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reformed specifications does not mean a devaluing of 
traditional priorities by narrowing the reading repertoire 
or narrowing the assessment framework. In the uncertain 
conditions of a new specification, a new grading system 
and a new political culture of raised standards for a 
‘world class’ examination, there is some scope for 
anxiety. Teachers will be grateful for guidance towards 
examination success that preserves the best of what has 
grown through the years of GCSE English as a humane 
discipline – the scope for variety of stimulus and response, 
and for individualised engagement with reading. 

This article follows the previous scrutiny of exemplar 
scripts published by the four Awarding Bodies (AQA, 
Edexcel, Eduqas & OCR) to support teaching and 
learning in GCSE (English Language) Writing. The 
article is based on scrutiny of a similar sample of 
published exemplar scripts to support teaching and 
learning in GCSE (English Language) Reading. The 
ABs are clear in explaining that the exemplars are not 
intended as definitive examples of graded performance: 
they are intended to show how mark-schemes can be 
interpreted and applied in relation to specific parts of 
the examination questioning repertoire.

The role of the ABs at this time is crucial in reassurance 
as well as practicality. The annotated exemplars are the 
main way in which teachers can develop an understanding 
of the assessment procedure and a realistic assessment of 
their own students’ performance. As teachers throughout 
the key stages use exemplars and levels descriptors to 
set teaching and learning priorities, their impact on 
curriculum and classroom practice is enormous. Teachers 
need reassurance that the proclaimed new ‘rigour’ of the 

In the fourth and final instalment of this series,  
Peter Thomas explores the new GCSE reading 
exemplars, arguing that they provide valuable  
material for department training and exemplify  
effective and sensitive responses to writing.
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“The annotated exemplars are 
the main way in which teachers 
can develop an understanding  
of the assessment procedure and 
a realistic assessment of their 
own students’ performance.”
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The changing agenda and its impact  
on classrooms
Classroom walls bear ample witness to the high-
status ingredients of the strengthened agenda. Lists of 
discourse markers are displayed with colour-coded links 
to the textual cohesion feature they enable; emotive 
language examples abound, and personal pronouns, 
direct address and inclusivity and are honoured in 
quotations from Martin Luther King, Barack Obama 
and Jamie Oliver. At its best, this has reinforced the 
traditional English concern to equip youngsters with 
the ability to detect purpose, method and bias in public 
prints, as well as relish the way in which language may 
be exploited creatively in fiction. At its worst, this has 
resulted in a rash of acronymic lists of features students 
are trained to spot in any text. The lists sometimes 
feature the exotic, as in synecdoche, or the simply 
banal, such as repetition, but they are all a way of 
ensuring the students open their Goods to Declare at 
the customs post of GCSE. There appeared a fertile 
new AFOREST for students to wander in, and wonder. 
The reformed GCSE English language has reinforced 
this trend by making ‘use of appropriate terminology’ 
a prominent part of the AOs. Examiners are familiar 
with the remarkable similarity of response to texts of 
various kinds as rhetorical questions, short sentences, 
direct address and the rule of three are assiduously 
plucked from whatever has cunningly embedded these 
for readers to find. 

GCSE Reading Assessment Objectives
Assessment objectives are the same for all specifications. 
The current AOs represent a subtle shift from the ones 
applying to legacy specifications – and those were 
a shift from the AOs of the specifications previous to 
the legacy ones. The shift in priorities is evident in the 
comparison below.

An increasingly explicit agenda in assessed reading
When GCSE replaced O Levels and CSEs in the late 
Eighties, there was an enormous expansion of the 
assessed reading agenda, partly because school-assessed 
coursework gave teachers the ability to choose texts 
and tasks suited to their students’ abilities and needs. 
Additionally, the National Curriculum specified a 
repertoire of student response including literary as well 
as non-literary texts, heritage and contemporary texts, 
different cultures texts and non-print media texts. This 
was not only a healthy expansion but one which 
widened the appeal of reading to students of all abilities, 
including the least able and the least likely to find the 
study of literature congenial. It also had the effect of 
widening the teaching repertoire of English teachers, as 
the characteristics of different genres required a 
renewal of professional expertise. Whereas comprehension 
of content may have been a priority for O Level, the 
culture of reading in GCSE English prioritised audience, 
purpose, authorial craft and effects on readers.

Then came the massive investment of faith and 
money in the NLS, with a sharpening of focus on the 
ingredients of response to reading. This, together 
with the KS3 SATs regime reinforced the repertoire of 
assessable evidence of an informed reading strategy. 
The sharper focus on textual mechanics emerged 
from some strands of academic genre theory and of 
transactional analysis, enhancing the status of cohesion, 
register and devices for impact and influence. ‘Devices’, 
in particular, took on a new significance in learned lists 
of what students should find in their reading.

The recently reformed GCSE has built on all of this, 
with part of its ‘strengthened’ status evident in the 
splitting in authorial craft of the former twins ‘language 
and structure’ into two discrete matters, each with its 
own devices, and its own status in AOs and mark schemes 
– and, indeed, in explicit examination question focus.
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AO (i) read, with insight and 
engagement, making appropriate 
references to texts and developing 
and sustaining interpretations  
of them;

AO (ii) distinguish between fact 
& opinion and evaluate how 
information is presented;

AO (iii) follow an argument, 
identifying implications & 
recognizing inconsistencies;

AO (iv) select material appropriate 
to their purpose, collate material 
from different sources, & make 
cross references;

AO (v) understand & evaluate how 
writers use linguistic, structural & 
presentational devices to achieve 
their effects, and comment on  
ways language varies and changes.

AO (i) read and understand texts, 
selecting material appropriate to 
purpose, collating from different 
sources and making comparisons 
and cross-references as appropriate

AO (ii) develop and sustain 
interpretations of writers’ ideas 
and perspectives 

AO (iii) explain and evaluate how 
writers use linguistic, grammatical, 
structural and presentational 
features to achieve effects and 
engage and influence the reader

AO (iv) understand texts  
in their social, cultural and 
historical contexts

AO (i) reading for meaning:

• identify and interpret explicit 
and implicit information  
and ideas 

• select and synthesise evidence 
from different texts 

 
AO (ii) explain, comment on & 
analyse how writers use language 
& structure to achieve effects & 
influence readers, using relevant 
subject terminology to support 
their views 
 
AO (iii) compare writers’ ideas  
and perspectives, as well as how 
these are conveyed, across two  
or more texts 
 
AO (iv) evaluate texts critically 
and support this with appropriate 
textual references 
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There are also distinct differences in the way the 
scripts are annotated. All of them are useful classroom 
resources, but some are more useful than others. For 
example, AQA uses a very visually appealing and 
screen-friendly colour-coding of text to highlight 
specific marginal descriptors. This makes a very good 
colour print resource, but it is even more effective as 
a digital device allowing highlighting and annotation 
to be called up or concealed on screen. Edexcel uses a 
very detailed lengthy commentary – the most extensive 
walking through a script as a training exercise. Eduqas 
uses five descriptors from the appropriate bands, and 
ticks within the script. OCR uses brief summative 
statement following multiple precisely situated ticks in 
the body of the script.

These differences apart, the mark-schemes have 
much in common, and they all provide a secure basis 
for planning teaching and learning as well as assessing 
the outcomes. 

Language and structure
All specifications now embody one of the principal 
‘strengthenings’ of GCSE Reading assessment – the 
higher status of structure in AO2. All specs have 
guidance on this new element, some in PTT material 
and some on-line. After this year’s exams there will 
be additional comment and guidance in Principal 
Examiner reports. In the meantime, the advice given 
on structure by AQA is as good as any, and is applicable 
whatever specification a school has chosen.

 

The GCSE Reading annotated exemplar scripts
The following scrutiny compares the way in which 
scripts are assessed against the respective mark-
schemes. It focuses on common features of the scripts 
and the pattern of annotation. These are:

• content (quoted textual detail)

• subject knowledge (terminology)

• skill process (e.g., explain, interpret, explore, 
analyse, question focus).

The AOs define a range of discrete skills – some 
more sophisticated than others. It is useful for student 
diagnostic and development purposes to see these 
as two differentiated skill-sets: one a core skill-set 
which privileges the text, the other a more active and 
developed skill-set which privileges the active reader. 
Reconstructing the AOs like this reveals a helpful 
differentiation of teaching and learning needs:

The new requirement for ‘relevant subject 
terminology’ has resulted in various lists of technical 
terms for students to use as ‘toolkits’ for dealing with 
texts. The usefulness of such lists is variable. References to 
‘lexis’ or ‘semantic field’, for example, tend to reveal more 
misunderstanding than relevant use. Listing features 
alone is not an objective: ‘relevant’ is a key discriminator, 
and examiners are familiar with accurate, relevant 
comments on language without subject terminology. 

GCSE Reading examinations and mark-schemes
The AOs form a common basis for all mark-schemes, 
and all of them place a higher value on the developed 
skills than the core skills. The different value placed 
on core and developed skills is evident in the exemplar 
question papers. There is a common practice of starting 
the question sequence with simple, low-tariff prompts 
for core skills such as select and retrieve. Increasing 
demand for developed skills is clear as the question 
sequence moves to the higher-tariff developed skills 
requiring interpretation, analysis and evaluation.

Despite this common approach, the ABs have 
developed distinctive differences in constructing 
mark-schemes. In Reading there is a difference in the 
number of bands in a mark-scheme: AQA uses 4 bands, 
Edexcel uses 5 bands, Eduqas uses 5 bands and OCR 
uses 6 bands. There are also distinctive differences in 
the language of the mark-schemes. The top terms in 
the hierarchy of attainment in Reading vary: AQA has 
‘analysis’ and ‘perceptive’, Edexcel has ‘analysis’ and 
‘discriminating’, Eduqas has ‘analysis, exploration, 
evaluation, engagement’ and ‘accurate, convincing, 
perceptive, effective’ and OCR has ‘analysis’, and 
‘skilled, sophisticated, consistent’.

Core skills Developed skills

• identify

• select

• explicit info & ideas

• explain

• language

• ideas

• effects

• support

• interpret

• synthesise 

• implicit info & ideas

• analyse

• structure

• perspectives

• influence readers

• evaluate

Possible areas for students to develop 
understanding in could include:
• sequence through a passage

• movement from big to small – ideas  
or perspectives

• taking an outside to inward perspective,  
or vice versa

• introductions and developments

• reiterations

• repetitions, threads, patterns or motifs

• summaries and conclusions

• shifts of focus

• narrative perspective

• connections and links across paragraphs

• internal cohesion and topic sentences.

“The new requirement for ‘relevant subject 
terminology’ has resulted in various lists of 
technical terms for students to use as ‘toolkits’ 
for dealing with texts. The usefulness of such 
lists is variable.”
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News and Views 

“The script 
exemplifies 
an assured use 
of informed 
response 
which is 
persistent and 
exploratory, 
resting not  
on identified 
techniques but 
on analysing 
the way in 
which 
techniques 
work and work 
together.”

1 AQA English Language Reading exemplars

Script A – Q: How does the writer use language to describe the storm?

• Content (quoted textual detail): the script provides three quotations in a two-paragraph response. 

• Subject knowledge/terminology: It identifies in those quotations adjectives (incorrectly), nouns  
(2, ‘fury’ and ‘control’) and verbs (3 ‘ripping’, ‘blinding’, ‘engulfing’). 

• Skill process: It explains that the adjectives and verbs are used ‘to show how devastating the weather is.’  
The second paragraph attempts a more developed explanation: ‘the noun ‘control’ suggests that something  
has been taken over and it’s like it can control anything it likes. The writer has chosen this word to show that the 
 storm has taken over and to give the feeling as if you don’t know what it will do next.’

Annotation
Level 2 (of 4): ‘Some understanding of language; attempts to comment on the effects of language; some use of 
appropriate textual detail; some use of subject terminology. In the first sentence, the candidate selects ‘ripping, blinding 
and engulfing’ and says this shows ‘how devastating the weather is’. This is an attempt to comment on the effects 
of language. These three words are no one quotation but come from three separate places in the text. Rather than 
considering their effect collectively, the response could be improved by analyzing the effect of each word individually, so 
that the explanation of effect can be precise and contextualised.’

Script B – Q: How does the writer use language to describe the storm?

• Content (quoted textual detail): The script provides 6 quotations, each of them subject to scrutiny  
of parts rather than used for general evidence in support of a statement. 

• Subject knowledge/terminology: Six specific aspects of language are explicitly addressed  
by appropriate subject terminology: semantic field, verbs, violent language, personification, 
mythological allusion and bathos. 

• Skill process: There is sustained and effective use of interpretative discourse tags: ‘uses/used’ (5), 
emphasizes (4), shows (1), demonstrates (1) and implies (9). The overall effect is of knowledge 
intelligently applied and used to develop a response that is evaluative and analytical.

Annotation
Level 4 (of 4): ‘Perceptive understanding of language where the analysis, especially in the final paragraph, is of the 
highest quality; sophisticated and accurate use of subject terminology, with a judicious selection of textual detail.’ 

Implications for teaching and learning
The award of a Band 2 mark for work that provides appropriate textual detail, explains meaning and 
uses specialist terminology is a clear message that more is required for potentially ‘strong pass’ marks. 
Clearly, more textual detail is needed, and, more importantly, use of specialist knowledge. The specialist 
knowledge and the learning of appropriate discourse tags such as ‘suggests’, ‘the writer has chosen’ and ‘used 
to show’ is rewarded as no more than expected as a result of study. As these three features of a response 
(content, knowledge, skill) are the focus for much teaching at GCSE, it is a salutary reminder that the new 
potential ‘strong pass’ will require something more purposeful to be done with the prepared core features 
of a reading response.

Implications for teaching and learning
The script exemplifies an assured use of informed response which is persistent and exploratory, resting 
not on identified techniques but on analysing the way in which techniques work and work together. 
Whilst its expression is sophisticated, its thinking is less so, and it provides a very helpful model of how 
such a response may be taught rather than be assumed to emerge from individual talent. The award of a 
band 4 full marks assessment of 12/12 indicates that this script exhibits qualities at the top of the assessed 
range, and will therefore be of interest to teachers as an example of what may be expected at best in the 
national entry.



26 | NATE | Teaching English | Issue 15

“The 
recognition 
that 
uncertainty, or 
the possibility 
of ambiguity 
and 
ambivalence 
in alternative 
readers/
readings, is 
seen as a step 
up from the 
certainty of 
description  
is a useful 
steer towards 
higher 
performance.”

2 Edexcel English Language Reading exemplars

Script A – Q: Analyse how the writer uses language and structure to interest and engage the reader.

• Content (quoted textual detail): the script provides 4 quotations as textual evidence. 

• Subject knowledge/terminology: the script identifies rhetorical questions, paragraphs, conversational 
language, short sentences, lists and ellipsis as features of communicated meaning.

• Skill process: the script has 3 uses of ‘uses’ and 7 of ‘show/shows’. There is 1 use of the word ‘engage’ 
from the task.

Annotation
Level 2/3 (of 5): ‘Appropriate comment on rhetorical questions, some explanation… some explanation of language points 
re speaking language… explanation of use of short sentences and pauses… moves from comment to explanation re ellipsis…
appropriate selection of features, but level of analysis of how features are used is comment/explanation (level 2/3).’

Script B – Q: Analyse how the writer uses language and structure to interest and engage the reader.

• Content (quoted textual detail): the script provides 7 quotations as textual evidence. 

• Subject knowledge/terminology: the script identifies and explains direct address, tag questions, 
conversational tone, simile, reassurance and repetition as features of communicated meaning.

• Skill process: ‘uses’ (3), ‘reinforces’ (3), ‘suggests’ (1). Significantly, there are 9 uses of ‘engage/engaging’ 
from the task.

Annotation
Level 5 (of 5): ‘Identifies audience… identifies direct address, and explores effect. Identifies tag questions as structural 
feature… perceptive exploration and analysis developed into influence on reader… While the technical terminology is 
not specifically required or credited, it does show a perceptive understanding of language. Interpretation of alternative 
effects and influences on the reader, seen in the use of ‘perhaps’ that is perceptive and considered. Detailed and perceptive 
comment on reassuring language. Perceptive and sophisticated response which shows that listing of techniques with 
terminology examples is not required to achieve top marks.’ 

Implications for teaching and learning
This script shows a clear grasp of the core features of a reading response, yet is given a mark which is 
unlikely to translate into a ‘strong pass’. Again, the message is that students need not merely to be taught 
the skills of reading response, but how to apply and develop them in a coherent and investigative manner.

Implications for teaching and learning
This is a very useful script to show students what a high-level response looks like. The final comment in the 
annotation is particularly helpful and reassuring. The key words distinguishing this script from the other 
are ‘explores’ and ‘perceptive’. ‘Explore’ indicates something more active than ‘identify’, and ‘perceptive’ 
indicates something more individualised than understanding. The recognition that uncertainty, or the 
possibility of ambiguity and ambivalence in alternative readers/readings is seen as a step up from the 
certainty of description is a useful steer towards higher performance.

Assessing the Assessment: Reading at GCSE
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News and Views 

3 WJEC Eduqas English Language Reading exemplars
(These two Eduqas scripts provide a very useful comparison to show students what they need to do to improve 
their writing about reading – and not just for those within the Eduqas sphere.)

Script A – Q: How does the writer show… ?

• Content (quoted textual detail): the script provides and comments on 6 quotations. 

• Subject knowledge/terminology: features identified and commented on are: negative description, 
alliteration, similes, varied sentence lengths.

• Skill process: focus on authorial craft to shape meaning is conveyed by ‘shows’ (3), ‘uses’ (2) and 
‘emphasises’, ‘intensifies’, ‘incorporates’ and ‘draw attention to’ (all 1 each).

The script’s focus on how the writer’s feelings are shown is evident in ‘continual negative description’. This is 
ticked as a statement, with a further tick and underlining of terminology in the comment on textual detail: ‘she 
uses alliteration and similes together ‘like a cattle car’ to convey how Megan felt about this experience of squashing into a 
train.’ The candidate is further ticked for stating that the writer uses ‘varied sentence lengths like ‘nobody spoke’ to 
draw attention to the fact that Megan thought that was quite weird.’ The script continues to link an identified feature 
to authorial purpose in comments such as ‘The writer also shows that Megan did not enjoy the journey be saying 
she was ‘swallowed instantly by a mass of churning people’ and in use of emphasis ‘to show that she is very new to this 
environment’. The script comes closer to considering effect on readers with the final comment about the ‘horror 
story’ quality of ‘doors slamming’ and ‘whistles shrieking’ which ‘intensifies Megan’s feeling of not enjoying the journey.’

Annotation: 
Level 3 (of 5)
• identifies relevant textual detail

• some attempt to explain/develop

• some mention of subject terminology

Script B – Q: How does the writer show… ?

• Content (quoted textual detail): The script provides 15 quotations as examples of language used,  
all of them short and precisely related to effects, and deftly embedded in a coherent commentary.

• Subject knowledge/terminology: features identified and commented on are negative graphic 
vocabulary, alliteration, simile, repetition, connotation of verbs. 

• Skill process: focus on authorial craft in shaping meaning is conveyed by ‘uses’ (2); ‘presents’ (4); 
‘implies’ (1); ‘emphasizes’ (2); ‘reinforces’ (1) and ‘serves to make’ (1).

Explanation is detailed and developed by drawing out the effect of word choice, as in ‘the writer shows that 
Megan does not enjoy the journey to London by the use of negative, graphic vocabulary…such as ‘the grimy station’ which 
presents a rather unappealing and unwelcoming image.’ There is further close focus on the associative effect of 
individual words in the offered quotation in: ‘The ‘fat man’ who sits beside her leaves his legs ‘sticking our sideways’…
which presents him as an intrusive, intimidating character.’ Where obvious features of style are identified, there is 
a strong focus on the effects achieved, as in ‘The use of alliteration and simile implies the vast quantity of people and 
their actions as they ‘surged towards the door’ creating an idea of them being like an opposing force against Megan, who 
is ‘swallowed instantly’ ‘ The ability to use quotation for close investigation rather than general illustration is 
clearly displayed in the focus on ‘verbs with violent connotations such as ‘slamming’, shrieking’, ‘booming’, ‘groaning 
and rumbling… which reinforce the bustle and chaos of the city.’ This ability to combine a linguistically specific textual 
detail with comment on effect is continued in the focus on adjectives such as ‘vast’, ‘echoing’, ‘colossal’, ‘stunned’ and 
‘breathless’. Such accumulation of patterned detail to support authorial purpose, linked with effects, is a model 
of how to make response to reading more than finding an illustration of a technique. 

Implications for teaching and learning
From this it is clear that Eduqas mid-range attainment involves familiarity with some technical 
terminology, and awareness that use of it has to be related to meaning (mainly feelings) in the text, and 
to the writer’s purpose. The script does show some focus, structure and development of a response, but 
the annotation indicates more is required for higher marks than merely linking relevant textual detail to 
features of meaning and to authorial purpose. This is a healthy reminder that illustrated feature-spotting, 
even when supported by comment on enhanced meaning, will be a mid-range attainment. This should 
serve as a reminder that abler or more ambitious students need more than the basic acronymic prop of 
the PEE formula. 
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3 WJEC Eduqas English Language Reading exemplars – continued

Annotation 
Level 5 (of 5)
• accurate and perceptive comments

• detailed and analytical

• effortless confident use of terminology to support the answer (the terminology is not an end in itself  
but a means to an end)

Assessing the Assessment: Reading at GCSE

“Whatever  
the motives, 
effects and 
imperfections 
of 
governmental 
intervention 
in education, 
the Awarding 
Bodies have 
succeeded in 
providing 
support for 
teachers and 
students that 
makes GCSE 
reading 
assessment 
something 
more than an 
exercise of 
naming the 
parts.”

4 OCR English Language Reading exemplars
(OCR’s summative annotation is very brief, and more descriptive than analytical. The best way to make 
use of the material is to track the ticking within the text, as this identifies the features justifying the general 
summative comment.)

Script A – Q: ‘How does Adam Marek use language and structure to make his description of the setting and the 
preparations for the trip full of tension?’

• Content (quoted textual detail): The very short script provides comment on 4 selected quotations, 
 all used evidentially rather than as samples for close analysis. 

• Subject knowledge/terminology: Two features are identified and commented on: foreshadowing and 
‘structuring the passage’ in sentences. 

• Skill process: focus on authorial craft in shaping meaning is conveyed by ‘creates’ (3) ‘uses/using’ (1)  
and ‘makes’ (3).

There are four ticks in the text, all against attempts to explain the effects of the identified features: 
‘(Foreshadowing) makes the reader question whether Jakey is….’; ‘Marek makes this worse by having the mother’s ‘voice 
sounded wounded’’; ‘…structures the passage to seem really rushed’; ‘both written to create the impression of hurriedness’.

Annotation: 
Level 2 (of 6) ‘Two points which address language in some detail but links to the task and understanding of the text 
are tenuous.’

Script B – Q: ‘How does Adam Marek use language and structure to make his description of the setting and the 
preparations for the trip full of tension?’

• Content (quoted textual detail): The script provides 6 quotations, all of them re-visited to examine 
details within.

• Subject knowledge/terminology: features identified and commented on are alliteration, simile, list, 
short sentence.

• Skill process: focus on authorial craft in shaping meaning is conveyed by ‘uses’ (6),’emphasise’ (3), 
‘creates’ (3), ‘suggests’ (2), ‘show’ (1), ‘exaggerates’ (1), ‘implies’ (1), ‘highlights’ (1).

Implications for teaching and learning
The script assessed at 10 is markedly different, and helpfully demonstrates the enhanced skills associated 
with higher level response. The final bullet in the annotation is a very strong steer towards the newly-
important use of terminology and the script itself is a good model of how to use textual detail. The trawling 
for patterns of linguistic choice make the script useful in showing students (and teachers!) the difference 
between writing about language descriptively and writing about it analytically.

Implications for teaching and learning
The script illustrates awareness of the need to explain selected textual references but there is little to 
show grasp of the separate dimensions of purpose and effect, very little to show close scrutiny of linguistic 
features and very little sense of what textual structure may entail. Because it shows some focus and some 
method, it is a useful script to prompt students to further detail, classification of detail and inference from 
patterns of detail. It is not just that there needs to be more detail and comment, but that the use of detail 
and the range of comment both need to be expanded. It also points to the need for understanding ways in 
which ‘structure’ may be approached.
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News and Views 

4 OCR English Language Reading exemplars – continued
The script illustrates a method of response based on illustrated identification of language features such as: 
alliteration, simile and short sentences, and textual features such as a list, and contrast. There are seven ticks 
in the text, all of them marking a skill in comment rather than a knowledge of content or use of terminology. 
The skill process of explaining how the feature contributes to meaning is done by sustained and varied use 
of interpretational discourse tags. This is evidence of a candidate who has learned/been taught to leave 
no textual detail unadorned with explanatory comment re purpose and effect. It is a successful display of 
a method of response that goes beyond the limits imposed by the PEE formula because it offers double 
comment on the alliteration and investigates the separate associations of each component of the quotation 
‘the bright yellow raincoat’. This is at least as secure and competent as work which would have been rewarded 
with a strong C pass at O Level. (Sorry – I have been in assessment for a very long time!). It represents what should 
be equivalent currency in the new dispensation, and provides a message that access to the ‘strong pass’ grades 
can be achieved through focused teaching and learning.

Annotation: 
Level 4 (of 6) ‘This gets some relevant language points and makes some less explicit points about structure: it implies 
the contrast between the real and the imagined, which is developed to the conclusion. However, despite the accurate 
commentary on some detail, the answer lacks a detailed overview of the tone and point of the passage, taking seriously 
what is satirically intended.’

Implications for teaching and learning
The reservation in the commentary about mistaking satire for fact is a potent reminder that teachers can 
manufacture student reading responses that meet grade descriptors and deliver successful certification, 
but that alone may not necessarily produce readers who are sensitive to the nuances of tone and language. 
There remains a gap between reading for assessment and the assessment of reading.

The consensus is that a mechanical listing of textual 
parts, with an explanation of meaning, will score less 
than an exploration of how the parts work to fulfil a 
writer’s purpose for a particular audience. All seem to 
acknowledge that it is easier for students to get a grip of 
language than on structure, but if teachers adopt a 
flexible approach to structure, along the lines indicated 
by AQA, this need not be an obstacle.

These exemplars as a whole – and separately – do 
much to sustain traditional reading assessment practice 
and judgement. They are a congenial classroom 
resource for students but, perhaps more importantly, 
they provide a reassuring practical application of 
sound pedagogy. Whatever the motives, effects 
and imperfections of governmental intervention in 
education, the ABs have succeeded in providing support 
for teachers and students that makes GCSE reading 
assessment something more than an exercise of naming 
the parts. It remains for teachers themselves to make 
reading a pleasure as well as a means to examination 
success.

My thanks to the subject officers who made these 
materials available.

Peter Thomas 
is Chair of NATE. 

Conclusion
Teacher support for classroom teaching and learning, 
let alone assessment, has come a long way over the years 
of GCSE. The support is professional and pedagogical, 
and essential if teachers are to prepare their students for 
success in the new examinations. There is a reassuring 
common message in these exemplar scripts and their 
annotation. This is that all ABs confirm a basic method 
of approach to reading response based on evidence, 
specialist knowledge combined in a purposeful 
explanatory/interpretive discourse. Teachers may 
be reassured or alarmed to know that a competent 
display of these features is not enough to move work 
into a higher band of attainment. For that, there needs 
to be a broader and more systematic evidence base, an 
application and development of linguistic knowledge and, 
crucially a more developed ability to explore, interrogate, 
analyse and evaluate evidence and knowledge. This is 
important for schools which still put their trust in the 
PEE formula, and unwittingly narrow the scope of more 
able students’ responses.

Teachers and students may draw comfort from the 
fact that these scripts demonstrate that successful 
practice can be taught, and that they do not show a 
changed agenda in reading assessment, or a raising 
of the bar for the meeting descriptors for the higher 
bands. Whether access to the highest bands leads to 
the new top grade 9 is another matter, and subject to 
statistical rather than judgemental award.

Because there is an obviously common focus on the 
essentials of reading response as ‘Content’, ‘Knowledge’ 
and ‘Skill Process’, any of the scripts produced for these 
different specifications will be useful as a classroom 
resource, whatever specification has been chosen by 
the school. They show a remarkable consensus, albeit 
demonstrated in different ways, and in sometimes different 
language, about what constitutes good reading response. 

“Any of these scripts will be useful as a 
classroom resource, whatever specification  
has been chosen. They show a remarkable 
consensus, albeit demonstrated in different 
ways, and in sometimes different language, 
about what constitutes good reading response.” 


