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INTRODUCTION: WHAT DOES YOUR PORTFOLIO NEED?


Getting started


The task


You must compile a portfolio of two original pieces of writing. The portfolio will contribute 30 per cent of your total mark at Higher. Each piece is worth a maximum of 15 marks.


The aim


To gain as high a mark as possible in each of your two pieces of writing. It is possible to achieve full marks for writing of the highest quality.


Before you begin … a word of warning!


The pieces of writing must be your own work. If you submit pieces that have been written in whole or in part by someone else, your entire award in English will be withheld and your awards in other subjects may also be in jeopardy.


Passing off the work of another person as your own is called plagiarism. This topic is looked at in more detail on pages 46–47, where you will be given more advice about what is and what is not considered plagiarism.


The Arrangements for Higher English permit ‘reasonable assistance’ in choosing your topics and suggestions for improving a first draft. Teachers and tutors are not allowed to rephrase for you, nor to provide key ideas or a plan, nor to correct particular errors of spelling and punctuation. There are no restrictions on the resources to which you may have access, however, such as spellcheckers and dictionaries.


You will have to sign a declaration that the work in your portfolio is all your own.
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The two pieces of writing required for the Higher English portfolio must be from the genres identified in the groups below. One should be from group A and one from group B.





•  Group A (broadly creative): a personal essay, a reflective essay, or an imaginative piece.



•  Group B (broadly discursive): an argumentative essay, a persuasive essay, or a report for a specified purpose.





Understanding the genres


Broadly creative writing


You may choose from two distinct types of creative writing: personal/reflective or imaginative writing (prose, drama or poetry).
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In a personal/reflective piece of writing, you present your thoughts, feelings and opinions. You draw from your own personal experience in expressing and illustrating your views.


The aim is to interest and entertain the reader.




[image: ]




[image: ]





[image: ]




Imaginative. Some writing comes purely from your imagination. You might choose to write a short story, but you might also consider writing a poem (or a thematically linked set of poems) or a drama script. It is also acceptable to write a ‘chapter’ of a novel – there is no need to write the whole novel! For imaginative writing, you have an unlimited range of topics from which to choose.


The aim is to entertain and enthrall the reader.
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Broadly discursive writing


Discursive writing may be argumentative or persuasive, or may take the form of a report.
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In an argumentative piece of writing, you evaluate two or more viewpoints on a subject in a balanced manner.


The aim is to inform and enlighten the reader and to help them reach a view.
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In a persuasive piece of writing, you make a strong case for something you believe in – rather like a lawyer.


The aim is to influence the reader’s opinion.
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A report is a factual piece of writing that presents information on a topic you have researched in clear, continuous, formal prose.


A good report will organise material logically from a variety of sources, including spoken and graphic ones.


The aim is to inform the reader.
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Choosing a topic
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It is up to you to choose the topics for your writing pieces. The SQA does not provide a list of topics.


In the past, candidates for Higher English wrote under exam conditions and were given a short list of topics from which to choose.


This system of assessing a candidate’s ability was abandoned; it was considered unsatisfactory for several reasons:





•  Firstly, the limited time available meant that candidates who had good ideas might not manage to develop them fully. For example, a promising story might be submitted with no ending, or with an unsatisfactory one.
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•  Secondly, it might be that none of the topics appealed to a candidate. Candidates might have had interests and enthusiasms that they were given no chance to reveal.
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•  Thirdly, markers often found that many candidates would choose the same question. In some cases – particularly in argumentative essays – candidates had little chance to impress markers by being original. In addition, they had no opportunity to research a topic or check that their facts were accurate when exploring a discursive topic.





The best topic for you


It is important to be aware of your own strengths. You are likely to write well if you:





•  write about something you know



•  write about something that genuinely interests you



•  enjoy what you are writing.





Try the following questionnaire. Once you have completed it, you may find you have revealed various topics that would yield good pieces of writing.


What do you know about?


Your life experiences


Think about the things that have happened in your own life so far. Write down brief headings representing experiences that were good or special in some way. These might include being in a winning team, performing in a play or taking part in a family event such as the birth of a new baby. Try to think of at least six things.
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1


2


3


4


5


6





Now, think about things that were not so good. For example, a big disappointment, a car accident or a quarrel with a friend. Write down six headings that represent these moments.
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1


2


3


4


5


6





Look back at your lists. Think again about these episodes in your life. Now, rank them in the order that you think they would be most interesting to write – and to read – about.


People


Think about the people who have been important in your life: your family, friends and acquaintances. Think about relationships that have been important to you. Write down the names of two people about whom you might find it interesting to write.
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Knowledge


Think about the things of which you have special knowledge. These might include a sport or hobby, or a place where you often go on holiday, or even the place where you live.


Many candidates insist they have no special knowledge of anything!


Everyone knows a lot about their school however or their home town, or keeping a pet. Write down headings for all the special knowledge which you can think of.




1


2


3


4





Now rank these, putting the subject you have most knowledge about first.




[image: ]





Opinions



Think of things about which you feel strongly. Usually, people feel more strongly about negative opinions than positive ones, but either can make an interesting and involving topic to write about.


Firstly, look at the list of statements below and give your opinion about each a rating from one to seven as indicated in this table:
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	Statement

	My rating    






	


a) It is much harder being a teenager today than it was when my parents were young.





	 






	


b) Society is still very unfair: rich people get all the breaks and the poor get nothing.





	 






	


c) Politicians are all out for what they can get. They don’t really want to serve the public; they are just ambitious for power and money.





	 






	


d) Being old is awful – I would hate to be old.





	 






	


e) Winning the lottery would be the best thing that could happen to me.





	 






	


f) It is just another form of racism when Scottish people say they hate the English. The World Cup t-shirts with the slogan ‘Anyone but England’ should have been banned.





	 






	


g) Children who commit terrible crimes (like those who murdered the toddler Jamie Bulger) should not be treated like adult criminals, but should instead get help.





	 






	


h) Most people will bully others if they get the chance.





	 






	


i) I would love to be famous. Being famous would be brilliant.





	 






	


j) What people look like is very important.





	 







Now, compare your ratings with others in your class or group. Identify the topics that aroused the strongest feelings, and discuss the reasons for this.


Next, write down a list of topics about which you feel strongly. You could include some of the topics in the box above, or add other ideas of your own.


Some suggestions


Although no topics are set and you are free to choose your own subjects within the limits set by the examiners, the list of suggested topics in Part Three may help you to form some ideas on what to write about.


What the markers are looking for
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Firstly, the marker will check that your writing is of the required degree of technical accuracy. According to the marking instructions, ‘consistent technical accuracy’ is required for a pass mark (8 or above) at Higher. Your writing will then be evaluated and marked according to two criteria – content and style – and how far it demonstrates the following features (as appropriate to your chosen genre):
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Markers are trained to be objective. However, certain content should be avoided. Creative writing that contains violence or explicit sexual references may offend, as can the use of bad language. Similarly, the expression of extreme views regarding race or religion might also be deemed unacceptable. Deliberately aiming to shock in one of these ways is not advisable. The marker is likely to be someone like your teacher; if you feel your writing would be acceptable to your teacher, then you’re unlikely to have any problems.
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That is a good question! English teachers are often asked how they decide what mark to give a piece of work.


Markers compare a candidate’s piece of writing with a list of features described in their marking instructions, and assign it to a broad category depending on which features best match what has been achieved in the piece. They then decide where to place it within the range of marks available in that category.


You may view these marking instructions and the lists of features which comprise these criteria on the SQA website: www.sqa.org.uk/files_ccc/GAInfoHigherEnglish.pdf.


SQA markers work according to some general principles:





•  They are asked to mark positively. Thus, they always look for the strengths in your writing and marks are accumulated accordingly, rather than deducted for particular errors or omissions.



•  Markers are also instructed to mark holistically. This means that they consider each piece as a whole. Although they assess each piece on content and style, these are not treated separately for the purposes of marking; it is the general impression which is all important.





Finally, keep in mind this encouraging quotation from the SQA document:
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‘Writing does not have to be perfect to gain full marks.’


[image: ]







[image: ]




The aim of this book is to give advice on how to ensure your writing is as good as it can possibly be!





•  You will be deconstructing pieces of writing and looking at how to craft elements like openings, dialogue, linkage, endings and various technical literary devices.



•  You will be asked to think about planning and redrafting.



•  You will be encouraged to look at examples of professional writing and to think about how they achieve their impact.



•  You will also be encouraged to look at examples of other students’ work and to consider how it might be improved.



•  You will analyse your own strengths and abilities in writing in order to choose the best topics for you.
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The SQA operates a moderation procedure. Markers are given examples of writing that, in the opinion of the SQA, would fall into each of the marking categories. Your work will be compared against these examples (known as exemplars). Marked work is also sampled and checked, so that the SQA can be sure all their markers are assessing work fairly and accurately. So you can be assured that your writing will be given a fair chance.
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If you previously completed a National 5 English course, you will already have produced a portfolio of Creative and Discursive writing.


Higher English allows you to improve the skills you learnt at National 5 level. A greater degree of complexity, maturity and sophistication is expected at Higher.


To help you understand these different expectations, there is a section headed ‘From National 5 to Higher’ at the end of each part of this book.
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Finally, remember that a marker is likely to be marking a hundred or more pieces of writing. What is likely to make yours stand out as belonging to a top category? What is likely to see it relegated to a low one?


For discussion


In groups, look at this list of features that might influence a marker either positively or negatively. Rank them in order of importance.






	Positive features

	Negative features






	A topic that stands out as different from all the others.

	Saying nothing new about a very common topic.






	A sense of a bright, funny, pleasant personality in the writer.

	A personal experience that is mainly narrative.






	A gripping or moving personal story.

	A discussion that is disjointed and lacks a clear argument.






	Fiction that is readable and genuinely entertaining.

	A story that reads as if copied from somewhere else.






	A clear, well-structured argument.

	Too many long words – the ‘swallowed a dictionary’ effect.






	Fluent, clear writing with good word choice.

	Monotonous writing with repetitive sentence structures and repetition of words.







Which features could you aim to include in your personal list of dos and don’ts? Compile your own list.


Length
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Length is reckoned by the number of words used. If you are working on a computer, you can check this quickly and easily by clicking on Word Count (usually found under the Review tab).
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Maximum: 1,300 words
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The word limit is 1,300, but there is no need to use the maximum allowed. Full marks can be achieved by a shorter piece, if it is appropriate to purpose.


You must take care to avoid exceeding 1,300 words. The word count may exclude titles, footnotes and lists of sources, but must include any quotations.


Presentation


Writing that is submitted for the portfolio should be word processed or neatly handwritten on one side of the page only. Pages should be clearly numbered. Legibility is of paramount importance. It is not advisable to use circles – or hearts! – to dot the letter ‘i’ when handwriting. Do not use pencil and avoid bright colours, particularly pink or red, since red is used to mark scripts. Avoid elaborate fonts when word processing, such as those which imitate handwriting.


The following conventions are recommended:





•  A standard font: Times New Roman or Arial are good options



•  Point size: 12



•  Alignment: left or justified



•  Margins: 2cm all round



•  Line spacing: 1.5 or 2



•  Print colour: black (except possibly for graphs, diagrams, etc. in a report).





Check, check, check…


You must strive to achieve the ‘consistent technical accuracy’ which is a requirement for Higher portfolio writing. Use a spellchecker and/or a dictionary to help eliminate errors. Always read over your final draft or print-out carefully in case you have made an error the spellchecker won’t pick up, such as using the wrong version of a word (e.g. off/of) or missing out a word.


Keeping to the rules


On page v, you were told that your writing must be your own work, and that you must sign a declaration to confirm this.


As evidence, your teacher or tutor will ensure that you provide four pieces of documentation for each of your two portfolio pieces:





•  A draft title and proposals



•  An outline plan



•  Your first draft



•  Your final version.





You are recommended to keep a log of your progress. You should put a date on each stage, and also record the comments made by your teacher or tutor on both the outline plan and your first draft. A template for such a log can be found at the end of this book. You may wish to do a further draft before your final version, but remember that the Arrangements say that the number of drafts ‘should not normally exceed two’.


Sources


Don’t forget to add your sources! For your discursive writing piece, you must make a list of all the sources you have consulted. These can be added as footnotes or in a list at the end of your piece of writing. You must give clear details, such as the dates and writers of newspaper articles, specific addresses for web pages, and book titles and their dates of publication.


Always keep a record of these details as you research your topic. It can be very frustrating and time-consuming if you have to go back and track down your sources later. If you have not consulted any sources, you must say so.


For full guidance on all aspects of the Higher for CfE English course, take a look at the ‘Course Assessment Specification’ document on the SQA website: www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/47904.html.
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BROADLY CREATIVE WRITING


PERSONAL/REFLECTIVE WRITING


One of the two pieces of writing for your portfolio must be creative. For a creative piece, you may choose to write on a personal/reflective topic or to produce a piece of fiction in the form of prose, drama, or poetry.


Getting started


It is a good idea to base your writing on your own experience, for the simple reason that if you have experienced something you will know better than anyone else how you felt and thought about it.


This is a view shared by many famous authors:
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‘the best writing is always the most painful personal wrung-out tossed from cradle warm protective mind-tap…’


(Jack Kerouac)
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‘Stick to your story. It is not the most important subject in history but it is one about which you are uniquely qualified to speak.’


(Evelyn Waugh)
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What the examiner is looking for





•  A sense of your own personality.



•  Expression of your thoughts and feelings, not just a narrative account. As well as giving an account of an experience, you must reflect on it.



•  An entertaining treatment of the topic: originality and perhaps humour.



•  An appropriate style. An informal, chatty style may be more suitable than a formal one. Remember, however, that a conversational style must be controlled with careful and accurate punctuation.





In this section of the book, we’ll look at what professional writers have to say about two of the topics for personal/reflective writing that everyone can relate to in some way: ‘Great escapes: where I go when it’s all too much’ and ‘Decisions’. Each extract is followed by some questions to help you understand the techniques used by the writer.


By the end of this section, you should have picked up some tips from these authors that you can apply to your own writing.


Great escapes: where I go when it’s all too much


Reading a good book, pinned to the bed by a sleeping cat, shopping with friends … four writers describe where they find relief from stress and anxiety.
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Julie Myerson


Author and journalist
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A few years ago I was rushed to hospital with heart palpitations. Or, at least, my GP agreed that my heart was beating way too fast to be acceptable and sent me off to Casualty to be looked at.


Of course, if your heart is beating rapidly it’s unlikely to calm down in an A&E department. By the time the doctors had surrounded me, taped wires to my chest and frowned at my pulse, my heart rate had soared. After a few minutes I was told that I wasn’t about to have a heart attack (as I’d feared), that it was probably just panic, that the best thing to do was relax and watch my heart rate drop. Easy for them to say.
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