
How to prepare for the Year 11 English exams 

The purpose of this document is to outline exactly what students will be asked to do in their English exams, and how they should go about preparing for 

them. 

Students often seem bewildered by GCSE English.  Partly, this is because it represents two GCSEs, each with two exam papers.  Partly, this is because of the 

volume of work that students cover during the GCSE: knowing where to start is difficult.  Also, because English is primarily a skills-based subject, it doesn’t 

have a long list of facts to learn: much of their preparation will revolve around practice rather than revision.  This unsettles some students. 

We hope this guide removes some of that bewilderment and gives students a practical approach to begin preparing for their final exams. 

GCSE & Exam Marks GCSE % Time What’s in it? How should I prepare? 

Language Paper 1 80 50% 1hr 
45m 

 One piece of prose fiction from C20th or 
C21st. 

 Four comprehension-style questions, with 
focus on writer’s methods. 

 One piece of descriptive or narrative writing. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Focus on practice, not revision. 
 During Year 11, you will do each paper several 

times: twice in a homework cycle and twice in 
exam conditions. 

 You will also look at some other papers in class. 
 Primarily, this is about learning the formula for 

each question. 
 For questions 1-4 on each paper, make sure you 

know exactly what to do by reading the Student 
Guide closely and taking on board feedback from 
your teacher.  Each time you receive feedback on 
a question, add your own notes to the practice 
paper so that it makes sense to you and rewrite 
the response before you forget the advice. 

 For question 5 on each paper, make sure you 
know the conventions for each type of writing.  
Remember, too, that you gain marks for sentence 
variety, punctuation variety and vocabulary 
variety.  It is possible to prepare word banks and 
“skeleton” sentence structures to ensure you 
show this in the exam. 

 Focus on trying to improve each question by 5% 
each time you do it.  Incremental improvement 
every time you practise a paper will bring you the 
high marks in the end.  

Language Paper 2 80 50% 1hr 
45m 

 One non-fiction text and one literary non-
fiction text, from C19th onwards. 

 Four comprehension-style questions, with 
focus on writer’s methods and comparing. 

 One piece of writing to present a viewpoint. 



 

GCSE & Exam Marks GCSE % Time What’s in it? How should I prepare? 

Literature Paper 
1 

64 40% 1hr 
45m 

 Shakespeare (34 marks, including 4 for SpAG) 
and Jekyll & Hyde (30 marks). 

 Closed book. 

 Extract is given. 

 Candidates asked to analyse extract and then 
link to whole text. 

 
 
 

 For each text, it is worth starting a process of 
revision from now.  In doing this, it is worth 
remembering two things: 
o Questions will either focus on a character or a 

theme in the extract. 
o To gain marks students must: explore ideas; 

use quotations; address aspects of language, 
structure and form; and show how context may 
affect meaning. 

 For each text, then, you would be wise to create a 
list of the significant characters and themes and, 
for each one, ensure you can write about the 
aspects outlined above.  See the example of a 
one-page chart, below. 

 Then, it is a case of practising a few questions, 
which you will do in one mock exam and in class. 

 Make sure you are carefully noting down 
feedback and that you are clear how to approach 
each question. 

 For the Unseen Poetry, there is clearly no revision 
you can do.  We will practise responding to this 
question in class and will provide a checklist of 
things that you should look for in your response. 

Literature Paper 
2 

96 60% 2hr 
15m 

 Lord of the Flies and Poetry. 

 Closed book. 

 Lord of the Flies is a traditional essay question, 
one out of a choice of two. (34 marks, 
including 4 for spg) 

 Poetry Anthology is one comparative question; 
one poem is named and printed in exam 
paper, the other chosen by student. (30 
marks) 

 Unseen Poetry provides two poems.  For the 
first, students are asked how the poet 
presents an idea (24 marks).  They are then 
given a second poem and asked to compare it 
to the first poem focusing only on how 
meaning is created/writers’ methods. (8 
marks) 

 

  



Resources available for Literature study 

It is important that students do not try and come up with ideas completely independently for the literature they are studying.  A lot of work has been done 

for them and the best students will make full use of this before refining material to fit their own ideas and perspectives.  In doing this, students should 

employ the wide range of resources available to them: 

Classroom notes and annotations.  In class, students have spent a large amount of time analysing all the texts they are studying and they were encouraged 

to annotate these texts and make notes.  These notes provide a great starting point for revision. 

Study Guides.  There is a plethora of printed study guides available to buy for all the texts students have studied.  Some are available through the school at a 

significantly-reduced cost if you get your order in quickly.  However, we don’t favour any particular guide.  All have their merits and demerits, although it is 

worth checking that the guide isn’t an old-style Foundation edition, where material has been simplified for less-able students. 

Online resources.  There are numerous websites which offer a full coverage of the texts we study.  This includes sites like Shmoop, Sparknotes, Cunninghams, 

Cliffnotes, Yorknotes and Gradesaver.  Some students have recently started using LitCharts, which is also available as a phone app.  Youtube is also a fantastic 

resource with a host of videos taking different approaches to analysis of texts.  With regards to poetry, for example, there are videos where teachers will 

annotate a poem “live”, discussing features as they do so.  Students targeting Grades 8 and 9 and who are thinking about studying Literature at A Level and 

university may want to look at Google Scholar.  A search for “Lord of the Flies Analysis” will return degree-level academic papers in which students may find 

interesting ideas to extend their own analysis.  Similarly, iTunes U is an app where students can find recordings of university lectures about different texts.  

Students are typically more savvy than their teachers when it comes to the online resources available to them, but they do need to “sense-check” the quality 

of the material they are accessing: for example, student forums where literature is discussed often provide as much unhelpful material as helpful. 

Lastly, students should remember that they do not need to know everything about a text.  Having a few well-chosen ideas about each character and theme, 

with associated quotations, which cover language, structure and form, and which address different contextual interpretations, is what they are aiming for.  

The highest grades will go to those who provide the most exploratory different readings, not those who cover the most material. 

How to use your teachers.  We are here for you, always.  But you must help us to help you.  The first step in this is that you write down all the feedback we 

provide in lessons, even if you think it may not be directly relevant to you now.  When we look at your papers after feedback lessons, we should see them 

covered with red pen where you have made notes of what we are saying.  If you were disappointed with a particular question, use these notes to rewrite the 

answer as soon as you are able and show it to your teacher.  If a student says that they can't do something, we are likely to be unsympathetic, especially if 

they haven't engaged with the feedback they've already been given.  If a student comes to us with a specific question, along with examples of what they've 

tried to do to solve the problem already, we are always willing to give you time. 

  



Example of Literature revision “one-pager” 

The following is an example of how you may wish to approach your revision.  It's one format; it won't work for all – so please feel free to experiment with 

what suits you best.  It is a way, though, of capturing, on one page, some thoughts about how a writer presents a character or theme.  It is worth 

remembering that you only need one or two examples of “clever things” to say about ideas, language, structure, form and context for each area.  As long as 

you have some different readings* of the evidence you are looking at, you can access the highest grades with this approach. 

The way to approach creating these is to do it in small chunks.  Sitting for a weekend doing all of these for Lord of the Flies would be counter-productive.  

Instead, on a couple of nights a week, set a time limit of 20 minutes and commit to finishing a one-pager about Piggy in that time.  Get all your resources out 

and ready first, take away all other distractions, and treat it like an exam. 

 

* “Different Readings” refers to the skill that most separates competent English students from excellent ones.  A competent student will write: Shakespeare 

uses the symbol of a “pound of flesh” to represent that Shylock is bloodthirsty and unmerciful.  The excellent student may write: Shakespeare uses the “pound 

of flesh” to represent that Shylock is bloodthirsty and unmerciful.  However, there is a suggestion that this isn’t a simple act of revenge: his demand that he 

“choose the part” perhaps refers to his desire to emasculate Antonio, literally.  In this way, Shylock’s demand echoes his struggles as a Jew in the ghettoised 

Venice, where his religion has meant he has been treated as a “dog” by the likes of Antonio.  Whilst a Shakespearean audience – living in a society from which 

Jews were long expelled – would have likely seen an unfairness in Shylock’s lust for flesh, a modern audience might sympathise more with his desire for 

revenge.  The difference is in the number of interpretations.  The best students present many options with words like also, maybe, perhaps, or, might etc.  So 

rather than focusing on breadth, these one-pagers should focus on fewer examples with this kind of depth. 


