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Introduction to ‘extract to 

whole’ questions 
 

‘Extract to whole’ is an assessment strategy designed to support students of all abilities in the 

context of closed book and un-tiered exams. 

 

Questions on Shakespeare and the 19th century novel (Paper 1) give students an extract from 

their studied set text and ask them to use it as a starting point to consider how it relates to their 

understanding of the text as a whole. Students can approach the extract to whole tasks in 

numerous equally valid ways and there’s no approach that’s necessarily better than others.  

 

The extract can act as the basis (should the student choose) for close textual analysis which can 

complement any other references they might make to the text as a whole. However, there’s no 

requirement to do this or (for example) to spend an equal amount of time on the extract as on the 

whole, because students will be rewarded for the skills they demonstrate. Student responses to 

Shakespeare, the 19th century novel, modern prose or drama and the Anthology poetry are all 

assessed using the same mark scheme and the same Assessment Objectives weighted in exactly 

the same way. Exam questions are worded so that AO1, AO2 and AO3 are clearly signalled in the 

question. Although students will not know which extracts they’re going to be presented with in an 

exam, a variety of cues in the question will remain consistent. This is explored in more depth in 

Activity 1. 

 

A similar strategy can also be applied to Paper 2, Section B where students respond to the cluster 

of poetry studied from the Poems Past and Present anthology. Students are presented with a 

named poem reprinted on the question paper and must compare it to one other poem (of their 

choosing) from the poetry cluster they’ve studied. It’s a ‘closed book’ exam, so they don’t have 

access to the poetry anthology, but the printed poem (similar to the extract in Section A) can be the 

focus for their close textual analysis. Their choice of comparison poem acts as the ‘whole’, showing 

a wider understanding of the cluster. 
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Activity 2: Examples of the 

extract as a ‘springboard’ 

Paper 1, May 2019, Question 2 (Romeo and Juliet)  

 

 



 

 

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

6 of 58  

 

Student response 1 
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Paper 1 May 2019 Question 1 (Macbeth) 
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Student response 2 

 



 

 

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

10 of 58  

 



 

 

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

11 of 58  

 



 

 

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

12 of 58  

 

 

  



 

 

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

13 of 58  

 

Activity 4: References rather 

than quotations  
Paper 1, May 2018, Question 1, (Macbeth) 
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Student response 3 
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Paper 1, May 2019, Question 8 (A Christmas Carol) 
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Student response 4 
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Activity 5: An ideas-led 

approach in action  
Paper 1, May 2018, Question 2 (Romeo and Juliet) 
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Student response 5 
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Paper 1, May 2019, Question 1 (Macbeth) 
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Student response 6 
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Classroom activity  
 

This activity is designed to help students see the power of using references rather than quotations 

and to instil confidence in discussing the text and planning an answer.  

 

You can try this activity in the classroom with your students using any quotation from the 

Shakespeare play or 19th century novel you’re teaching. For illustration purposes, we use 

Shakespeare here. 

 

Write down one memorable line or phrase from a Shakespeare play of your choice (anywhere in 

the play by any character). It doesn’t have to be word-perfect. 

 

Quotation:  

 

 

 

 

 

Step 1  

 

What is the line/phrase saying? What does it mean? What do the words mean? Are there any 

interesting word choices or imagery perhaps?  

 

Response:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 2  

 

Which character says the line? Which character are they saying it to? Or is it part of a soliloquy 

and only the audience hears this line? What does it reveal about the character at this point in time?  

 

 

Response:  

 

 

 

 

 

Step 3  

 

Where does this line come in the sequence of events in the play? Is it near the beginning, 
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middle or end? Why is that moment significant? Is it a climatic or a pivotal moment? Is it signalling 

some change or shift in the action or mood? Does it foreshadow future events? Does it remind you 

of any other lines in the play? 

 

 

Response: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 4  

 

What do you think Shakespeare’s intentions were? How and why is he affecting / manipulating the 

audience at that moment in the play? What effect(s) is he trying to achieve?  

 

 

Response:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 5  

 

Why that line, said by that character, at that precise moment in the play? How does it link to a 

wider theme, concept or ‘big idea’? 

 

Response:  
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Activity 6: The chronological 

approach 
Paper 1, May 2018, Question 7 (A Christmas Carol) 
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Activity 7: The noticing 

approach  
Paper 1, May 2018, Question 2 (Romeo and Juliet) 
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Activity 8: Further sample 

student responses  
Paper 1, May 2019, Question 1 (Macbeth)  
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Student response 7 
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Paper 1, May 2018, Question 3 (The Tempest) 
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Student response 8 

 



 

 

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

36 of 58  

 



 

 

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

37 of 58  

 

  



 

 

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

38 of 58  

 

Paper 1, May 2019, Question 1 (Macbeth) 
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Student response 9 
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Paper 1, May 2018, Question 1 (Macbeth) 

 

 

  



 

 

AQA Education (AQA) is a registered charity (number 1073334) and a company limited by guarantee registered in 

England and Wales (number 3644723). Our registered address is AQA, Devas Street, Manchester M15 6EX. 

44 of 58  

 

Student response 10 
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Examiner commentaries 

Student response 1 

This response begins by discussing the extract in light of the question. There’s some awareness of 

the writer making deliberate choices. By the end of the first page, the student has chosen some 

relevant details to reference and is beginning to show an awareness of implicit ideas, though these 

are all based on the extract. The second page of the response focuses solely on the rest of the 

play, so while there’s a balance of focus on the extract and the rest of the play, this is almost 

presented as two separate essays. Perhaps a more holistic approach, with a clearer idea of the 

writer doing things on purpose to create meaning, would be more helpful for this student.  

 

Awarded some Level 2 with a mark of 8  

 

Student response 2 

This response begins with a thesis style introduction, where the student draws together the 

evidence from the whole play that will be used to address the ‘big idea’ in the question. This means 

there’s immediate credit for some understanding of implicit ideas in the text. This also helps to 

show that the student will take a more ‘ideas-led’ holistic approach to the task, rather than treating 

the extract and the rest of the play as two separate entities. By the end of the second page of the 

response, the student is making effective use of references from the play to support explanations, 

which progresses on the third page of the response to the Level 5 skills of using apt, integrated 

references to support analysis of the writer’s methods to create meaning. 

 

Awarded Level 5 with a mark of 25 

 

Student response 3 

This response selects direct references from the extract and shows some identification of the 

writer’s methods to create meaning and some reference to subject terminology at the end. There 

are also direct references from the rest of the play, but these are not explained and appear to have 

been chosen from memory, rather than to help explain the ideas in the play. The student would 

have benefitted from using indirect references and pointing to moments in the play that could help 

with explanations. 

 

Awarded Best Fit mainly Level 1 into Level 2 with a mark of 5  

 

Student response 4 

This response uses direct references from the extract in the first instance, using these to give a 

clear explanation of the writer’s methods to create meaning. From the rest of the novel, the student 

uses knowledge of the text to select effective indirect references, pointing to moments of the text 

than can illustrate the ideas being discussed. There’s a good balance between discussion of the 

extract and the rest of the text and focus remains on the question. 

 

Awarded Level 4 with a mark of 20  
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Student response 5 

There’s a clear focus on the task right from the start of the response, with the candidate selecting 

details and making comments on how the writer’s methods help to create meaning. The response 

moves into clear understanding by the end of the first page, and then on page two demonstrates a 

more thoughtful and developed approach to the task. The focus remains on the ideas in the 

question and apt references are selected and integrated into the response. In order to reach all of 

Level 5, the student would need to develop the explanation of the references to move from 

explanation to analysis. 

 

Awarded some Level 5 with a mark of 23 
 

Student response 6 

This response quickly moves from Level 4, showing clear understanding through a more thoughtful 

and developed response and into a convincing critical analysis and exploration. References are a 

mixture of direct and indirect ones from the extract and the rest of the play. They demonstrate a 

secure knowledge of the play and how best to address the ideas in the question. By the end of the 

response, all criteria for Level 6 has been met. 

 

Awarded Level 6 with a mark of 30 

 

Student response 7 

This response uses direct references from the extract to address the ideas in the question, making 

supported, relevant comments before moving up to more explained, structured comments on how 

the writer uses methods to create meaning. There’s a good focus on the ideas in the question 

throughout, and a balanced focus between the extract and the rest of the text. In order to reach the 

top of this level, the student could move from identifying a writer at work, to explained and relevant 

comments on how the methods help the writer to create meaning. 

 

Awarded some Level 3 with a mark of 13 

 

Student response 8 

This student begins by establishing where in the play the extract sits and immediately begins to 

focus on the idea in the question. The response moves from Level 4 and offers a clear 

understanding and explanation of the text and of the methods used by the writer to present ideas. 

It moves to a more thoughtful and developed response as it reaches its conclusion. In order to 

reach the top of this level, the student should try to develop explanations of writer’s methods to 

create meaning. 

 

Awarded some Level 5 with a mark of 23 

 

Student response 9 

This response begins by selecting relevant details from the extract to address the question, before 

moving out to the rest of the play and discussing various ‘moments’ that link to the big idea being 

addressed. By the second page, the student is working at Level 4, showing a clear understanding 

of the text, the writer’s methods to create meaning and of the ideas in the text. The student 

demonstrates in the last two pages most of the Level 5 skills involved in a thoughtful and 

developed response. In order to reach the top of this level, the student could demonstrate 

thoughtful consideration of the ideas in the text.  
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Awarded mainly Level 5 with a mark of 24 

 

Student response 10 

This response begins with a short thesis-style introduction which demonstrates an immediate focus 

on the idea in the question. Between the first two pages, the response moves from a clear 

understanding and explanation into a more thoughtful and developed response. Focus on the 

question (and therefore the idea) remains secure and there is a mix of apt direct and indirect 

references integrated into the response. By the last two pages, the response moves into a 

controlled and convincing critical exploration of the text, the ideas and the writer’s methods, in 

order to create meaning. 

 

Awarded Level 6 with a mark of 30 
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Reports on the examination 
Here we have collated some of the most relevant comments regarding ‘extract to whole’ that have 

appeared in the Reports on the examination. The full reports can be found on Centre Services. 
 

Paper 1 June 2017 

The provision of an extract gave virtually all students at least a starting point on which to build their 

answers. There were some extremely brief answers and some answers where students had 

confused the text with the film, but overwhelmingly, students had a grasp of character and plot 

from which they could begin to construct a response. It was heartening to see that many students 

were able to go beyond the extract and make connections relevant to the focus of the question, 

which indicated a grasp of themes and ideas.  

 

The closed book style of the exam has, if anything, enhanced students’ responses. The absence of 

the text has encouraged students to make their own connections and construct their responses 

from their own ideas. Many students knew enough references and quotations to support their 

responses. Their selection of quotations demonstrated their independent understanding, and their 

ability to make connections within the text and to the focus of the question. (Page 3) All extracts 

were chosen to enable students to respond to the set question. Students can best do this where 

they have knowledge of the whole text and can see how the extract provides them with opportunity 

to support their response.  

 

The extract-based question is a new style of question, and the extract itself proved a useful and 

effective starting point for the majority of students. For many students, it seemed that the presence 

of the extract was reassuring, and helped them to find a foothold with the text from which they 

could then develop their responses. The presence of the extract gives students something 

concrete to build their response on. It is also a useful source for examples of language analysis, 

with many students using the extracts effectively to identify aspects of Shakespeare’s method 

which they could then explore.  

 

There is no prescribed or preferred structure for answering the questions, but a frequent indicator 

of higher level responses was that of beginning by responding to the focus of the question using 

the whole text, and then dipping in and out of both the extract and the whole text throughout their 

response. This helped to indicate a strong, confident grasp of the text and its ideas. It was clear 

that many centres had suggested students start with the extract and move from that to the whole 

text, and this is a perfectly acceptable means of successfully answering the question, but it is worth 

pointing out that it is not the only way. Responses that were led by ideas, rather than a specific 

structure to the answer, were more likely to reach the highest levels of the mark scheme. (Page 6) 

Advice for students 

 
• Know the text. If you know the text well you will be able to demonstrate this knowledge and 

understanding in the exam. The text should be the focus.  

• Answer the question. Perhaps underline the key foci before you start. Make sure you’ve read 
the question accurately.  

• Demonstrate your knowledge of the text by ‘pointing’ to particular moments. If you use a direct 
reference, make sure it’s relevant to your answer and that you can say something useful about 
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it. You don’t get extra marks for more quotations, but you do get more marks for making plenty 
of interesting comments about the references you have selected.  

• Appreciate the big themes and ideas of the text. Think about what the writer wanted their 
audience to understand after watching the play or reading the novel.  

• Time spent planning an answer can be very helpful in organising your ideas and helping you to 
build an argument.   
 

Paper 1 June 2018 

It is perhaps the case that students find the prose of the 19th century novel dense with powerful 

language and are clearly well drilled in analysing this, but are less confident in making connections 

to the broader themes of the texts. The reverse tends to apply in Section A where they have a 

strong grasp of character, plot and the themes they embody, but find the language more 

challenging. Thought and planning time given to considering how students are going to use the 

details they choose, not only to explore writer’s methods, but also to discuss writer’s ideas, would 

be beneficial here. Without planning there can be a discussion of a number of examples and 

quotations which repeat the same skills, rather than developing an argument and taking the 

student to the higher levels in the mark scheme.  

 

Students demonstrated an impressive knowledge of the text, both through references to it and 

direct quotations from it. The extracts are designed to support and this is clearly well understood by 

many students who confidently select quotations from them and use them for language analysis in 

particular. Students are also clearly able to draw on useful quotations from elsewhere in the text. 

Occasionally, a student will select a surprising or unusual quotation which is deployed powerfully to 

support their argument. Apt references and quotations are a strength of student responses.  

 

The quality of responses are often determined by the selection of examples and precise details 

from the whole text. Nearly all students respond to the extract so how they establish links to the 

rest of the text frequently becomes a determining factor in deciding a student’s level. It is the 

quality of the student’s knowledge of the text which allows them to select references effectively. 

These do not necessarily have to be quotations, and there were fruitful areas to be explored in 

looking at contrasts and parallels in characters and situations at different points in the text. This is 

particularly useful as students have to respond to both the extract and the whole text, and this 

approach can help to structure their responses. 

 

The extract provides something concrete for students to build their responses on and is also a 

useful source for examples of language analysis. One thing that is worth pointing out is for 

students to read the extract carefully and place it within the context of the text and the question. 

Occasionally, taking quotations out of context can skew a response, for example, arguing that 

Banquo trusts the witches because they “tell us truths” shows that the whole speech has not been 

understood.  

Advice for students 

 

• If you know the text well, you’ll be able to demonstrate this knowledge and understanding in the 
exam. Learn the text rather than learning possible questions that might be asked on it. Knowing 
your text will help you to gain confidence in ranging across the play or novel to find the most 
salient references to support your response.  

• Answer the question. Make sure you’ve read the question accurately. Make sure you are 
answering the question you have chosen rather than the one that you would have preferred to 
be on the paper.  
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• Take time to think about and plan your answer. It gives you time and space to gather your 
thoughts in terms of addressing the question and selecting appropriate references and details to 
support and develop your own interpretation of the text.  

• Demonstrate your knowledge of the text by ‘pointing’ to particular moments. If you use a direct 
reference, make sure it’s relevant to your answer and that you can say something useful about 
it. You don’t get extra marks for more quotations, but you do get more marks for making plenty 
of interesting comments about the references you have selected.  

• Read the extracts very carefully. They’re there to support your response and offer a way into the 
question and the text. It’s valuable to place the extract in the context of the text it comes from – 
at what point, what happened before or after, or both, which characters are involved and how 
does it link to other parts of the text. Make sure that you understand the meaning and context of 
any quotations you select from the extract.  
 

Paper 1 June 2019 

Overall, students appear to be escaping prescribed structures for responses, and instead 

constructing more effective answers which open with some form of thesis and then develop their 

argument from this point. The common structure examiners see is a response that begins by 

addressing the extract, and then, halfway through states “Moving to the play/novel as a whole…” 

This can be a useful way of approaching the question, but likewise a more rounded and holistic 

approach to the text and the extract can also be very enabling. A feature of the highest-level 

responses is their knowledge and understanding of the text, which enables students to dip in and 

out of both the extract and the whole text to select details which support their argument as 

appropriate.  

 

Coupled with a greater freedom and confidence in constructing answers was an increasing use of 

references, as opposed to specific quotations, to support and illustrate students’ answers. This was 

perhaps most marked in the A Christmas Carol question, where students picked out details linked 

to the different ghosts in their own words, and used these effectively to support and illustrate their 

arguments. It must be pointed out that there was also plenty of impressive use of direct quotations, 

and that students certainly don’t appear to be hampered by the closed book nature of the exam.  

 
It may be helpful to encourage students to take their time to read the extract carefully to avoid 
misunderstandings. A relatively frequent occurrence was ascribing the characteristics of 
MacDonald to Macbeth, for example, implying that it is Macbeth who is described as being 
“merciless”. Students made effective links to the deaths of Duncan, Banquo and Macduff’s family, 
exploring how these were different. Many thoughtful responses explored how far Macbeth was 
responsible for his own fate or whether other factors were at play, for example, that he was victim 
of fate, manipulated by Lady Macbeth or a victim of society’s expectations of masculinity. As an 
illustration of how students could use the structure of the text to powerful effect, many noted the 
parallels between Macdonald’s beheading in the extract and Macbeth’s beheading in the final 
scene of the play, drawing pertinent conclusions to support their own interpretations. 
  

The Romeo and Juliet question also focused on the central characters, and students were able to 

explore Romeo and Juliet’s relationship from various angles. There was some surprise that the 

extract, which is a key moment in the play - when Romeo and Juliet speak together for the first 

time - was not always entirely securely understood as a key plot-point of the play. A number of 

students wrote about how the “sin” Romeo and Juliet were committing was a purposeful defying of 

their families’ feud, when they are not aware of their family’s identities at this point in the play. 

 

One strength of responses this year was an increasing sense of well-constructed responses 

allowing students to build an argument and demonstrate their understanding of the text effectively. 
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There is not one-model approach that we are looking for, but increasingly, we are seeing essays 

that open with a thesis which establishes the student’s response in relation to both text and the 

task. This structure immediately establishes some kind of overview of the whole text, which then 

helps to bring the various strands of the answer together rather than, for example, seeing the 

extract and the whole text as separate parts of a response.  

 

The best examples of a thesis are where students establish their own interpretation or line of 

enquiry for their answer. This provides a clear structure for the response, and is a great help in 

demonstrating a thoughtful or conceptualised response. Equipping students with an understanding 

of how to construct an effective answer would encourage them to see their response in its entirety, 

and build an argument which would take them to higher levels of achievement. There are students 

who produce a number of very similar paragraphs, demonstrating the same level of achievement 

repeatedly, rather than moving their argument forward. These students might benefit from an 

appreciation of how an essay can be built, constructed and used as illustration of a point of 

view/response to a question.  

Advice for students 

 

• View the questions as an invitation to show your understanding of the texts you have read, the 
examiner wants you to tell them what you think about the texts.  

• Read the question carefully and clearly identify what the question is asking you to focus on. 
Think carefully about what you think the writer is showing you about this aspect of the text.  

• Answer the question. Make sure you’ve read the question accurately. Make sure you’re 
answering the question you have chosen rather than the one that you would have preferred to 
be on the paper.  

• Take time to construct your answer carefully and coherently. Starting with a thesis, in which you 
establish the broad argument of your answer or interpretation of the text, sets you up to answer 
the question effectively.  

• Select details from the texts which support your ideas and arguments, these may be quotations, 
but they can also be references to details of the text. 

• The best way of approaching the study of a literary text is: What (is the writer writing about), 
How (has the writer presented their ideas, and Why (has the writer written this text; what ideas 
are they exploring).  
 

Paper 1 November 2020 

The focus of Question one proved very accessible to students, who engaged thoughtfully with the 

character. Better responses identified the focus of ‘change’ in the question and responded to that 

prompt, often starting with the extract and then working back to what Lady Macbeth used to be like. 

This approach often worked well, but it might be useful to mention here that it is not compulsory for 

students to begin their response with the extract. On the whole, students were able to effectively 

contrast Lady Macbeth’s actions and attitudes at the start of the play with her condition at the end.  

 
The question on The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde asked students to examine how 

Stevenson presented ideas about good and evil in the novel, and while this was addressed, it was 

often approached in a generalised manner, which could lead to rather vague reflections on good 

and evil. The stronger responses went beyond musings to identify much more specific details in 

the extract and the novel as a whole, where Stevenson illustrates ideas about good and evil, such 

as the respective appearances of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, the effects of the phrase ‘trampled 

calmly’ and the murder of Sir Danvers Carew. The more open focus of the question allowed some 
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impressive analysis of other characters besides Jekyll and Hyde, most notably Utterson. Some 

students also used the settings very effectively to support their examination of good and evil.  
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Notes 
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