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February 2015  a briefing note from ENGLISH REVIEW magazine   

A-level English literature 

New specifications  

The new A-levels: the headlines  
This note focuses on the full, linear A-level specifications and not the new, standalone AS specifications. 

Elements of A-level subject criteria that are mandatory and a change from the current specifications: 

• Coursework has a mandatory weighting of 20% 

• Specifications need to cover eight texts including: 

o at least two examples of each of the genres of prose, poetry and drama across the 
course as a whole 

o one work published/performed after 2000 

o three pre-1900 texts including at least one play by Shakespeare 

o Specifications must include an unseen text which has not already been used for study. 

What makes the A-level co-teachable with the AS course?  

• Assessment objectives (AOs) are the same over both AS and A-level 

• a common mark scheme across all components of AS and A-level 

• most, if not all, A-level texts are available to students at AS 

The number of Assessment Objectives has increased from 4 to 5 (as shown below). The existing AO3 
which links comparisons and connections between texts with interpretations by other readers has been 
split into the new AO4 and AO5 to give each of these a separate emphasis. 

The assessment objectives  
AO1: Articulate informed, personal and creative responses to literary texts, using associated concepts 
and terminology, and coherent, accurate written expression. 

AO2: Analyse ways in which meanings are shaped in literary texts. 

AO3: Demonstrate understanding of the significance and influence of the contexts in which literary texts 
are written and received. 

AO4: Explore connections across literary texts. 

AO5: Explore literary texts informed by different 
interpretations. 
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A selection of set or recommended text choices  
AQA A  Measure for Measure; Oh! What a Lovely War; Revolutionary Road; The Help; Tony Harrison: 
Poems  

AQA B  Small Island; Brighton Rock; Harvest; When Will there be Good News?; The Rime of Ancient 
Mariner 

OCR  The Reluctant Fundamentalist; Call It Sleep; Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit 

WJEC (Eduqas) 	  Enron, Loot, Gillian Clarke: Making the Beds for the Dead 

Edexcel 	  Heart of Darkness; What Maisie Knew;  Never Let Me Go; The Home Place; Philip Larkin: The 
Less Deceived 

The new specifications: content and skills    
What stays the same and what changes?   
Watchwords of the exam boards in devising the specifications include: ‘continuity,’ ‘refreshment’, rigour 
and inspiration. 

Below is an easy-to-access summary of the key changes and innovations in each specification: 

 AQA (A) AQA (B) Edexcel OCR  WJEC 
(Eduqas)1 

New 
content  

 

 

Paper 1: 
examines 
Shakespeare via 
an extract/whole 
text question 

Paper 1: contains 
question on pair 
of unseen poems. 

Paper 2: contains 
question on 
unseen prose 
extract 

Paper 1: new 
Tragedy and 
Comedy poem 
anthologies 

Paper 2: new genres: 
Elements of Crime 
writing and Elements 
of Political writing 

Non-examined 
assessment: Critical 
anthology on six 
types of literary 
criticism; has more 
importance 

Papers 
organised by 
single genre 

Paper 1: 
features single 
Shakespeare 
play question 

Paper 2: prose 
choice of five 
new themes: 
Childhood; 
Crime & 
Detection; 
Science & 
Society; The 
Supernatural; 
Women & 
Society 

Paper 1: 
Shakespeare play 
examined via 
extract/whole text 
question 

Paper 2: 
comparative study 
based on a choice 
of themes (no 
longer genres): 
e.g. The Gothic; 
Dystopia; 
Immigrant 
Experience 

Paper 1: one 
question on 
post-1900 
poetry 

Paper 2: set 
Shakespeare 
play: extract/ 
whole text 
question 

Paper 3: 
Unseen texts – 
prose and 
poetry drawn 
together 

 

 
Paper 2: two 
themed options 

Paper 1: Tragedy 
added to existing 

Paper 2: choice 
of texts is by 

Paper 2: unseen 
prose question; 

Non- examined 
assessment: 

                                                
1 Note that the comparison is with the old WJEC specification across the board and the new 
Eduqas spec for English schools. 
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Revised 
content  

 

 

available rather 
than three 

Non-examined 
assessment is on 
two linked texts. 

 

Comedy genre 

Paper 2: new unseen 
passage question. 

Non- examined 
assessment retains 
the re-creative task 
from coursework  

theme not core 
and  choice 
texts 

Non- examined 
assessment still 
has free choice 
of texts but no 
shorter task 
outcomes 

comparative 
question on at 
least two texts  

Non- examined 
assessment: still 
a study across 
three texts but 
three not two 
genres and post 
1945 lit 

greater 
emphasis on 
prose study, 
includes one 
post-2000 text 
choice 

Deleted 
content 

 

 

Paper 2: Victorian 
Literature option 

Creative study 
coursework 

Shakespeare no 
longer required 
for coursework 

Paper 1: discrete 
unit: Aspects of 
Narrative 

Genres: Elements of 
the Gothic and 
Elements of the 
Pastoral replaced 

Paper 3: 
Unseen poetry 
now post 2000 
not 1800–1945 

Unprepared 
prose question  

Organisation of 
papers toward 
genre. 

Emphasis on pre-
1800 poetry 

Creative reading 
coursework task 

Emphasis on 
pre-1800 poetry 
and drama 

 

 

AQA A – a neat 
adaptation of the existing 
specification with its 
historicist slant and its 
continuity of themes and 
texts but with new  
elements bringing fresh 
appeal for existing 
centres 

AQA B – a clever 
reimagining of the 
existing 
specification, using 
similar approaches 
but with different 
literary genres and 
a clear focus on 
criticism 

Edexcel – the 
specification 
includes thee 
exams (one for 
each separate 
genre) and a Non-
examined 
assessment. Offers 
more focused study 
of early literature 

OCR – the exams 
focus on pre-1900 
texts with the 
exception of post 
1900 prose but 
give free rein with 
chose of post 
1900 texts in the 
NEA study 

WJEC (Eduqas) – 
the specification 
has three exams, 
one solely on 
unseen texts. 
Organised more by 
single genre than 
by texts grouped by 
time period 
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Assessment 2016/2017       
Read this comparison chart for an overview of how the A-level specifications are structured. 

 AQA A AQA B Edexcel OCR  WJEC (Eduqas) 

Structure 
and 
focus of 
papers  

 

 

Paper 1: Love 
through the Ages 
(thematic; broad 
time spans)  
covers (1) 
Shakespeare 
(extract) (2) 
unseen poetry 
and (3) Prose 
comparison = 
40% 

Paper 2: Texts in 
shared contexts: 
choice of two 
themes (narrower 
time spans – WWI 
and its aftermath 
or Modern times) 
covers (1) single 
set text question; 
(2) unseen prose 
question; (3) set 
text comparison 
question = 40% 

Non-exam 
assessment: 
Independent 
critical study – 
2,500 word 
extended essay 
comparing two 
texts, one pre-
1900; onepost-
1900 and two 
different authors = 
20% 

Paper 1: Literary 
genres – choice 
of Aspects of 
Tragedy or 
Aspects of 
Comedy – covers 
(1) Shakespeare 
(extract) (2) full 
text Shakespeare 
question; (3) set 
text comparison 
question = 40% 

Paper 2: Texts 
and genres – 
choice of 
Elements of 
Crime writing or 
Elements of 
Political writing – 
covers study of 3 
texts: (1) unseen 
prose question;(2) 
single set text 
question; 3) set 
text comparison 
question = 40% 

Non-exam 
assessment: 
Theory & 
independence -  
two essays up to 
1,500 words 
each; one can be 
re-creative – to 
cover study of two 
texts (poetry and 
prose) responding 
to aspects of AQA 
B Critical 
Anthology = 20% 

Paper 1: Drama – 
(1) Shakespeare 
study – question 
on one comedy or 
one tragedy with 
Edexcel Critical 
Anthology; 2) 
another set play= 
30% 

Paper 2:Prose − 
set text (1 pre-
1900) comparison 
question - choice 
of 5 themes = 
20% 

Paper 3: Poetry – 
(1) unseen poetry 
– post 2000; (2) 
set chosen poet 
or chosen period 
question = 30% 

Non-exam 
assessment: free 
choice of two 
texts – either 
extended essay 
or a re-creative 
piece; max 3,000 
words = 20% 

Paper 1: Drama 
and Poetry pre-
1900 – (1) 
Shakespeare set 
play; (2) one 
poetry and one 
drama text = 40% 

Paper 2: (1) 
unseen prose 
question; (2) 
comparative 
question – on one 
set text and one 
or more choice 
texts from chosen 
topic = 40% 

Non-exam 
assessment: two 
tasks on post-
1900 literature (1) 
critical or re-
creative writing 
piece; (2) linked 
texts essay = 
20% 

Paper 1: Poetry – 
(1) Pre 1900 
selection 
question; (2) Post 
1900 selection 
question = 30% 

Paper 2: Drama –
(1) Shakespeare 
– question on one 
set play; compa-
rison of pair of 
plays – one pre- & 
one post 1900  = 
30% 

Paper 3:  Unseen 
texts – (1) 
question on prose 
extract (from 
either1800-1910 
or 1918–39); (2) 
question on poem 
or extract = 20% 

Non-exam 
assessment: two 
text prose study –
one post 2000; 
max 3,500 words 
= 20% 



 

5 

 

Philip Allan Publishers © 2015 

Observations across the specifications:  
• General pattern of assessment is: two exams and one non-examined assignment 

• Non-examined assessment percentage reduced from 40% to 20% 

• More themed groupings of texts for comparative set texts than core set texts paired with choice 
texts. 

• Shakespeare no longer required for coursework 
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What the REVIEW provides for the new specifications  

Content 
• Focus on set and recommended texts 

• Depth of context for set texts 

• Critical interpretations of set texts 

Assessment  
• Close analysis of single texts  

• Comparative study of texts 

• Longer study of texts for non-examined 
assessment elements 

Skills  
• Interpretative reading skills 

• Writing and sophisticated style skills 

• Research skills  

	  

Stretch and challenge  
• A broader spectrum of texts and authors 

• New perspectives on literary themes and 
genres 

• Wider understanding of literary periods 

	  

Independent learning with 

the Online Archive 
• Hundreds of past articles on key A-level 

texts, themes and genres for students to 
develop their research skills 

• Recent back issues include extra 
resources including podcasts, e-reviews 
and teaching notes 

	  

 

Excitement…  
• Motivating articles  

• Illuminating background/context 

• Looking ahead to undergraduate courses  

 

ENGLISH REVIEW is a magazine written for A-level students by leading experts, academics, teachers 
and examiners. There are four issues per year, published in September, November, February and 
April, as well as regular ‘e-review’ updates and additional online resources including teacher and 
revision support. For more information on how ENGLISH REVIEW will engage, motivate and challenge 
students through the new specs, visit: www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 

 


