
What does it take to read and understand the GCSE
English Literature texts?

Maria Korochkina | Kathy Rastle

Department of Psychology
Royal Holloway, University of London

https://www.rastlelab.com/

Research & Practice 2024

The South East Research Network for Schools

https://www.rastlelab.com/


Over 500,000 entries per year since 2017
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25% of candidates do not achieve the grade 4
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What’s the vocabulary like in GCSE books?

• 32 prose books from the AQA & EdExcel specifications

• Compared to 200 samples of 32 books popular with teenagers
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The CYP-LEX project
1,200 books that British children & young people read for pleasure

7–9 10–12 13+

• Original research article free to view & download:
https://doi.org/10.1177/17470218241229694

• Accessible blog post with key findings:
https://www.rastlelab.com/post/what-words-do-children-
encounter-when-they-read-for-pleasure
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High density of vocabulary in GCSE books

• GCSE books are half as long as popular books, but contain a
similar number of distinct words

• GCSE books are much less homogenous in the words they usew�
• More vocabulary through less text in GCSE books

• May be harder to understand the text as a whole
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Many unfamiliar words in GCSE books

• 27% of words do not occur in any selection of popular books

• 22,000 words do not occur in any of the popular books

• 3,000 words never used on 9 BBC TV channels over 3 years

▶ poulterer, bonneted, dowerless, bedight, sepulchre, catechize

▶ brusquely, docilely, imploringly, beatifically, superciliouslyw�
• GCSE texts will challenge even those who read widely

• Weaker readers may not be able to engage with these texts
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Many unfamiliar words in GCSE books are new roots

• Pupils often encounter unfamiliar words in books

• Typically, meanings can be derived from the words’
constituents: [mourn]+[ful]+[ly]

• In GCSE books, most new words are new roots → meanings
cannot be derived from smaller parts

▶ aspidistra, crimplene, beseech, coccidia, gambolw�
• Readers must rely on context to understand these words

• Only possible with advanced language & reading skills
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Is GCSE English Literature fit for purpose?

GCSE English Literature should enable students to. . .

• read in depth, critically, and evaluatively

• develop the habit of reading widely and often

• appreciate the depth and power of the English literary heritage

Yet. . .

• Less than 30% of children read daily in their free time

• Many will lack the skills needed to access the GCSE coursew�
Future reviews must consider the wide variation in reading &

language skills that pupils bring into the classroom
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WE NEED YOU!
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Thank you!
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