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Grade Descriptors

The descriptors are an attempt to guide examiners to an understanding of the qualities normally
expected of, or ‘typical’ of work in the band. They must not be interpreted as hurdle statements.
Together with the marking notes specific to the passage/poem set for that exam, they form a means
of general guidance. However, as is emphasised later in the Marking Notes, the photostats taken
from work produced in the examination will be the principal means by which we shall standardise the
marking.

Band 9 0-1 The answer does not meet the criteria for Band 8

Candidates will —

Band 8 2-3 Show just a very little awareness of ....

Candidates will —

Band 7 4-5 make a few straightforward points about....

Candidates will —
Band 6 6-8 | make some straightforward points about...
show a little understanding of

Candidates will —
Band 5 9-11 | begin to develop a response.....
show some understanding of....

Candidates will —
make a sensible response....

Band 4 12-14 .
show reasonable understanding of....
show a little awareness of the way language works.
Candidates will —

Band 3 15-17 make a considered, sustained response.

show clear understanding of ....
show some awareness of the way language works....

Candidates will —

sustain a perceptive, convincing response
show extensive understanding

respond sensitively to the way language works

Bands 1 and 2 18-20

In this Syllabus we aim to encourage the candidates to make some personal response to their
reading. That means that, while we may have legitimate expectations to the ground most answers
may occupy, we must at times be prepared to meet the candidates on their chosen ground.

We must try at all times to tease out what the candidate is trying to say to us. We must recognise that
it is possible for a candidate whose technical command of English is limited, but whose language still
manages to communicate understanding, to receive high marks. Nor should we reward fluency and
display of literary terms if we feel that there is little evidence of such understanding. Of course, those
who have linguistic capabilities of a high order are more likely to be able to convince us that they have
insight, but please remember that we are looking for literary response, not language skills. Other
areas of IGCSE assess the latter very well.

It is vital that we constantly remind ourselves that this is unseen work and we should not be
overcritical of an occasional false note or misunderstanding. We are marking the quality of the
process of engaging with literature, and not merely assessing the accuracy or otherwise of the
conclusions reached. Above all, we should be alert to any response to the affective power of the
words, however it might be expressed.
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Question 1

The two questions are very closely related and should be marked as a unit. The focus of both
questions is on how the poem has the effect is does. So, those answers which merely describe the
scene, however prettily, should be given limited reward.

The bullet points may encourage candidates to take the poem chronologically although the first does
refer to the first two stanzas and the second bullet point refers to all three.

The first two stanzas are probably more easily commented on than the last. It is hoped, however, that
many of the candidates will be able to respond to the change of mood of the last verse, although it is
likely that only the best answers will be able to deal with it effectively.

Readers often have difficulty when reading this poem in deciding where Auden’s (physical) standpoint
is! Are we on the island or are we on another piece of land, possibly the mainland, looking out to it?
This might puzzle candidates as who exactly is meant by stranger. For this exam, this does not really
need to concern us in the slightest. In the end, what we are examining in this exercise is the
candidate’s sensitivity to the way Auden uses words. There is plenty to say about this with reference
to this beautiful poem.

Above all, the poem is musical. We cannot expect precise metrical analyses to unlock the secrets of
its lyrical characteristics, but we should reward generously any attempts to pinpoint the way the verse
is arranged, the way syllables are stressed, and the onomatopoeic arrangement of sounds which
show Auden at the height of his poetic powers.

Marks 2-5 B7/8 Candidates will show some awareness of what the scene is like, referring
perhaps to some of the sights and sounds. They may not refer at all to the
second question. Answers will probably be very brief and/or rely heavily on the
words of the original to the extent that they are little short of copying out.

Marks 6-8 B6 Answers should show some understanding of the content of the poem and be
able to select some of the sights and sounds. However, they will probably not be
able to relate these details to the way the poet uses language nor really show
implicitly that they have appreciated this. They will probably be unable to deal
with the second question beyond saying that he is talking to the reader. There
may be a lack of understanding on how to use the text; they may either make
very little reference to specific words and phrases or conversely they may use it
indiscriminately or paraphrase excessively. There may be serious errors of
understanding in this range.

Marks 9—-11 B5 There should be a reasonably clear response to the sights and sounds of the
poem and the different feelings they invoke. Some sensitivity to language will be
probably apparent from the way they write, perhaps by their selection of quotation
or by creative paraphrase. However, in this range, we might not expect there to
be much analytical comment. There should be some attempt to tackle both
questions but their answer to the second will probably be very basic. We should
expect at least two of the bullet points to be covered, but again perhaps not
analytically. There may be errors of understanding in this mark range, but basic
understanding of the whole should be secure.
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Marks 12-14 B4

Marks 15-17 B3

Marks 18-20 B1/2

There should be a reasonably clear response to the different feelings evoked by
some of the language describing the sights and sounds of the island and a basic
attempt to show how Auden’s poetry has communicated this. Typically in this
range, candidates will identify some of the simpler images, for example, ‘like
floating seeds’. It is hoped that they will also be able to select examples of
onomatopoeia like ‘scrambles after the sucking surf. If they follow the bullet
points, they may be able, in response to the first, identify the monosyllabic
imperative (but not necessarily using those words) with which the poet boldly
engages the reader’s interest or the vertiginous descriptions of the second verse.
There will normally be a very sketchy awareness of the change of tone in the last
verse. However, we will expect little development in this range of any of the
points made.

Both questions should be answered adequately and the candidate should show a
capacity to make developed points and present a reasonably cohesive answer.
There may be more emphasis on the ‘feelings’ of the poet here rather than a
concentration just on the sights and sounds. For example, a good answer might
move through an identification of the thrill of the beauty, the feelings of
peacefulness, the awe at the majesty of the heights, the dreaminess of the last
stanza. We should expect attention to each of the bullet points. There should be
a response to the drama of the scene, with perhaps an awareness of the
theatricality of the presentation, a description of the hushed way he acts as a sort
of guide to the delights of the area. There should be an awareness of the change
of tone of the last verse with a rudimentary attempt at showing how the words
have effected this.

We should be looking for a good appreciation of the poetry before we award a
mark in this range. If any candidate can make a reasonably convincing analysis
of the metrical subtleties of the verse, we should be delighted, but we should not
expect this. Rather we should be alert for any response to the movement of the
verse, however this is articulated. Capable answers will also have the confidence
not to pin down all the meanings too securely. However the best candidates
might tackle the final stanza’s vagaries, essentially, we are, as always, looking for
engagement with the poetry, signs that they know how to reach out and make it
their own property.
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Question 2

It is hoped that most candidates will perceive that the natural world is portrayed as frighteningly
hostile. Laurie Lee imagines what it would be like to be a three-year old, alone and surrounded by
luxuriant vegetation and links it with a distant memory of his being in that situation. The environment
is perceived as a threat, partly because of its relative size and partly because the effect on his senses
is so overpowering. Most candidates should be able to respond to the prevailing imagery of the
jungle.

He portrays himself as helpless and terrified and mostly passive. Candidates might comment on the
image of the fat cuckoo, it is hoped with some amusement.

The sisters represent safety for him — they are ‘hung up like shields between him and the sky’. They
feed him and console him. They also are portrayed with a light humour, which might prove attractive
to some candidates. Some might see a latent sensuality in the way he describes Marjorie with her
long brown hair and the white flesh beneath the long black stockings and perceive that physically they
are seen from the perspective of a small child mostly at knee height and appearing and disappearing
at random.

The second part of the question is likely to extend the better candidates. There is much material to
choose from. The best candidates will respond to the energy of the writing. Like the vegetation he is
describing, the prose is luxuriant, full of excess. There is alliteration and assonance galore as though
Laurie Lee is drunk on words. Adjectives seldom appear singly. Most candidates will probably see
this cornucopia of literary device as a convenient well of material which they can plunder at will. A
few perhaps will go further and comment on the match between the sort of atmosphere Lee is trying
to evoke and the way he does it.

Marks 2-5 B7/8 There may be a few brief comments on the world of Laurie Lee’s childhood, with
a few isolated comments on one or two of the bullet points. In this mark range
we will not expect these comments to be very well focused, nor will we
necessarily be able to see why details have been selected.

Marks 6—8 B6 There should be an elementary understanding of what is being described in the
passage. There will probably be a few straightforward points to show that the
scene is told from a young child’s perspective — selecting details about the size of
his surroundings, for instance, or of his howling. In this mark range there may be
a tendency to paraphrase and we should not expect much of an answer to the
second part of the question.

Marks 9-11 B5 We should expect an undeveloped, but clear response to the first part of the
question. There will almost certainly be the beginnings of an understanding that
the natural world is portrayed as hostile and that the girls are seen as comforting
providers. However, we should not expect very much analysis of the language of
the piece in answer to the second part of the question.

Marks 12—14 B4 All three bullet points should be covered to some degree. We might expect
reasonably developed answers to the first part of the question — with awareness
of the hostility of the environment and the assault on the senses it represents to
the young Laurie Lee. There should be some effort to deal with the second part
of the question also. Comments might be disconnected and may be the product
of ‘device spotting’ with inadequate attempt to relate to the content. We might
expect then to comment on similes such as ‘like a bully’ and ‘like monkeys’ but
their comments will be fairly rudimentary in this mark range.
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Marks 15-17 B3

Marks 18-20 B1/2

The first part of the question should be covered thoughtfully and in some detail.
There should particularly be an awareness of the sensual response to the
hostility of surroundings which assault all of the senses so frighteningly, and the
way the girls appear so comfortingly as protectors. In this mark range we should
expect a more extended and connected commentary on what makes the writing
so vivid. There may not be the ability to stand back and see the overall effect of
the ‘purple prose’, but there should be a clear awareness of the way language
works.

As usual, we might expect the differentiating quality of the excellent script to take
a variety of forms. In the first part of the question, it might come from the
underlying perception that the piece is an artefact, that Laurie Lee is recreating
what he might have felt at that age, that it is not a simple ‘memory’. In response
to the second part of the question, we might get particularly sensitive responses
to the exuberance of the prose, with its abundance of imagery and descriptive
words and phrases, its varied, lively sentence structures, its haunting, echoing
sounds.

© UCLES 2008



