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The most challenging aspect of this year’s paper was undoubtedly Question 1. Responses 
ranged along a continuum from those who were entirely confident in writing about spontaneous 
spoken language, and therefore capable of producing excellent answers, to those whose 
strategies for analysing a transcript were inadequate. The Anthology texts include unscripted 
conversations and these should always be given equality of treatment with any of the other texts. 
Given that some students had difficulty with Text A, it seems appropriate to offer here an 
extended account of how the text could be dealt with. 
 
At the beginning of the response students needed to identify the fact that there was no audience 
for this conversation beyond the customer and the assistant, and no purpose for the whole text 
beyond the transactional purposes of the customer and the assistant. The extra-linguistic 
environment (the cheese shop), the desire of the customer to buy some Comte cheese and the 
desire of the assistant to sell some would be the main influences on their language choices. 
Additionally, as buying things in a shop is a commonplace human transaction, there is a schema 
for such interactions and one would expect the structure and language of the discourse to follow 
it: the customer asks whether they have the product ( “Do you have any ?), the assistant replies 
in the affirmative, the customer asks how much it is, the assistant tells him and asks how much 
he wants, the customer tells him, the assistant hands over the required amount and asks for the 
money etc. Because of the business-like nature of the transaction one would not expect a great 
deal of phatic talk, although some might be present to maintain politeness or (as actually 
happens) to fill what might have been an awkward silence while the assistant cuts, weighs and 
wraps the cheese.  
 
A relevant framework might be the delicate balance of power that exists between the participants. 
The schema for a shop assistant requires him/her to dignify the customers with the polite title, 
“Sir” or “Madam”, but you would not expect this to be repeated too often, because the assistant 
might begin to appear unctuous. This is one way in which language has changed over the years: 
a hundred years ago the schema might have exhibited more obvious politeness and formality on 
the part of the assistant and such colloquialisms as “There you go” might have been less likely. 
The customer does not have to address the assistant in similar terms, but other politeness 
features, such as “Please” and “Thank you” are expected. Nevertheless, shop assistants might 
report that not all customers observe such social niceties.  
 
In one sense, the customer has the power in the relationship, because he has the money that the 
assistant wants, and the transaction cannot start until the customer asks for something. However, 
while the customer has the money and the power to decide whether or not to buy, the assistant 
has information, the expertise and the cheese; so actually the balance of power is not quite so 
one-sided. Another feature of the balance of power, and a requirement of the transaction, is the 
principle of turn-taking: neither participant can “hold the floor” for any length of time, because both 
parties have to contribute to the success of the process of buying/selling the cheese and it is in 
the interests of both to ask and respond to questions/requests, so that their purposes can be 
achieved. As we can see here, the discourse proceeds via a series of adjacency pairs, with many 
interrogatives because both parties have to find things out (“ Customer: Do you have . How 
much is ?”  and “Assistant: All this Anything else?” etc). 
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Socially, the most difficult bits of this sort of transaction might be the introductions and 
conclusions, particularly the conclusions. We have probably all experienced a sense of social 
awkwardness when trying to start a conversation and even more so when trying to end one. It’s 
all about being polite: opening the conversation without being too brusque and closing it without 
appearing rude. A socially aware customer can’t just go into the shop and say, “Gimme cheese”, 
and he can’t simply walk out when he’s got it – even though at that point the business part of the 
transaction is complete. Luckily, there is an exit strategy provided by the schema. The assistant 
asks if there is anything else. This is almost formulaic for the schema, but serves the purpose of 
the assistant to sell cheese. If the customer says no, that is the end apart from the politeness 
formula of thank you and goodbye. 
 
In order to appear polite, a customer has to pay attention to the “face needs” of the assistant, in 
particular his negative face needs, the need not to feel imposed on. What he has to do is to 
soften (or “mitigate”) the force of his demand to be served, so that the assistant does not feel as if 
he is being ordered about like a servant. One way to do this is to begin with a greeting such as 
“Good Morning”. Unfortunately, in English, if it isn’t morning, you slightly run out of options. “Good 
Day” sounds old-fashioned and “Good Afternoon”, “Good Evening” and “Good Night” sound oddly 
as if you are saying goodbye or, in the case of the last one, going to bed. “Hello” is another option 
but this customer chooses to launch straight in with “Do you have any er Comte cheese?”, so 
perhaps it isn’t morning or perhaps he has been waiting to be served so that a greeting doesn’t 
seem appropriate.  
 
However, the customer is still paying attention to the face needs of the assistant. Pragmatics is 
the study of context-dependent semantics, and here is an example of where the meaning of an 
utterance means something slightly different from what you might think if it was taken out of 
context.  Here it appears that the customer is asking for information: if it were purely this, he 
would leave the shop, carrying away the information, not the cheese, the moment his question 
was answered. What the customer knows and what the assistant knows, from the context of the 
request, and their knowledge of the schema for buying things in a shop, is that this is: 
 
1. an expression of a desire to buy Comte cheese (if there is any); 
2. a demand to be sold some. 
 
It is in fact a “mitigated directive”, commanding the assistant to provide Comte, but in a way that 
appears to hand the power in the conversation back to the assistant as the holder of relevant 
information.  
 
As they bat the conversational ball back and forth, both pay attention to each other’s negative 
face needs. The assistant, for example, instead of demanding to know how much cheese the 
customer wants, puts the ball back in his court (allowing him to re-take conversational control) by 
observing, “We have some here sir.” Now comes a socially awkward moment. Money is a topic 
that requires careful handling, largely because it is closely tied to issues such as social class and 
status. The customer says, “Er how much is that?” Usually, we would class “er” as a “normal non-
fluency feature” and a “filler”, one of those little noises or little words that we utter to show that we 
are still talking but need time to think. Here, however, the customer has always known that he 
was going to ask how much the cheese cost, so this “er” is not strictly necessary. Linguists have 
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noticed that fillers appear more often when people touch upon difficult or emotionally sensitive 
subjects. They are used to signal that here is a difficult topic and when they function like this, they 
are called “hedges”. This “er” is possibly a hedge, and so possibly is the “er” in the opening 
utterance, helping to lessen the force of the potentially blunt-sounding question. 
 
The assistant also handles the issue of cost very carefully, to ensure that the customer is not 
upset: “It’s quite a bit. £9.31” The sentence, “It’s quite a bit,” is interesting. It is the most 
colloquial, informal utterance the assistant has made so far and it manages to sound like the 
exact opposite of what it means. The word “quite” usually means “not very” and “a bit” means “not 
very much”. Put the two together and it should mean “not very, not very much”, but it doesn’t – 
the words have to be taken as an indivisible unit meaning a lot. It’s a euphemism for expensive, 
and it gently opens the way for the customer to ask for a smaller amount without losing face and 
appearing to be a cheap-skate. 
 
Interpreting the “ers” as hedges is about as far as we can go with normal non-fluency features. 
Hesitations, repetitions, re-casts and fillers are normal in spontaneous speech and cannot be 
interpreted in the same way as they might be if they occurred in a play or dialogue in a novel. The 
different discourse structure that occurs when there is an audience and a crafting author ensures 
that audiences and readers are alert to the implications for their understanding of character and 
action in the way characters are made to speak. Participants in conversations by and large do not 
notice these features because they are normal. Equally, they are not necessarily a sign of 
informality, a casual attitude to the conversation, or laziness. Students should be advised that 
taking an interpretative approach to the analysis of uncrafted discourse, looking for evidence of 
character as they might do with plays or fiction is likely to be unproductive. 
 
Perhaps it is now time to turn to how students performed as they observed events in the cheese 
shop. The stronger answers identified and commented on key features in this service encounter 
and to explain the purposes they served in the context.  The best answers discussed the use of 
two-part exchanges or adjacency pairs, referring to context and showing how these were in the 
form of question/answer or information/acknowledgement.  Many responses loosely referred to 
the use of “phatic” language in the exchange though the exchange exemplifies no real examples 
of this since it follow the schema of a service encounter in a fairly straightforward way. 
 
The differing levels of formality in the texts was used by many students as a helpful point of 
comparison.  Most were able to identify the use of a generally informal register in Text A and the 
more discerning were able to show how the assistant adopted a more formal, polite tone 
particularly at the beginning and end of the encounter.  Few candidates were able to comment 
effectively and explicitly on the impact of the shared context on the discussion.  For example, 
some students briefly referred to the exchange about the other assistant, Paul, as an example of 
“phatic communion” without explaining further.  Little was said about the shared context and 
shared understanding necessary for this part of the conversation to take place.  Instead many 
students who referred to it simply said that it “filled the gap” while the cheese was being cut and 
wrapped. 
 
Most students found more to say and were more confident in writing about Text B, though a small 
number of students seemed unclear as to what an encyclopaedia was beyond describing it as a 
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“non-fiction” book or even thought it was part of a web-page.  Most, however, were able to make 
valid points about the structure of the text, referring to layout and how the summary of the text is 
set out before further detail is given.  Only higher-attaining scripts suggested that this would be a 
pattern followed throughout the encyclopaedia in providing information about different cheeses.  
Nearly all students engaged in a meaningful way with the lexis in the text, discussing the use of 
adjectives – “magnificent”, “perfect” “fizzy” – and the use of figurative language – “like fermenting 
pears” – to show how a positive view of the cheese is presented and how the reader might be 
attracted to it.  The use of specialised lexis was commonly referred to, as was the use of words of 
French origin although there was occasionally a lack of clarity as to whether “AOC” and “affineur” 
had been glossed in the original text or specifically for the examination. 
 
The training that nearly all students have received to focus on audience and purpose as the first 
strategy to use to “attack” any text is very helpful.  However, it is clear that in the case of Text A, 
this approach did misdirect a number of students.  Desperately seeking an audience for Text A, 
scripts mentioned people interested in cheese, A-level students studying transcripts and students 
looking at service encounters.  The purpose was variously described as being to inform, to 
entertain or to educate.  Those who had the confidence at the outset to state that the text had 
only an “internal audience” of the participants in the encounter and no “external audience” at all 
were much better placed to develop a well-focused, relevant answer. When it came to Text B, 
however, the purpose and audience strategy was much more likely to lead to a fruitful outcome.  
Most students were able to identify the text’s primary purpose as being to inform, with perhaps a 
secondary purpose to persuade and the audience as being adults interested in foreign foods and 
cultures, and of course cheese lovers.  This then helped them to make thoughtful and relevant 
comments on how language is used in the text to fulfil that purpose for that audience. 
 
Students must remember that it is essential that they compare the texts in Question 1 (and, of 
course, in Question 2 as well). It is not enough merely to move between the texts and think that 
this is comparison. Most examiners are also alert to the strategy employed by weaker candidates 
of liberally spraying their answers with discourse markers such as in comparison, on the other 
hand and contrastingly for example thinking that this is sufficient to signal perceptive and 
illuminating insights into the texts. It isn’t – not when there are no points of comparison or contrast 
being made! Unproductive forms of comparison employed by some students are where a detailed 
point is made about one text which is followed by a bald statement that the other text does not do 
this. 
 
We now turn our attention to Question 2. As always, the choice of texts was important in enabling 
students to build an effective and well-focused answer to this question.  The steer of the question 
provided students with enough flexibility to choose from a wide range of texts in the anthology but 
it was crucial that their responses focused on contrasting opinions or different attitudes.  Many 
students identified the key word “contrast” and chose two texts which presented sharply 
contrasting views.  For example, two very popular choices were John Torode’s article on ‘Why we 
all need to eat red meat’ and the text from the Vegetarian Society.  There were some excellent 
answers comparing and contrasting these texts.  However, once again the need to be careful in 
the analysis of purpose and audience was evident.  Those students who drew a simplistic 
contrast, suggesting one of the texts tries to persuade you to eat meat and the other text tries to 
persuade you not to eat meat inevitably then worked through their answers making relatively 
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shallow and superficial points.  Those students, however, who were able to recognise that the 
Vegetarian Society piece was primarily an informative rather than a persuasive text usually wrote 
very good answers with a perceptive and sensitive eye for the nuances of the language used. 
Those who focused on the methods of persuasion used in Texts 9 and 11 rather than contrasting 
the attitudes and ideas were generally less successful. The weakest answers spent an inordinate 
and counter-productive amount of time on the images in these texts but provided very little textual 
support.  
 
‘The Butcher’s Shop’, ‘Eating Out’ and ‘Grandpa’s Soup’ were popular poems chosen by a good 
number of students.  Some lower to middle attaining students made good use of the Jackie Kay 
poem to explore the importance of food as a vehicle for memories, often discussing with 
sensitivity and engagement her use of figurative language and dialect and how these represented 
her feelings and emotions.  ‘The Butcher’s Shop’ was often contrasted with the John Torode text 
and this pairing usually provided students with a clear contrast around which to build their 
response. Really good, well-focused analyses of the Topping poem were, however, relatively 
rare. There were unfounded assumptions that Topping must be a vegetarian and misreadings 
that resulted from that presupposition. A more helpful focus for students would be to discuss the 
way the poem presents memories of an old-fashioned butcher’s shop rather than to see it as a 
diatribe against bloody parcels of dripping meat wrapped up by a sinister, gore-laden butcher. 
 
‘Eating Out’ also was a text that middle and higher attaining students were able to engage with 
well.  There were a few excellent responses on the Fanthorpe poem which were thoughtful, 
perceptive and alive to the poem’s nuances and ironies.  Some students used James Berry’s 
poem ‘The Coming of Yams and Mangoes and Mountain Honey’ and John Agard’s ‘Naughty But 
Nice’ and contrasted them with less exotic descriptions of food such as the restaurant review of 
the Modern. In the case of John Agard’s poem, there were almost no students who referred to the 
fact that the speaker is the Devil himself! Such an insight would have given many an illuminating 
way into the text as a whole. Weaker responses about the Manchester restaurant review often 
managed to avoid mentioning food at all – which somewhat defeated the nature of the question. 
 
However, where the differences or the contrasts between texts were unconnected candidates 
often fell back on the use of crude or unhelpful comments such as “this text has a positive attitude 
to food while this text has a negative attitude towards food”. 
 
Some students chose to write about texts which they were unable to effectively link to the steer.  
These included the text which focused on Food Hygiene regulations, the two Nigella Lawson 
texts, the transcript of a family talking while eating dinner, Little Grey Rabbit and That Surprising 
Craig Girl.  Much depended on a candidate’s ability to find a meaningful point of comparison 
between the two texts they had chosen and their subsequent skill in using it as an axis around 
which to build their response. 
 
The strongest answers were, for example, able to focus on the social and cultural ideas about 
food in texts such as ‘The Importance of Being Earnest’, ‘The Warden’, ‘The Man of Property’ or 
‘Porterhouse Blue’ and draw out differences, writing about how language was crafted for specific 
purposes and intentions in these texts. 
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As has been stated in previous years, there are still too many students who spend too much time 
especially in the early part of their answers providing irrelevant background information on the 
author, the text or the context in which it was first produced.  Usually these comments are 
ostensibly linked to audience or purpose but do not connect to the steer of the question in any 
meaningful way. Weaker responses almost invariably suggest that a text has a very restricted 
range of audience. It was students who engaged as quickly as possible with the question and 
with the texts who invariably achieved the highest marks. 
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