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Prepare to 
succeed

After two years of disruption and no official 
exams, it would be understandable to want to 
avoid revision and embrace the festive season 

instead. After all, isn’t it sensible to wait until the 
announcement of the exam boards’ adaptations in 
February, or at least to relax until the new year?

As tempting as those ideas sound, remember 
the saying ‘By failing to prepare you are preparing 
to fail’. English literature requires time for effective 
preparation, so the sooner you start, the better and the 
more enjoyable the process is going to be. This Update 
offers tips and advice to use between now and the 
examination period to ensure your revision is a success. 

Reread
Teachers often advise that a play or novel should be 
read three times: once for enjoyment, once in sections 
(considering aspects like themes and authorial methods 
closely) and once more (to experience the whole story 
again with the benefit of your earlier study). This third 
reading is likely to be the one that sparks your best 
insights and opinions, and the one during which you 
best appreciate the text’s structural elements.

Before rereading, remember the ways in which the 
book is assessed. If it’s a comparative text, think about 
the ways in which it connects to the other text, or texts, 
on that question. Have these nearby to investigate links.

If it’s a text studied mainly for context, think about 

the broader issues and how they might be reflected. 
Consider whether the text is tested via open or closed 
book. If open book, you need to be able to access 
important passages easily; if closed, you need to rely 
solely on memory for all quotations. Ideally, reread on 
consecutive days, enjoying the text with the additional 
pleasures that having studied it brings. While you 
might want to limit note-taking during this phase in 
case you break the flow of your reading, you should 
identify sections you feel are particularly important, as 
well as useful quotations.

Quote
Quotations are the lifeblood of literature essays. They 
provide detail and specificity, and allow you to explore 
a writer’s methods. It is useful to compile lists, or 
clusters, of quotations. For example, you might draw 
quotations from particularly memorable moments, as 
well as note quotations that reveal characterisation and 
themes.

Select quotations that enable you to explore authorial 
methods. If you choose well enough, you are likely to be 
able to make a range of comments on each quotation, 
and each is likely to be useful in several contexts. 
Similarly, study key moments: particular parts of the 
text that reveal aspects of theme or characterisation, or 
that form turning points or climactic moments in the 
narrative, or are rich in literary language.
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If your question is open book, practise flicking to 
key moments speedily, and make sure you are able 
to comment on them in detail. The revision done on 
quotations and key moments will repay your efforts. As 
well as helping you to explore authorial methods, you’ll 
save time and find it easier to write with authority by 
quoting expertly, weaving the language of the author 
into the fabric of your prose.

Recognise success
Having reread set texts, compiled quotation clusters 
and made revision notes (see Activity 3), you will be 
approaching the latter stages of preparation. At this 
point, remind yourself what success looks like. Make 
full use of model answers from your teacher and your 
exam board, as well as the ‘Exam skills’ columns, 
practice exam questions and model answers in English 
REviEw.

Be aware of differences between questions answered 
for different exam boards, but recognise that the same 
skills are common to all exam boards. For example, 
answers demonstrating assured analysis (AO2), 
illuminating use of context (AO3) and engagement 
with interpretations (AO5) are useful models, whatever 
the set text.

Practise and plan
It is essential to know how you are going to be tested. 
Study past papers, mark schemes and examiners’ 
reports. Know the typical wording of each question 
type. Some are relatively open. They may ask you to 
consider a particular idea and leave the choice of 
texts to you. For such questions, be comfortable with 
uncertainty. It is likely that when you first read the 
question, you won’t know how to respond — or at least 
you won’t until you’ve thought and planned carefully. 

Planning should take up 25% of your time. Some 
might ask if you have enough time to spend this long 
planning. Turn this question around: do you have 
time to spend any less? Planning effectively actually 
saves time: it helps you form your argument, select 
your best examples and write clearly, relevantly and 
economically.

Activities
1 Construct your own exam questions and exam 

papers. Visit your exam board’s website and 
download several question papers and at least 
one mark scheme. Working one question 
at a time, get to know the typical phrasing 
used for that question. Pay attention to any 
use of viewpoints and note if any particular 
assessment objectives (AOs) are being targeted. 
Some questions target all AOs, but some only 
target certain AOs and not others.

After studying several examples of a question 
type, start to invent your own questions. Follow 
the format and the wording closely.

2 Visit your exam board’s website. Read the 
examiners’ reports on the last two examination 
series. Draw up a list of dos and don’ts for that 
exam.

3 Compile notes. For plays and novels, take notes 
on at least the following areas:
• themes and ideas
• imagery, symbols and motifs
• characterisation 
• structure
• key moments

You can also draw up timelines of the main 
action and make diagrams of family trees and 
relationships between characters.

If your text is one of a pair of comparative 
texts, avoid studying each text in isolation. 
Make connections between the two texts 
throughout your notes.
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