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Introduction

• The  purpose  of  this  pack  is  to  provide  teachers  and  students  with  some  examples  of 
responses to International  Advanced Level English  Literature  Unit  2:  Drama.

• The  responses  in  this  pack  were  taken  from  the  January 2024  examination  series.
The question papers and mark schemes can be found of the Pearson website  here.

• In  this  pack  you  will  find  a  sample  of  responses,  examiner  commentaries  and  marks.

• If  you  have  any  enquiries  regarding  these  materials  or  have  any  other  questions 
about the course, please contact our English subject advisor on
teachingenglish@pearson.com

https://qualifications.pearson.com/en/qualifications/edexcel-international-advanced-levels/english-language-2015.coursematerials.html#%2FfilterQuery=Pearson-UK:Category%2FExam-materials
mailto:teachingenglish@pearson.com
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Overview 

 
Section A requires the analysis of a studied drama text from pre-1900; Section B requires 
the analysis of a text from the post-1900 period. In each section there are five texts to 
choose from and the learners select one of two questions on their chosen plays. 
 
The personal response of the learner to the question (AO1) and to the dramatist’s craft 
(AO2) is expected to be supplemented by a demonstration of knowledge and 
understanding of our variety of critical interpretations of the text (AO5) and relevant 
contextual details (AO3).  
 
Depending on the specific focus of the question, critical interpretations might include 
reviews of productions in books or periodical publications (contemporary or modern), 
critical analysis by academic literary scholars, historical evidence of reader/viewer 
responses and the aesthetic choices made by actors and directors. Answers which 
recognise ambiguity in texts and recognise different potential interpretations will also be 
rewarded in AO5 so long as the interpretations are relevant to the specific question focus. 
Relevant contexts for consideration might include socio-historical information, intellectual 
history, genetic conventions, biographical details and staging history. 
 
Performance in January 2024 suggests that learners should focus on the plays as literary 
constructs and avoid discussing characters as if they were real people. It is also important 
to consider the dramatist’s purpose and remember that these texts were written to be 
performed. Finally, while most learners were able to make clear reference to contextual 
points, the most successful were those who could embed that knowledge and could reflect 
on how context illuminates the key ideas of a text. 
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Section A: Pre-1900 Drama 

Question 5 
  

In this question learners were asked to explore Shakespeare’s presentation of desire in 
Twelfth Night in the light of the statement: ‘A play where desire is proven to be unruly, 
showing little regard for society’s rules and boundaries’. 

 

Script 1, Question 5 
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Examiner comment and mark 
 

  
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

    
 

 
 

The  learner  interprets the question in a number of  valid ways, but it would perhaps have 
been better to have spent more time on fewer ideas.

The response begins by equating ‘desire’ (the topic of the question) with love. This 
straightforward approach tends to suggest that the  learner  is not going to be discriminating
in their understanding of different potential interpretations (AO5).

In terms of AO2, there is a great deal of description at the expense of analysis of the writer
at work. However, there are flashes of insight into the writer's craft. For example:
‘In Act II scene V when Malvolio reads the letter given to him, written by the fake Lady 
Olivia, he is overjoyed and ecstatic that Lady Olivia is interested in Malvolio, while Malvolio
foolishly falls for the  servant’s  trap without giving a second  thought about such an idea.
Here Shakespeare explores Malvolio's character of how his own desires alluded him into 
believing a fake love letter, but this also befits the overall theme of Twelfth Night, ‘love’. By
creating a scenario where the antagonist is  vulnerable to the person he desires to be with,
creates an understanding of how Shakespeare shows desire and consequence of love.’

Some awareness of context (AO3) is demonstrated, but comment tends to be general,
e.g.,  ‘Throughout the story of Twelfth Night, Shakespeare explores the very eminent 
difference in class, the class differences between the servant’s, Cesario, Antonio and 
those of higher nobility like Duke Orsino and Lady Olivia. The class difference leads to the
characters having different outlooks and opinions of desire. While most of the characters 
desire to love or be loved, some of them desire for more personal desires to take place’.

Overall,  this response certainly met all the criteria of Level 2 but that there was also some 
evidence of clear engagement and straightforward understanding of the writer’s purpose. 
Just into Level 3.

Level  3,  11  marks
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Question 9 
 

In this question candidates were asked to explore Shakespeare’s presentation of virtue 
in Othello in the light of the statement: ‘Othello depicts a world where characters pay the 
price for being virtuous’. 

 

Script 2, Question 9 
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Examiner comment and mark 

 
This is a highly effective response. The sophisticated and evaluative approach in the 
opening paragraph is sustained throughout. 
 
In terms of AO5, there is some excellent use of critical ideas to support the candidate’s own 
argument: 
 
‘...Penny Gray argues that the handing over of the handkerchief is a “catalyst for the play’s 
tragedy”, hence, in being an agent of said catalyst, Emilia’s virtue is tainted, leading to her 
punishment. However, whilst the consequences of Emilia's actions are dire, many critics 
critique Emilia for taking the handkerchief, such as Honigman's labelling of her as “dim- 
witted” and AC Bradley's assertion that “handing over the napkin was merely stupidity”. 
Whilst this perspective can be argued, a new-historicist reading would suggest that Emilia's 
actions are a product of the misogyny. In the Jacobean era women were expected to be 
obedient and to serve their fathers and husbands: Emilia explicitly states that the that she 
“nothing but to please his fantasy”. Whether this is out of fear or out of a sense of obligation, 
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Emelia still loses her virtue arguably due to societal expectations and unfortunate 
circumstance, suggesting that regardless of the extent of her virtue, it will be tainted one 
way or another and that it was what she will pay for.’ 
 
There is also sophisticated embedding of contextual reference (AO3) linking critical and 
social contexts clearly to the text and to the topic of the question: 
 
 ‘...the sense that Desdemona is presented as very feminine and even states “Whatever you 
be, I am obedient” presenting her as the epitome of a perfect Jacobean woman. She does 
“deceive her father” in marrying Othello, which supports Woodall's argument given that 
women were expected to blindly obey their fathers as well as their husbands. She further 
proves this through her demand made to her father, “Let me go with him.” which is end 
stopped and imperative, something unexpected from the supposed “supersubtle Venetian”. 
Hence perhaps in challenging the expectations of her sex, Desdemona's virtue is tainted 
and Shakespeare's choice to have Desdemona murdered may be to express that any 
behaviour outside of what is expected is likely to be punished.’ 
 
A relative weakness of the response is the limited reference to the crafting of the text (AO2) 
despite evidence of sophisticated understanding of the writer’s purpose. For this reason, the 
mark awarded is towards the bottom of Level 5. 

 
Level 5, 22 marks 
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Question 10 
 

In this question learners were asked to explore how Shakespeare uses the character of 
Cassio in Othello in the light of the statement: ‘Cassio is more than just a plot device; he 
illuminates the key ideas of the play’. 

 

Script 3, Question 10 
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Examiner comment and mark 

 
Although there is some insecurity in expression, this is a generally well-controlled 
response with the learner demonstrating consistent awareness of a dramatist at work. 
There is also a sustained awareness of the text as a piece of drama to be performed for an 
audience – something not all learners bear in mind on this paper. The response is 
probably a little too long, and it rather descends into a list form towards the end, e.g., 
‘Cassio is used for this...Cassio is used for this’ and so on, but the approach is consistently 
discriminating. 
 
In terms of AO2 there is a clear sense of Cassio and other characters as dramatic 
constructs, e.g. ‘Although Cassio displays great concern over Othello's whereabouts, ‘May 
he bless this bay with his tall ship’, suggesting Othello’s arrival to be beneficial and 
important, Cassio still refers to him as ‘the Moor’. In this case Cassio presents the theme 
of subtle racism in ‘Othello’ as Othello is not referred to by name, but as ‘Moor’. It implies 
the idea that society viewed black people as other to them. This is reinstated through 
Cassio as he is a gentleman who holds Othello in a high regard yet uses racial slurs. It 
allows for a divide to be set up between Othello and Cassio which suggests Cassio's 
superiority, although Othello is his boss.’ The learner throughout makes sustained and 
pertinent reference to the text. 
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The response also shows knowledge and understanding of contexts (AO3), particularly in 
relation to the importance of ‘reputation’ and the treatment of women. There is some 
discrimination shown here, but points made are not developed in sufficient detail to reach 
the higher marks at Level 4. 
 
The candidate has clearly demonstrated to integrate engagement with critical ideas (AO5) 
very well and used these to further their own argument, e.g., Traub’s categorisation of 
women, Bradley's comments on the manipulation of Othello. Again, the discussion is not 
characterised by the sophistication required for Level 5 on this assessment objective, but 
exploration of the different interpretations is developed.  
 
Overall, it was felt that this response sits comfortably in Level 4. 

 
Level 4, 18 marks 
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Section B: Post-1900 Drama 

Question 17 
 

In this question candidates were asked to explore Williams’ presentation of deception in A 
Streetcar Named Desire in the light of the statement: ‘In A Streetcar Named Desire the 
only character Blanches succeeds in deceiving is herself’. 

 

Script 1, Question 17 
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Examiner comment and mark 
 
Engagement with the dramatist’s craft (A02) is the strength of this response and the 
learner has approached the question in a well- organised way, structuring his/her 
paragraphs around the various techniques used by Williams, e.g. the detailed analysis of 
the symbolic significance of Blanche’s clothing in the opening scene and in the scenes 
with Mitch and Stanley; the importance of the paper lantern prop; Williams’ use of music 
and sound effects. All of this discussion is linked back to the topic of the question - 
deception. 
 
The response as a whole feels a little narrow. The focus is solely on Blanche and, 
although this is a valid approach, one feels that a broader range of reference would have 
allowed the learner to show more evidence of discriminative understanding of the play’s 
ideas. 
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The significant weakness of the response lies in its failure in the most part to engage 
meaningfully with the play’s contexts (AO3) – any understanding is implicit and not 
developed - nor with different interpretations or alternative readings (AO5). The final 
paragraph does make some attempt to consider alternative readings, and this perhaps 
suggests that the learner was running out of time: 
 
‘As the play finishes with Blanche being institutionalised, the audience is split into two, one 
part believing that Blanche deserved the tragic ending that she got for trying to deceive 
everyone, another part believing that Blanche was a victim of the societal standards 
pressurised onto women in the 1940s in America, and that all of her attempts at deceit 
have been nothing more than her trying to survive in this patriarchal world’. 
 
This response is certainly clear and relevant and the strong performance on AO2 allows it 
just to get into Level 4. 
 
Level 4, 16 marks 
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Script 2, Question 17 
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Examiner comment and mark 

The opening of this response suggests a narrative approach, but there is consistent focus on the 
question in the references to Blanche being a ‘liar’. There is also an awareness of Williams as a 
dramatist at work, e.g., ‘Williams, using dramatic irony, makes the audience aware that Blanche is 
both a liar and an alcoholic’; “The plastic theatre during the scenes with Mitch and Blanche are 
usually swathed in darkness...’ However, there is also some tendency to discuss characters as if 
they were real: Blanche and Mitch, both wanted each other for their own selfish reasons...’ 

There is some very general reference to an alternative reading (AO5) – ‘in the 2015 theatre 
adaptation she sounds very sarcastic and forced when she talks to him’ - and some clear, but 
underdeveloped, points about context (AO3): 

‘As an ageing Southern belle, her looks and reputation are her only hopes to survive following the 
deterioration of the Old South’; ‘...this combined with the nominative determinism of the word 
Blanche meaning ‘white’ seems to be her way of convincing herself and others of her purity.’ 

Overall, it was felt that the response does enough to get into low Level 3. 
 
Level 3, 13 marks 
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Question 18 
 
In this question learners were asked to explore Williams’ presentation of reputation in 
A Streetcar Named Desire in the light of the statement: ‘One message of A Streetcar 
Named Desire seems to be that a person’s reputation is easily lost and difficult to win 
back’. 

 

Script 3, Question 18 
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Examiner comment and mark 
 
There is a strong sense on this script of the dramatist at work, and of the text in 
performance, e.g.,’... it allows him to explore the misogynistic male attitudes men have in 
the play.’; ‘These stage directions allow the audience to understand Stanley's nature’. 
The response therefore scores highly on AO2. 
 
Another strength of the response is in its use of well-integrated contextual material (AO3) 
that the learner links clearly to the topic of the question – reputation. The analysis of 
context is detailed and discriminating: 
 
‘Once Stanley's reputation and control is minimised through Blanche’s snobbery, he 
reasserts his dominance in the worse way possible, through rape... This brutal act of 
violence demonstrates the importance Stanley gives to his reputation... This idea is 
supported by the fact that during the 20th century, after WW2, the men returned with a 
greater sense of self- entitlement to work and live in America. Therefore, reputation is an 
indispensable theme when regarding the character of Stanley, as maintaining his 
reputation is what ultimately makes him violate and destroy Blanche. 
 
The learner addresses AO5 by using critical comments to support their own argument 
and demonstrate that they understand how the play and its themes are open to 
alternative readings: 
 
‘This introduction of Blanche may make the audience, who are aware of the dramatic 
irony in this situation, feel sympathy towards her as she is vulnerable and unconfident. 
Such as Elia Kazan who wrote in ‘The Notebooks’ that “Blanche could have worked; not 
in Stanley's world but in another.” On the other hand, the audience may perceive Blanche 
as a duplicitous liar who is willing to do anything to maintain her reputation, highlighting 
the importance of this theme in Streetcar...’ 
 
Overall, this is a very strong response that sits towards the top of Level 4. The reason it 
was not awarded a higher mark is because the expression of ideas (AO1) is not always 
accurate and controlled. The criterion - ‘sophisticated structure and expression’ - required 
at Level 5 has not quite been met. 
 
Level 4, 19 marks 
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