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Introduction


Welcome to this Study and Revision Guide. Inside the covers of this book you will find all the information you need to succeed in the ISEB 13+ English Common Entrance examination. This does not mean that this book has just made your teacher redundant. It hasn’t. Nothing beats direct contact with a good teacher when you want to learn. But if you work through this book carefully as a reminder and stimulant, then you will have all the tools you need to do well in CE.


The idea for this guide came to me when a number of pupils I was teaching struggled to grasp how to answer comprehension questions correctly. The revision guides available only showed what a good answer might look like, but gave scant guidance on how to get to such an answer. This was intensely frustrating for the pupils and for me as their teacher. So I set about remedying the situation and writing this guide, the tenets of which I have tested through many years of teaching. It works.


The idea of this guide is therefore simple: in each part it will show you how to get to good answers that gain high marks. The emphasis throughout is on practicality and doing it yourself. This is easier to do with comprehension questions, where the answers are slightly more limited and predictable. With the writing tasks, most of the DIY will involve you going out and writing. There are mark grids included to help you work out how well you did and where you need to improve.


The order of the parts in this book does not follow that of the CE papers, but groups the comprehension exercises together and then the writing tasks together. There is, at the end of the book, a full mock CE paper so that you know what a paper looks like and in which order the sections are presented.


Although primarily addressed to pupils, this guide can equally be used by teachers to support class work to revise for CE or by parents to help their children in the run-up to those final exams.


I hope you find this guide as useful as my pupils have in the past. If you have any suggestions, let me know and I hope to be able to incorporate them in a subsequent edition.
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1 Section A: Comprehensions


The information in this part applies to Section A of both Paper 1 and Paper 2. These sections have a lot in common: in particular, the kind of questions they ask, and the way you should deal with these questions. The main difference lies in the type of text used.


The reading section


Section A of each paper contains written comprehension questions on a given text. Each reading section carries the same number of marks (25).
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In Detail


The comprehensions will test your skill at:





•  reading between the lines of text and finding out things that are not necessarily stated in the text, but that can be found out from it



•  arguing points of view on the basis of the text



•  knowing how authors write and how they make their writing more effective.
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So, the comprehension exercise is less about recalling information from the passage and more about its effect and how this effect is achieved. Sometimes the questions will also ask you for some form of personal reaction to the passage.


Questions usually carry 1 to 6 (sometimes 8 or even 10) marks.


You have 1 hour 15 minutes to complete each paper, so roughly 35 to 40 minutes for each Section A.
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Key terms


Literary means that the passage is well written, making use of a number of literary techniques.


Prose is what you normally write: ordinary written language without a set rhythm pattern – basically everything except poetry.
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Paper 1: Section A


This section contains a literary prose passage of roughly one A4 sheet in length (or longer) and about five or six questions on the passage. The piece can be taken from a novel, a short story, a play, travel writing or an (auto)biography.


Paper 2: Section A


This section contains a poem, usually by a twentieth-century poet, and, again, five or six questions on the poem. Examiners try to choose poetry that deals with things you will be familiar with.


The texts


In each section you will be given a text, also called a passage or extract. The prose text (in Section A) will usually be taken from a longer piece of writing. The introduction to the passage will set the scene or provide important background information so that you understand the passage. The poem, however, is normally complete and not taken out of a longer poem. If it is, this will be explained in the introduction to the text or to the questions.


Make sure you read all the introductions and look closely at the information on the texts (usually given at the end of the text or the paper).
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This will help you to find out whether the author is male or female and may also give you an idea of when the passages were written. Remember, as recently as twenty years ago a lot of the things that you take for granted may not have been quite so common – or even around at all! Think, for example, about the internet, mobile phones and other gadgets that we use every day.


Read the passages as thoroughly as possible, taking in as much as you can of what is mentioned where, what images the text contains and any other points you may find of interest. The idea is not to read the text as quickly as possible, but to read it as closely as possible, so you have a good working knowledge and understanding of it. The more carefully you read the text, the more easily you will find information in it and the more likely you are to understand it and how it functions.





[image: ]






Examiner’s tip


Feel free to make any notes or markings on the paper itself that might help you to find certain passages again.
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In Detail


Who is who?






	the author

	the person who wrote the extract






	the writer

	the same as the author






	the poet

	the author of the poem (Paper 2 Section A). The author of the extract in Paper 1 can never be called a poet.






	the narrator

	the person telling the story; here the story is usually told in the first person singular (‘I’). You should not assume that the narrator is the author, unless the text is from an autobiography.






	 

	Never refer to authors by their first name. Use either their surname or whole name. So:






	 

	Anthony Wilson wrote the poem ‘Driving to Switzerland’. In it Wilson tells of a journey he had as a young boy.






	 

	(Do not use ‘Anthony’!)
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Types of questions


The questions you will be asked can be grouped into four basic types. Knowing which type of question you are being asked will help you to know how to deal with it.






	Question type

	Marks

	How to answer






	
RECALL
Find and write down information from the text, either quoted or in your own words.

	Usually 1, 2 or 3

	Make as many points, or find as many quotations, as there are marks.
There is no need to quote from the text, unless this is specified – you may have to use your own words!






	
Examples of recall
What are the three things the author mentions as being the most important discoveries of the fifteenth century?
Write in your own words two reasons the author gives for wanting to ban obese people from flying.

What three verbs does the author use to describe the way the boy is running?
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Examiner’s tip


This is usually the introductory question and is not designed to be hard.
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	Question type

	Marks

	How to answer






	
TECHNIQUE
Explain or discuss the effectiveness of the language using quotes or references to the text.

	Usually an even number of marks

	Name and explain (or discuss) one technique from the text for every 2 marks.
For example, for 4 marks, PEEL twice: name and explain (or discuss) two techniques, using quotes. See page 11 for further information on PEEL-ing.






	
Examples of technique
How does the author make the description of the march through the mountains effective?
How does the author use sight and sound to bring to life the cities of Judah?
In what way does the author bring out the humour of the car stopping in the middle of nowhere?
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Examiner’s tip


Here the main object is to explain how language is used effectively in the text.
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Note


If the question has an odd number of marks, then you should either make the same number of short points as there are marks or write a more extended answer. For an extended answer, treat the question as if it were worth 1 mark more, so for example provide three PEELs for a 5-mark question.
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	Question type

	Marks

	How to answer






	
THOUGHT
Describe, explain or argue something and refer to the text or use quotations to support your point.

	Usually an even number of marks

	Describe, explain or argue one point for every 2 marks and use one quotation for each of these points.
For example, for 8 marks, PEEL four times: argue four points and use one quotation for each of these arguments. See page 11 for further information on PEEL-ing.






	
Examples of thought
What impression do you get of the general from this extract?
Do you think the author enjoys her experience? Give reasons for your answer.
Do you think the boy will be successful in trying to persuade his father to let him play on the bomb-site? Explain your reasons and refer to the text closely in your answer.
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Examiner’s tip


Here the main object is to argue a case and use the text to support your point of view or to infer something from the text. Thought questions often ask about character.
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Note


As with the technique questions, if a thought question has an odd number of marks, then you should make that number of short points or write a more extended answer.
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Question type


	Marks

	How to answer






	
RESPONSE
Give your own opinion or response to the text.

	4, 5 or 6 marks

	Here marks are awarded depending on how well the text is used and referred to in the answer as well as how clearly points are made and argued.






	
Examples of responce
Would you like to go on a holiday with the author’s family? Give reasons for your answer.
Have you had a similar experience to the author’s? Describe it and say in what way it relates to the passage.
Imagine you are a member of the parliament to whom this speech is addressed. How would you react?
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Examiner’s tip


This is usually the last question and tests how well you have understood the text as a whole and whether you can relate it to your own experience.
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PEEL-ing
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Technique and thought questions both (usually) require you to PEEL. PEEL-ing is a technique that allows you to make a point and explain your thoughts in a structured way. It helps you to know what to say and when to stop saying it.


PEEL stands for:






	
P-oint

	This is stating your argument or naming the technique the author is using; basically answering the question very briefly.






	
E-vidence

	The evidence for your point is either a reference to the passage or a quotation.






	
E-xplain

	Here you explain your argument in detail or analyse the quotation in detail. Try to be as precise as possible.






	
L-ink

	At the end you reinforce your point, thus linking your arguments back to the beginning. In most comprehension exercises you can leave this out if pressed for time.







The most important parts of a PEEL are the evidence and the explanation.
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Examiner’s tip


When choosing the quotation, remember there is no right or wrong answer. You can use any piece of evidence, as long as you can explain why the phrase you have selected is relevant to the question.
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The point needs to be short and clear and the evidence – the quotation or reference to the excerpt – should be only the words that you need to make your point.


When you are in the exam (or doing a practice paper) and are confronted with a question that requires you to PEEL, you should first of all select the quotation you want to use.






	Technique question

	Thought question






	Find the quotation you want to use (whichever words strike you as being particularly effective).

	Find the quotation you want to use (whichever words strike you as showing what you are being asked to explain).






	Name the technique.

	Think about what point you can infer from the quotation (e.g. which characteristic does it show?).






	Start writing your PEEL, beginning with the name of the technique (as above) and then your quotation (copied correctly). 	Start writing your PEEL, beginning with the point you are making (as above) and then your quotation (copied correctly).






	Make sure you explain the effectiveness of the technique, focusing on the word that is the most important or striking.

	State how your quotation supports the point, making sure to use common sense and making a clear link from the quotation to the point.
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