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A Level English Literature Course Content 
 

For this course, you do 2 exam papers and 2 pieces of coursework. 
 
Paper 1 – Tragedy 
Study: 
Othello by William Shakespeare 
Richard the Second by William Shakespeare 
Tess of the d’Urbervilles by Thomas Hardy 
 
Paper 2 – Social and Political Protest 
Study: 
Unseen texts – prepare for this with examples 
Songs of Innocence and Experience by William Blake 
The Kite Runner by Khaled Hosseini 
The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood 
 
Coursework 
Write a 1500 word essay on Sylvia Plath’s poetry 
Write a 1500 word essay on a novel of your choice 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Summary of Tasks 

 
 
To prepare to do A Level Literature in Year 12, please carry out the following 10 tasks. Each should 
take about an hour.  
 

1. Carry out some research on the life and times of the writer Thomas Hardy. Make a one page 
fact file based on what you have found.  

2. Go to this website: https://www.hardysociety.org/life/poems/ 
Read the five most famous poems as listed there. Read any other of his 947 poems that you 
like the title of.  

3. At the same website, read one of Hardy’s short stories. The Withered Arm is the most 
famous one. 

4. Do some research into the concept of literary Tragedy. What were the famous Greek and 
Roman tragedies? What kinds of tragedy did Shakespeare write? What else can you find out 
about the genre of tragedy? 

5. Find out who Margaret Atwood is – a Canadian author but what else can you find out about 
her? 

6. Write a 500 word review of your favourite book. 
7. Read William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience: 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1934/1934-h/1934-h.htm 
8. Do some research into the history of Afghanistan between 1970 and 2001. This is the 

background to the novel The Kite Runner, which we will study. 
9. and 10. Choose a book from the reading list on this Showbie: 7LQDL. Read the book.  

 
 
Further information on each task follows. 
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Task One 

 
Carry out some research on the life and times of the writer Thomas Hardy. Make a one page 
fact file based on what you have found.  

 

 
 

 Thomas Hardy was born in rural Dorset in 1840. He had some education but did not get to 
go to university. He became an apprentice architect and taught himself what he might have 
learnt at uni. He wrote novels, short stories, poems, and a couple of plays. He also wrote an 
autobiography which he wrote in the third person and got his second wife to publish in her 
name. 

 So, what do you need to find out about him?  

 Find more details about his upbringing. 

 Find out what books he wrote, what they were about and how they were received. 

 Find about his relationship with his first wife – complicated! 

 Find out about his reaction to his wife’s death. 

 Find out about what else was going on in the world in the late 1800s. 

 Don’t just copy great chunks from Wikipedia. Use a variety of sources. 

 Present your information concisely and precisely. 
 
 
Success Criteria: 

1. You show knowledge of Thomas Hardy’s life and works. 
2. You show knowledge of British history during Hardy’s lifetime. 
3. You present your information clearly. 
4. You present your information in an interesting fashion. 

 
Excellence: 

1. You show understanding of Hardy’s themes and style. 
2. You show understanding of how he fitted and didn’t fit with Victorian culture. 

 
 
 
 
 



 
Task Two 

 
1. Go to this website: https://www.hardysociety.org/life/poems/ 

Read the five most famous poems as listed there. Read any other of his 947 poems that you 
like the title of.  
 

 
 
These are the five poems that the site thinks are his best known: 

 001 Domicilium  
 119 The Darkling Thrush  

 248 The Convergence of the Twain  
 261 Wessex Heights  
 292 At Castle Boterel  

Read these poems and consider these prompts: 
 

1. What is the main idea of the poem? 
2. What feelings are expressed? 
3. What are the key words? 
4. What techniques are used? Rhyme? Metaphor? Simile? Emotive language? 
5. What are the effects of the techniques? 
6. How is the poem structured? What is the effect of the structure? 

 
Read some of his other poems. Which ones do you like? Why? 
 
Success Criteria: 

1. Notes on each poem show you have understood the poem 
2. Notes show that you can select key examples 
3. Notes show you responding to key examples 

 
Excellence: 

1. Write a detailed response to one of the poems 
2. Write your own poem inspired by one of the poems 

 

https://www.hardysociety.org/life/poems/


 
Task Three 

 
At the same website, read one of Hardy’s short stories. The Withered Arm is the most famous one. 
 

 
 
The Withered Arm is quite long but worth a read. 
All Hardy’s short stories are more like folk tales than literary novels. 
They often deal with spooky subjects. 
In The Withered Arm you can see many of Hardy’s key concerns: relationships, betrayal, rural 
England, old beliefs clashing with modern thinking, tragic outcomes, fate. 
 
Search the story on Google, and you will find more comments and resources relating to it, as it has 
been on exam syllabuses in the past. 
 
Respond to the story by making notes on its themes, characters, language and structure. 
Perhaps write a brief introduction to the story to be given to a Year 10 student, to help them 
understand and appreciate it, before they begin reading. 
 
 
Success Criteria: 

1. Write notes that show you have understood the story 
2. Write notes that show you can select some key quotations from the story 

 
Excellence: 

1. Read some of his other stories 
2. Write the introduction to the story, as mentioned above 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Task Four 

 
Do some research into the concept of literary Tragedy. What were the famous Greek and Roman 
tragedies? What kinds of tragedy did Shakespeare write? What else can you find out about the genre 
of tragedy? 
 

 
 

Find out about the history of the literary genre, tragedy. 
 
Look at the origin of the form in Greek literature. What authors wrote Greek tragedies? What dates 
were they writing at? What were some of the plots of the Greek plays? What defined the genre? 
Look at what the Greek philosopher Aristotle said about tragedy. 
Look at how the Romans copied the Greek plays. Who were the Roman authors of tragedies? 
Next look at Elizabethan England – Shakespeare’s time? What were English tragedies like? What 
were Shakespeare’s tragedies like? 
Look for examples of other texts that have been labelled tragedy. 
Try to get an overall definition of the term. 
 
Success criteria: 

1. Produce a fact sheet on tragedy that shows you understand the genre 
2. Write up your research rather than just copying things directly 
3. Include specific examples of tragedies 

 
Excellence: 

1. Read some of the texts mentioned in your research 
2. Show that you understand the differences between Greek and Elizabethan tragedies 

 
 
 
 



 
Task Five 

 
Find out who Margaret Atwood is – a Canadian author but what else can you find out about her? 
 

 
 
 
Find out what you can about Margaret Atwood. 
She is probably best known for her book The Handmaid’s Tale, which has become a successful TV 
show. But what else can you find out about her? 
 
What other novels has she written? 
What were they about? 
What are her themes? 
What is her style? 
 
Make notes on what you find. 
 
Success Criteria: 

1. Your notes show a knowledge of the life and times of Atwood 
2. Your notes show a good coverage of her life and works 

 
Excellence: 
 

1. Read some of her novels 
 



 
 

Task Six 
 

Write a 500 word review of your favourite book. 
 

 

 
 
Choose any book. 
Try to avoid just telling us the story. 
Comment on characters, themes, language, structure. 
Select key moments to mention. 
Describe your responses. 
Convince us to read the book. 
Say why you like the book. 
 
Success criteria: 

1. Explain clearly what the book is like 
2. Be specific; include examples 

 
Excellence: 

1. Write in a lively and witty style 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Task Seven 
 
Read William Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience: 
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1934/1934-h/1934-h.htm 
 

 
 

Read as many of the poems as you can. 
The Innocence poems are very child-like and sweet, like nursery rhymes, often written in the voice of 
a child. Though the Little Girl/Boy Lost poems are a bit stranger, more like dreams. 
The Experience poems describe a more dangerous, complicated and confusing world. Some are 
directly paired with innocence poems and show a more cynical or complex view of the situation. 
What do you think Blake is trying to say? 
What are the key elements of his style? 
Again, there are lots of things online about his poems, so maybe look them up and see what you 
find. 
 
Success Criteria 

1. Make some notes showing understanding of the poems 
2. Read a wide range of poems 

 
 
 

https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1934/1934-h/1934-h.htm


 
 

Task Eight 
 

Do some research into the history of Afghanistan between 1970 and 2001. This is the background to 
the novel The Kite Runner, which we will study. 
 

 
 

Find out what you can about the history of Afghanistan. 
Look at how it got rid of the monarch in the 1970s. 
Look at how the Soviet Union invaded in the late 70s. 
Look at the struggles between the Soviet Union and the Afghanis. 
Look at the Taliban. 
Look at what happened in 1990s when the Taliban took control. 
 
Success criteria: 

1. Make notes showing that you understand some of the history 
2. Look at different sources and don’t just copy 

 
Excellence: 

1. Produce a fact sheet about Afghanistan 
2. Find out about what Kite Fighting is 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Task Ten 

 
Choose a book from the reading list on this Showbie: 7LQDL. Read the book. 
 
You don’t have to do anything for this task except enjoy reading a really good book. 
You don’t have to extra reading for the course, but if you are an avid reader it will really help. 
 

 


