Assessment Component 1: Examination (Shared Studies—Section A & B)
I remember my first year of teaching; nervous, expecting to be told off by someone, trouble sleeping the night before school resumes, and here I am, eighteen years later, and I can honestly report, that not much has changed. So if you are feeling a wee bit apprehensive, don’t worry, chances are a lot of us are feeling that way too!

One little tip before I begin my brief spiel on the exam. In my first year (teaching in Whyalla) I made a contact with an experienced teacher in a city school. In addition to giving me a legitimate reason to have PD back in my home town, I was able to be reassured that the miracle would indeed happen. My teaching would bear some fruit. That yes, I was even going about things the right way (even if there was the odd tweak here and there required). So if this sounds like you, don’t leave today without seeing a kindly SAETA person, and with a bit of luck, they may know someone who is willing to mentor you a little through what will be an exciting year!
So let’s turn our attention to the exam, the November exam. It’s good to see what we are striving for, to have our attention fixed on where we want our students heading. Much of what I’ll be sharing with you is based upon the Chief Assessor’s 2009 Assessment Report. Such reports are great teaching and learning tools; (for teachers & students!) and should find there way into classrooms all over the state. You will need to download the Assessment Report and read it in conjunction with the exam. I’d consider doing this activity with your class, too. It will help to demystify all manner of things, and give your students the inside running on how to approach questions and shape answers. In addition, you probably should have a copy of the performance standards; these standards were developed for use by markers of the examination. Therefore give each student a copy; consider having a blown-up photocopy in a visible part of the room. (Not blown-up, perhaps, enlarged!). In addition, spend a lesson in the library browsing through the SACE Board website as it relates to English Studies. Let’s give our students as much access to the right information so they can start to assume responsibility for their own learning. (It’s a nice thought!).
Our students will have to answer two essays in the first part of the exam—sections A & B. Section A will be compulsory; in 2009, questions on single texts were compulsory.

In Section B, students either chose to do poetry or paired texts. Michael will talk us through Section C: Critical Reading.
In the Chief Assessor’s Report, the first strident point made is the need for students to answer the question. It is a serious part of assessment. One of the key criteria for markers is in determining, “How precise is the student in responding to the meaning and intention of the set question?” This is fundamental. In History, for example, you may be asked to look at an aspect of historical change, and if your essay is not on the particular aspect nominated, you will not do very well. Ditto for English Studies. You may know the text inside out and write with verve, but the student needs to respond to the meaning and intention of the set question. Some of my students, I think, have been burnt in the past. You see them after the exam, and they’ll say something like, “Near the end of the first essay, I sensed I wasn’t really answering the question, but I kind of was, and what I wrote was great.” And you say something like, “Great! I’m sure it will be fine; you were the top kid in the class this year, you’ll knock the markers dead”. And you go away and have a little existential sigh. If you have a student who only fleetingly addresses the question, and then, even worse, starts to shape an answer from a past paper, it’s goodbye “A” grade and an invitation to be marked as average, because the question has not been given the priority it demands.

Let me give you a pertinent example from last year’s paper. Question 8 on poetry texts: “Compare the ways in which the poets you studied this year convey both the pleasures and difficulties of life”. If students raced into the question, there may well have been problems. It looks like a straightforward contrast question (looking at positives and negatives). But students need to break down the questions first and see what the scope and intent of the question is demanding. Bill or Susan, for instance, would need to pay attention to the noun, “poets”, and not the more general noun, “poetry”, and understand that the essay should be addressing “both pleasures and difficulties” within the works of particular poets. To really answer this question, you couldn’t look at difficulties in Owens and Plath’s poetry, for example, and then look at pleasures in Hopkins’ poetry. Bill or Susan would need to find elements of both the pleasures and difficulties of life in all three of the poets’ works. Then the marker can be very impressed with the student’s development of an argument in response to the set question. Now, we could spend all morning going through the various questions and “unpacking” them, but I fear you would all fall asleep. I mention the need to do this, though, because it is critical for student success. Again, it would be good to spend a lesson looking at an old exam, and deconstructing the questions, so students start to learn that they can’t just dive right in and show their knowledge without adequately shaping their material within the context of the question.
And while we are on questions, I’d like to draw your attention to the so-called “stems” of the questions. These are the phrases that establish the kind of analysis required in English Studies. In single texts last year, the stems were thus phrased: Show how the author of a prescribed text…; What techniques does the author of a prescribed text…; and How does the author of a prescribed text… All the stems are inviting the students to write about author craft. In Section B, the stems were similar, but obviously demand a comparative element: Compare the ways…; In what different ways…; and Compare the techniques. From the very beginning of all the questions, students should be thinking of how their approach to the question can also reveal their command of literary analysis. And this will vary of course depending on the text type and genre. All the bread and butter stuff we are doing, hopefully in each lesson and across different parts of the course: you can see some examples on the screen behind me. Rather than read the list out, perhaps you can work out the general areas in which you would like clarification, and you can make that your homework! I remember going to an interview and being told that my focus would be the Art of the Novel. I agreed enthusiastically, but upon driving home from the interview, fear consumed me. What was I doing? What was the Art of the Novel? I rushed to the Brighton Library, found a book by George Orwell, no less, entitled The Art of the Novel, and reassuringly, found many of the aspects you can read off the PowerPoint slide. I still have my university text, M H Abrams’ Glossary of Literary Terms, and it’s very useful. If you need to, hunt down a good resource or two on literary criticism. Have conversations in your faculty. And if all else fails—Google! But be careful with sources. Such a list is only the very beginnings of your personal class list. Each week you could have a “techniques quiz” where your student has to nominate a different technique, give an example, and then comment on what effect the technique has on an aspect of your understanding of a character or idea in a text. In addition, you could ask your students to create concept maps where they are explicitly linking techniques to specific examples and what effects they may have upon the audience. Get them doing something like this, and they will be preparing themselves for the type of analysis required for success in the exam.

Let me finish with a few concluding points in summary: find the SACE Board website and download past exams, assessment reports, and the performance standards (you will also find lots of other good stuff like annotated examples of student work), deconstruct questions very carefully with your students, and “customise” the technical language of the subject to suit the texts you have chosen. Actually, get the students to do as much of this as possible. (They won’t have us next to them in November!). And locate a teacher who may be a little more experienced and ask lots of questions, (and maybe get some work double marked). That’s what I did, much to my embarrassment at the time. And most importantly, work hard, but somehow don’t stress too much. The miracle has a surprising way of becoming a reality each and every year! 
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