
you.

The list of prompts would be specific to the extract in question. In addition, this question design can
be used for non-literary texts, and for the analysis of speech.

This structure is preferable to the current question design for the reasons given above, and we
believe, more broadly, that it promotes and supports a fuller appreciation within the curriculum of
how the English language works.



