English Studies Plenary: Shared Texts

by Alison Robertson, Wilderness School

Excerpts from the 2007 English Studies Assessment Report:

The examination component provides an opportunity for students to: 

· showcase their learning; 

· demonstrate their knowledge and understanding of texts;

· display their ability to analyse the crafting of these works;

· and reveal their ability to apply all of this to a particular question focus in the exam situation. 

Students clearly knew their texts in terms of content but the discriminating factor which determined the high achievers was the students’ ability to use their understanding of techniques employed by the author to explore ideas within each text and then apply it to the question. 

As one marker commented, ‘there are numerous students who can analyse the various elements of a given text, but fewer who can understand an essay question and apply it to the text they have studied.’ 
Question Choice / Addressing the Question

One of the key factors in achieving success in exam is the ability to choose a suitable question to answer and then to answer that question rather than a personalised version of it. 

Those students who scored well carefully considered the range of options and responded to the question that allowed them to reveal their knowledge and their ability to adapt that knowledge to the specific question. 

Those who adapted a question to one which they hoped to find in the paper did not score well. Similarly, those students who came into the exam with a fully prepared response, often to a past exam question, and wrote that with little reference to the question they had chosen from the 2007 paper, did themselves a disservice. 

It is important that students grasp the importance of addressing the individual requirements of the question when developing their responses to each section of the paper. 
Use of Quotations
Markers commented frequently on the way in which quotations were used in responses within all sections of the paper. Those students that chose wisely and embedded relevant and succinct quotations within the point they were making, were clearly advantaged by these textural references. 

However, those students who quoted indiscriminately or in ‘slab’ lengths often ran the risk of moving away from the very point they were illustrating or, conversely, made the mistake of believing the quote was all they needed and no interpretation was forthcoming. 
Focusing on the question and its complexities

The ‘ability to focus on the meaning and intention of the set question’ is the first criterion given for judging performance in the exam. 
· Look at past exam questions in class (go to the SSABSA website and download them) and get students to consider their key words and implications. 
· Tease out the definitions of key words. Think about how some could be interpreted slightly differently. Explain how students need to define their particular interpretation in their introduction. 
· Get students to look at which questions they should not choose and why not. Picking the right question for their text(s) and knowledge is important!
· Have them practice writing essay plans for lots of different questions from past papers so that they feel flexible about the text, rather than going into the exam with a fixed idea of what they want to say.
Supporting points with examples and integrating quotations

‘Appropriate use of evidence from texts to support arguments developed in response to questions’ is the 2nd criterion for judging performance in the exam and it is here where we want to see students justifying everything they assert about the texts with relevant and fluently integrated evidence. Evidence can be given through references to specific examples or quotations. Both are useful and necessary forms of evidence. 
In general students should not quote more than a few lines at a time. A phrase or line or two are effective in indicating their knowledge of the text, but if they wish to discuss more than that it might be best to paraphrase the passage and just quote small parts of it. Also the essential thing is what they are actually saying about the lines, i.e. what they have to do with their argument or point. Just quoting a long slab does not add anything to their argument.
Integrating the discussion of two or more texts within an essay

I advise my students:
· In essays on paired texts, try to discuss both your texts in each paragraph, or at least in alternating paragraphs with linking comments. Don’t spend the first half of your essay on one text and then the second half on the other.
· Think about how your paired texts differ as well as how they are similar.
· Having explained the connection between the texts, use specific examples and details of each text to show their differences.
Connections and contrasts could be made between the paired texts in areas such as: theme, setting – time and place, plot structure, ending or resolution, characters, text type and stylistic features. Draw up a table for your two texts using these headings where students can note specific details in each column which display the texts’ similarities and differences. Get students to use this in their revision so that they can take a clear understanding of how the texts connect and contrast into the exam with them. 
When writing Poetry essays students should try to discuss a number of poems per paragraph. This means they will not thoroughly explore the whole poem, but instead compare a particular aspect of it with an aspect of another poem. They can refer to a different aspect of the same poem in another paragraph, but should not repeat quotations or material. They want to make as many new points as possible.
Linking techniques to their effect

Generally exam questions require a student to look closely at the texts and 
· work out what exactly is being communicated in the texts which is relevant to the question, 
· identify different techniques being used to communicate the ideas the question is focusing on, 
· find good examples of each, 
· and work out the effect of each on the reader of the text in communicating these ideas. 
These 3 elements of technique, example and effect, should be covered in their answers. 
They should always be able to comment on the effect of any technique they mention an author is using, such as music, camera angles, symbolism, narrative voice, structure and so on. This technique needs to be linked back to the specific key words of the question e.g. how did it enable the author to explore the ideas of the text?

