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Using quotations 
in your exams
Dos and don’ts
Luke McBratney offers tips and advice 
on all aspects of quotations: from how 
to choose them, through to how to 
memorise them effectively and do more 
with them to secure the best grade

Learning and using quotations is one of the most 
important skills you need for A-level English, but 
it doesn’t have to be difficult. After all, all actors, 

many primary school children and anyone entering the 
‘Poetry by Heart’ competition do the same basic thing. 
Perhaps it’s because they don’t always get into the habit 
of doing it earlier in their school careers, or because 
they become used to open-book examinations, but 
often A-level students find it a struggle to memorise 
parts of their set texts. 

Why learn quotations?
Using quotations is about much more 
than mustering evidence to prove 
points. It involves engaging with 
the text in a direct, unmediated 
manner, as well as exploring 
aspects of the writer’s craft. 
While you can comment on the 
form or structure of a text without 
quoting, without quotations it is 
nearly impossible to say anything 
meaningful about the language. 
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Choosing quotations 
What you learn depends on what text you are studying. 
The denser the text, the greater the need for quotation. 
Quotations are important when writing about prose, 
they are more important when writing about drama 
and they are vital when writing about poetry. 

So, build lists according to characterisation, themes 
and key moments. Make sure you choose quotations 
from a range of places within a text. Include many that 
offer plenty of scope for analysing the writer’s methods 
and which help you to recall other significant details.

Quotations as springboards
Some quotations find their way into exam answers 
but serve little more than a decorative function. For 
example, many students use four letter words when 
writing about Larkin and, when writing on Othello, 
mention ‘the green-eyed monster’. Yet the fault is not in 

the quotations themselves, or even in their 
popularity, but in how they are used. 

Let’s use the quotation from Othello 
as an example.

It comes from Act 3, Scene 3. 
Iago has just declined to reveal 
his thoughts about Cassio, 
arousing Othello’s curiosity 
to the point where he cries out 
in desperation. It is after this 

that Iago introduces jealousy 
by name — first exclaiming a 

warning, and then through the 
oft-quoted advice: WOLFGANG ZW

ANZG
ER

/F
OT

O
LI

A



Find out more about our full  
range of magazines and online  
archives of back issues at  
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/magazines

Box 1 How to learn 
quotations

• Read quotations aloud — with two senses 
involved, they will stick in your memory.

• Write them out — do this by hand, not 
keyboard, perhaps saying them as you write.

• Recite to a friend — challenge and test each 
other.

• Repeat — keep practising and practising; do 
short bursts of practice frequently. 

• Walk and talk — actors often pace about 
as they recite. This works especially well with 
Shakespeare if you mimic the mood of the 
lines in your movements.

Box 2 Dos and Don’ts

Do learn quotations:

• from throughout the text
• that enable you to comment in depth on the 

author’s methods
• that are versatile. A single quotation might 

be relevant to more than one character, more 
than one theme and so on. It might contain 
language that you can explore from a range 
of perspectives

• and think about different ways to analyse 
them

Don’t learn quotations:

• in isolation. Be able to connect each quotation 
to where it comes from in the text

• that simply provide evidence
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O, beware, my lord, of jealousy; 
It is the green-eyed monster which doth mock 
The meat it feeds on.

Rather than moving on, why not explore this 
imagery? There is much that could be said, and what 
you say will depend on the question you are answering, 
but here are a few ideas. Perhaps you might make 
something of the green eyes, which have connotations 
of illness (which an early modern audience might take 
to be symptomatic of an excess of the humour yellow 
bile). Their prominence also evokes the exaggerated 
watchfulness of one gripped by jealousy, and the 
following detail — of the monster being one that 
‘mocks the meat it feeds on’ — suggests the destructive, 
senseless nature of jealousy, which ridicules or deceives 
that which gives it nourishment.

Thinking about such details can help you to 
appreciate Shakespeare’s presentation of Iago’s cunning 
and duplicity, as he uses vivid and striking language 
that enflames Othello’s jealousy even as, ironically, he 
warns against it. 

The quotation might also be used as a springboard 
to explore Shakespeare’s use of structure. After Iago 
arouses Othello’s passions through generalisations 
about jealousy, he allows him to vent his jealous 
feelings, before moving on to speak ‘with franker spirit’, 
specifically instructing him to watch Desdemona’s 
behaviour with Cassio. Such analysis might remind you 
of the significance of this long and pivotal ‘temptation 
scene’ in which tension builds to an almost intolerable 
level, before Shakespeare allows his protagonist to fall 
downwards in his tragic trajectory.

I hope you are convinced of the importance of 
learning quotations and that you are inspired to make 
the most of those that you do learn. They should open 
up opportunities for textual exploration, and they 
should be adaptable — ideally allowing you to explore 
themes, characterisation and authorial methods. 
Remember, few skills make you seem cleverer and 
more knowledgeable than the skill of quoting often 
and quoting well. So, brush up on your set texts; start 
quoting them now.
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