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General Marking Instructions

A General Introduction to the Assessment of CCEA’s GCSE English Language

Introduction

Mark schemes are intended to ensure that the GCSE examinations are marked consistently and fairly. 
The mark schemes provide markers with an indication of the nature and range of candidates’ responses 
likely to be worthy of credit. They also set out the criteria against which marks are allocated to 
candidates’ responses. The task-specific instructions should be read in conjunction with these general 
marking instructions.

Assessment objectives

Below are the relevant assessment objectives for English Language Unit 4.

Reading AO3 Candidates must:

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

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

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

Writing AO4 Candidates must:

  (i)  write to communicate clearly, effectively and imaginatively, using and adapting forms and   
  selecting vocabulary appropriate to task and purpose in ways that engage the reader;

  (ii) organise information and ideas into structured and sequenced sentences, paragraphs and
  whole texts, using a variety of linguistic and structural features to support cohesion and overall  
  coherence; and

  (iii) use a range of sentence structures for clarity, purpose and effect, with accurate spelling,   
  punctuation and grammar.

Quality of candidates’ responses

In assessing candidates’ work, examiners should be looking for a quality of response reflecting the level 
of maturity which may reasonably be expected of a 16-year-old.

Flexibility in marking

Mark schemes are not intended to be totally prescriptive. No mark scheme can cover all the responses 
which candidates may produce. In the event of unanticipated responses, examiners are expected to 
use their professional judgement to assess their validity. If a response is particularly problematic, then 
examiners should seek the guidance of their Supervising Examiner.

Positive marking

Examiners will be positive in their marking, giving appropriate credit for what candidates know, 
understand and can do. Examiners should make use of the whole of the available mark range for any 
particular question and be prepared to award full marks taking into consideration the time available and 
the maturity of the candidature. Task-specific materials are indicative guides and are neither prescriptive 
nor exhaustive.
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A mark of zero

This score should only be used where there is no creditworthy response.

The marking process

The required process, standard and style of marking will be the business of the Standardising Meeting.

The responses will be marked using positive assessment, crediting what has been achieved. The mark 
schemes are designed to support this positive approach.

Pre-marked exemplar scripts will be made available to all examiners at the Standardising Meeting. 
These ‘benchmark scripts’ will have been marked and annotated by the senior examining team prior to 
each Standardising Meeting and should be used for reference throughout the marking period. 

The relationship between tasks, mark schemes and Competence Level Strands

Every task has either:

 (a) a mark scheme that is built around a task-specific checklist, Competence Level (CL) Strands   
  and a mark grid

The Competence Levels, which detail increasing levels of proficiency, are made up of three strands. 
These are derived from the Assessment Objectives and each of the strands focuses on important 
characteristics within the response. The role of each examiner is to identify positively what has been 
achieved and then match each candidate’s level of proficiency to the appropriate descriptors.

Or

 (b) an individual task checklist tied to specific mark allocations
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Section A: Personal/Creative Writing
 

Task 1

The Assessment Objectives

Writing (AO4) 

 (i)  Write to communicate clearly, effectively and imaginatively, using and adapting forms and  
selecting vocabulary appropriate to task and purpose in ways that engage the reader. 

 (ii)  Organise information and ideas into structured and sequenced sentences, paragraphs and 
whole texts, using a variety of linguistic and structural features to support cohesion and 
coherence. 

 (iii)  Use a range of sentence structures for clarity, purpose and effect, with accurate spelling, 
punctuation and grammar. 

All are being assessed. 

The examiner will be required to make two distinct assessments: one for Task 1(i): Writing (i) and (ii) 
and a second assessment for Task 1(ii): Writing (iii).

The two required assessments 

1  Each response will be assessed on the basis of a single reading and annotated using three
 e-marking tools: underlining, circling and wavy lining.  

 At the end of the response insert a text box and the appropriate W stamp.

 The method and style of annotation:

 • the underlining tool is used to indicate creditworthy material. 

 • the circling facility serves two purposes:

  (a)   to highlight spelling mistakes with each error being circled only once -  alot ... 
   happend

  (b) for indicating minor and/or occasional lapses in punctuation such as missing     
apostrophes, commas and full stops – run’s/...two three or four/ ...to me it was not long 
after....

 • wavy lining will denote lapses in expression – for example – he seen yous threw the open 
door. Use the vertical option in the margin to indicate ongoing issues.
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2 Using the method and style of marking outlined on p. 4 in conjunction with the Competence
 Level (CL) Strands for Task 1(i): Writing (i) and (ii), the examiner will positively assess the
 features of that response. 

 This process will be carried out in this order:

 (a) The examiner will carefully read and annotate the response.

 (b) The three Competence Level Strands that best match the candidate’s achievement will be 
noted.

 (c) Only after selecting and noting the three Competence Level Strands will the examiner turn to 
the mark grid to establish the mark to be awarded. Where the mark grid calls for an examiner 
judgement, the extent to which a candidate has met the overall requirements of the particular 
Competence Level will determine the mark to be awarded.

  Where a range of marks is available, the following procedure should be followed:
  •  where a two mark range is available, the examiner will consider whether the response 

is mostly in the 'upper' half or 'lower' half of the achieved Competence Level and award 
either mark accordingly; and

  • where a three or four mark range is available, the examiner will consider whether the 
response is mostly at the 'top', 'middle' or 'bottom' of the achieved Competence Level and 
award the mark accordingly.  

  In exceptional circumstances the standard of a candidate’s work might range across more than 
two strand levels. Such an eventuality is not covered by the mark grids. Apply the following 
mathematical rule in this case: Task 1(i) CL422 (totals 8; 4+2+2). This equates to CL332 
(totals 8) so the mark range for this response would be 27–30 marks for Task 1(i). The support 
of the Supervising Examiner could usefully be sought.
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Here is an example of this style of annotation in action for Task 1(i): Writing (i) and (ii) (this should be
read in conjunction with the relevant Competence Level Strands on p.10).

The response is positively assessed against each of the three strands that make up the
Competence Levels for Task 1(i): Writing (i) and (ii). Let’s assume it can best be summarised by
the following descriptors:

 • “Competent development; generally effective style” (Development and Style CL3)

 •  “Competent structuring; competent use of a range of structural and linguistic devices”
  (Structuring/Linguistic and Structural Features CL3)

 •  “Straightforward sense of purpose; some appropriate use of vocabulary to engage the 
audience in a straightforward way” (Purpose and Audience CL2)

These individual strand levels are noted at the end of the response in the dialogue box for 1(i):

         

Wi + ii

        

332 

The next stage in the process is to check these 'strand scores' on the mark grid for 
Task 1(i): Writing (i) and (ii) on p. 11. This indicates a mark range of 27–30 marks. The examiner
will consider whether the response is mostly at the ‘top’, ‘middle’ or ‘bottom’ of the achieved
Competence Level Strands and award the appropriate mark accordingly.

This score would then be entered against 1(i) in the scoring facility on the right side of the screen.
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Here is an example of this style of annotation in action for Task 1(ii): Writing (iii) (this should be read
in conjunction with the relevant Competence Level Strands on p.12).

The response is positively assessed against each of the three strands that make up the Competence
Level Strands for Task 1(ii): Writing (iii). Let’s assume it can best be summarised by the following
descriptors:

 •  “Competent use of a variety of sentence structures, with increasingly accurate use of 
paragraphing” (Range of Sentence Structures CL3)

 •  “Generally secure use of grammar and punctuation to support intended meaning” (Use of 
Punctuation and Grammar CL3)

 •  “Increasingly accurate spelling of regular words with regular patterns” (Spelling CL3)

These individual strand levels are noted at the end of the response in the dialogue box for 1(ii):

           

Wiii

      

333

The next stage in the process is to check these 'strand scores' across the mark grid for 
Task 1: Writing (iii) on p. 13. This indicates a score of 17/18 marks. The examiner will consider 
whether the response is mostly in the ‘upper’ half or ‘lower’ half of the achieved Competence Levels 
and award either mark accordingly.

The selected score would then be entered against 1(ii) in the scoring facility on the right side of the 
screen.
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General Guidance on applying the Competence Level Strands

The first assessment: Task 1: Writing (i) and (ii)

The following guidance will help to highlight the extent to which a candidate has shaped the
response appropriately. 

Communicate clearly, effectively and imaginatively.

 •  a handling of the task in such a way as to positively develop the audience’s interest;
 •  the use of a style that builds a positive relationship with the prescribed audience; and
 •  possible use of techniques to engage the prescribed audience.

Adapt form and vocabulary to task and purpose in ways that engage the specified
audience.

 •  to tailor the piece specifically for the prescribed audience;
 •  to use an appropriate tone that is designed to engage and sustain the audience’s attention; 

and
 •  to use vocabulary that is in keeping with the purpose of the task.

Organise information and ideas into structured, sequenced sentences, paragraphs and
whole texts.

 •  to create a logical progression with organisation of ideas to sustain the audience’s interest;
 •  to use engaging/challenging introductory and concluding paragraphs; and
 •  to use topic/link sentences for different paragraphs.

Use a variety of linguistic and structural features to support cohesion and overall
coherence.

 •  to vary sentence length for effect;
 •  use of appropriate connectives; and
 •  the use of rhetorical devices (such as the rule of three, questions, hyperbole) to develop 

interest/develop a rapport with the specified audience.

Credit any other valid strategies.
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The second assessment: Task 1: Writing (iii)

The following guidance will help to highlight the extent to which a candidate has shaped the response 
appropriately. It offers guidance on how candidates, across all competence levels, may employ the skills 
from Task 1: Writing (iii).

The range and effectiveness of sentence structures.

 • the wider the range and the greater the degree of originality and control in structuring
  sentences, the more opportunity the candidate has to establish a positive rapport with the 

specified audience; and
 • the more assured and varied the sentence structuring is, the more engaging the response is 

likely to be.

The use made of accurate punctuation and grammar.

 • control of a variety of appropriate punctuation and accurate use of grammar to maintain 
interest. The greater the control and variation in the use of punctuation, the more engaging the 
response is likely to be.

The use made of accurate spelling.

 • accuracy in spelling of words with both regular and irregular patterns. 

Credit any other valid strategies.
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Marking Grid Task 1: Writing (i) and (ii)

Strands attained Marks awarded

000 0

100 1–2

110 3–6

111 7–10

112 11–14

221 15–18

222 19–22

223 23–26

332 27–30

333 31–34

334 35–38

443 39–42

444 43–46

445 47–50

554 51–54

555 55–58
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Mark Grid Task 1: Writing (iii)

Strands attained Marks awarded

000 0

100 1–2

110 3–4

111 5–6

112 7–8

221 9–10

222 11–12

223 13–14

332 15–16

333 17–18

334 19–20

443 21–22

444 23–24

445 25–26

554 27–28

555 29–30
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Section B: Reading Literary and Non-fi ction Texts

The Assessment Objectives
Reading (AO3)

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

 (ii)  Develop and sustain interpretations of writers’ ideas and perspectives.

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

All strands are being assessed in Tasks 2, 3 and 4.

The assessment process

All tasks will be assessed using Competence Level based assessment.

The required style of annotation for all tasks

1  Each response will be assessed on the basis of a single reading using three e-marking tools:

 • use the underlining tool to highlight appropriate explanation/interpretation;

 • use the ticking facility to indicate presentation of relevant examples/evidence;

 • use the C  button in the margin to highlight comparing and contrasting; and

      Ignore all errors in punctuation, syntax and spelling as they are not being assessed.

2  The examiner will carefully read and annotate the response.

 The first purpose of the annotation is to clarify, positively, for the examiner, exactly what is 
creditworthy so that the appropriate Competence Level Strands can be selected, leading in turn 
to the award of the correct mark. A secondary function of the annotation is to ensure that, if 
scrutinised, it is clear what elements of a response have been credited.

  All tasks:

 (a)  Having annotated the response as required, the examiner will then assess the response in 
relation to each of the three strands of the Competence Levels.

 (b) The three selected Competence Level Strands will be noted in a dialogue box at the end of 
the response.

 (c) Only after selecting and noting the three Competence Level Strands will the examiner turn to 
the mark grid to establish the mark to be awarded.

 The mark grid for Task 2 calls for examiner judgement. The extent to which a candidate has met 
the overall requirements of the achieved Competence Levels Strands will determine the mark to be 
awarded.
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 Where a range of marks is available, the following procedure should be followed:

 • where a two mark range is available, the examiner will consider whether the response is 
mostly in the 'upper' half or 'lower' half of the achieved Competence Levels and award either 
mark accordingly; and

 • where a three mark range is available, the examiner will consider whether the response is 
mostly at the 'top', 'middle' or 'bottom' of the achieved Competence Levels and award the mark 
accordingly.

 In exceptional circumstances the standard of a candidate's work might range across more than 
two strand levels. Such an eventuality is not covered by the mark grids. Apply the following 
mathematical rule in this case: Task 2 CL422 (totals 8; 4+2+2) equates to CL332 (totals 8) so the 
mark range for this response would be 15–16 marks for Task 2. The support of the Supervising 
Examiner could usefully be sought.
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Here is an example of the required style of annotation in action for a Task 3 response (it should be
read in conjunction with the relevant Competence Level Strands on p. 22).

The response is positively assessed against each of the Competence Level Strands for Task 3. 
Let’s assume that the response can best be summarised by the following descriptors:

 • “A competent selection of examples from the text to support understanding” (Read and 
understand text/select material CL3)

 • “Competent explanation of the writer’s intention(s) which may draw upon explicit and implicit 
ideas” (Develop and sustain interpretations CL3)

 • “Straightforward explanation of some relevant elements of the writer’s craft” (Explain and 
evaluate elements of writer’s craft CL2)

These individual strand levels are noted at the end of the response in the Task 3 dialogue box:

  
3
332

The next stage in the process is to check these 'strand scores' across the mark grid for Task 3 on 
p. 23. This indicates a score of 8 marks. 

The selected score would then be entered against 3 in the scoring facility on the right side of the 
screen.

3 The examiner will carry out a final check of the examination booklet and any additional objects.

 Remember to:
 • use the 'E' tool to indicate the end of the candidate's final response.
 • stamp unused pages/boxed areas with 'SEEN' tool.
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Section B:  Reading Literary and Non-fi ction Texts

Three tasks: 50 minutes. Mark allocation: 62 marks

Reading Literary Texts

Task 2: Spend 26 minutes reading both texts (see insert) and responding to this task. Total: 32 marks

Compare and contrast how the writers have created a sense of suspense. Present supporting 
evidence from both texts.

Below is a range of task-specifi c material that candidates at all Competence Levels may draw upon for 
their responses. Credit any other valid suggestions (check with your Supervising Examiner).

• use of dramatic openings to create an immediate sense of threat for both characters and their 
plight

•  use of dangerous settings (window ledge and scrapyard) to locate the characters' entrapment in 
seemingly hopeless situations

•  both texts use physical detailing/sensory descriptions to emphasise how the characters are 
impacted by the tense situation in which they find themselves

•  both texts use short sentences to increase the pace and intensify the urgency
•  both texts present the characters in a heroic way as they try to escape from danger
•  use of figurative techniques to reflect the suspense of the narratives

Text A
•  use of onomatopoeia: "buzzing" to emphasise the pain that Ian is feeling and therefore creates 

sympathy
•  use of a short sentence: "He has to go forward." to stress the fact that Ian has run out of options 
•  use of metaphor: "dizzying precipice of the building" to emphasise the precarious aspect of where 

Ian is 
• use of personification: “A few more steps and those aching muscles will be shrieking with pain” to 

create a highly unpleasant image of the physical stress that Ian is under, developing tension
•  use of internal monologue: "He barks insults at himself under his breath. Coward! Idiot!" to 

convey Ian's state of mind and terror
•  use of personification/animal imagery: "this howling wind that is trying to suck him from the wall" 

to increase the suspense as even nature is adding to the sense of threat
•  use of metaphor/personification: "The wind increases further, as if it is trying to chew him loose 

from the wall" to highlight the exposed and extreme situation
•  use of sibilance: "Suddenly, his shoe slips off the ledge and slides into the black void" to 

emphasise the danger that Ian is in 
•  use of the evocative noun: "void" to create a powerful image of the protagonist falling into oblivion
•  use of ellipsis: "void below..." to emphasise the uncertainty of the outcome of this situation for the 

character



13511.01 F  18 [Turn over

Text B
•  use of personification of the crusher: "three huge metal fingers tore through the skin...." to amplify 

the violence and ferocity of the machine developing the sense of terror for the character
•  use of series of forceful verbs: "jerked", "yanked", "lurched", "grinding" to emphasise the violent 

struggle in which Alex finds himself
• use of short sentences: "He yelled."/"He tried to move."/"He couldn't see." to quicken the pace 

and reflect Alex's panic
•  use of alliteration: "huge steel head of the hammering piston" to reinforce the destructive threat 

the machine poses 
•  use of a tonal shift from panic ("His stomach lurched....The car had been picked up") to hope for 

an escape ("The back window!...he could crawl through the frame, but only if he moved fast") to 
keep the reader on edge

•  use of exclamation mark: "The back window!" to highlight the sudden realisation of an escape 
route

•  use of personification: "The car screamed" to intensify the magnitude of Alex's dire situation
•  use of sibilance: "two walls of solid steel relentlessly crushed it" to emphasise the imminent mortal 

danger
•  use of onomatopoeia: "axles snapped" to convey the scale of the destruction
•  use of hyperbole: "thunderbolt" to emphasise the drama of the situation
•  use of metaphor: "Darkness began to close in" to reinforce the threat
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Mark Grid Task 2

Strands attained Marks awarded

000 0

100 1–2

110 3–4

111 5–6

112 7–8

221 9–10

222 11–12

322 13–14

332 15–16

333 17–18

334 19–20

443 21–22

444 23–24

445 25–26

554 27–29

555 30–32
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Task 3:  Response time: 12 minutes   Total 15 marks

Explain how the writer has gained and held the interest of the reader.

Below is a range of task-specifi c material that candidates at all Competence Levels may draw from in 
their responses. Credit any other valid suggestions (check with your Supervising Examiner.)

• use of the first-person narrative to connect with the reader

• use of personification to describe the struggle for the writer, as if she were in a relationship which 
has broken down: “I broke up with fast fashion.”

• use of a question: “My pledge?” to hook the reader’s attention and afford the writer the opportunity 
to explain the decision in greater detail

• use of anaphora: “No more...No more...” to set the negative tone and assert the sacrifices being 
made by the writer 

• use of alliteration: "wasteful industries worldwide" to emphasise the writer's strong views

• use of further personification: “Goodbye, my problematic friend” to give fashion human 
characteristics thus making it more lively and vivid 

• use of a rule of three: “Clothes can be cultural currency, tribal identity and a precious tool of self-
expression" to highlight the perceived, wide-ranging power of fashion

• use of juxtaposition: “An outfit can set you apart from one crowd and win you a place in another” 
to invite the reader to consider the importance of the relationship with clothing

• use of metaphor: “holy grail garments” to reinforce and exaggerate the importance of these clothes 
to the writer

• use of simile: “like a fanatical collector might hunt out rare stamps or action figures” to make the 
reader more explicitly aware of the direct comparison that is being made 

• use of parenthesis: “(then, to my shame, keeping them unworn with tags on)” to allow for a 
confessional aside, helping to confirm the rapport with the reader
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Mark Grid Task 3

Strands attained Marks awarded

000 0

100 1

110 2

111 3

112 4

221 5

222 6

322 7

332 8

333 9

334 10

443 11

444 12

445 13

554 14

555 15
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Task 4: Response time: 12 minutes  Total 15 marks

Read the text below which is the fi nal four paragraphs from the same article.  Explain how the 
writer has developed her views on the positives of buying fewer clothes.

Below is a range of task-specifi c material that candidates at all Competence Levels may draw from in 
their responses. Credit any other valid suggestions (check with your Supervising Examiner).

• use of hyperbole: “wardrobe crisis” to indicate to the reader that this is neither a time of intense 
danger nor difficulty 

• use of descriptive detail: “flinging clothes around my bedroom….elbow-deep in evidence to the 
contrary” to create a humorous image in which she ridicules her previous obsession with fashion

• use of a simile: “I would dash to the shops, just as you'd rush to the chemist for painkillers to ease 
a headache” to emphasise her previous dependence on buying clothes 

• use of rule of three: “pointed fingers, covert sniggers or disapproving scowls” to heighten her initial 
fears about having fewer clothes

• use of personification: “I’ve shrugged off the shame” to confirm that the writer has discarded her 
old lifestyle

• use of self-deprecating humour: “along with the odd gravy stain” to substantiate her rejection of 
fast fashion and the freedom it brings

• use of rhyme: “people don't care what you wear” to provide a memorable summary

• use of metaphor: “I'm no longer pining over my break-up with fast fashion” to align the break up 
with fashion with the break up of a negative relationship 

• use of a temporal shift in the final paragraph: “no longer pining...Now, I'm the person...” to 
illustrate the effect of this positive change
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Mark Grid Task 4 (15 marks)

Strands attained Marks awarded

000 0

100 1

110 2

111 3

112 4

221 5

222 6

322 7

332 8

333 9

334 10

443 11

444 12

445 13

554 14

555 15
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