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INTRODUCTION



You can’t revise for the Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation paper.


Have you ever said that?


Obviously, because this part of Higher English is based on ‘unseen’ passages, you can’t revise the content in advance or memorise quotations.


But many students don’t realise that questions relating to the content of the passage are only one aspect of the paper. At least as much emphasis is placed by the examiners on the style of language used in the passage. Such questions are not only asking you about what the writer is saying; they are asking you about how he or she is saying it.


You can revise for these questions by training yourself to recognise the language features that help to make up a good written style.


For some authors, a good style comes naturally…
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Thriller writer Edgar Wallace used to sit at his desk and produce 10,000 words a day, keeping up his strength by drinking 30 cups of tea and eating doughnuts. He wrote the screenplay for the film King Kong in nine weeks and composed so quickly that it was said that he could turn out a novel in the back of a taxi in a traffic jam.
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…while others find it much more difficult:
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The nineteenth-century French novelist Gustave Flaubert did not have a natural flair for writing and would spend hours on a single sentence. He rewrote his most famous book, Madame Bovary, five times, never looking back at his previous version.
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Every professional writer – whether he or she writes quickly and instinctively like Edgar Wallace, or slowly and painstakingly like Gustave Flaubert – has mastered the skills of word choice, sentence structure, tone, imagery, punctuation and so on. If you have never studied these techniques, you will not be able to answer questions on them and will end up making vague guesses. This book will explain the techniques, but it will do something else as well: it will train you to understand what the wording of questions is getting at, and will show you methods for approaching different kinds of questions.


If you work through this book systematically, by the time the Higher examination comes round you will have realised that:


You can revise for the Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation paper!
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PART ONE: READING SKILLS


I UNDERSTANDING THE MEANING


USING YOUR OWN WORDS


Some close reading questions, like the example below, are designed to test whether you can successfully extract information from a piece of writing and thus demonstrate that you understand what a writer is trying to communicate.
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From the first paragraph, identify two…


(2 marks)


[image: ]





There are two stages in answering questions of this type:





•  Identify the words in the passage that contain the answer.



•  Translate the appropriate expressions into your own words.
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Warning!


It is essential that you do not ‘lift’ whole phrases or sentences from the original: these will not be awarded any marks, even though you have understood the question and the answer is correct.
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Some tips on using your own words





•  You can use simple words from the original passage if there is no obvious alternative. For example, if a common noun such as ‘eye’ is used, there is no need for a clumsy rephrasing like ‘organ of vision’.



•  Figures of speech and any non-standard expression such as slang must always be put into plain language. Try to rephrase in a simple but formal style.



•  A good approach is to think of synonyms – i.e. words that mean the same as a given word. For example, if you were asked to explain the word ‘distraught’, suitable alternatives would be ‘very anxious’, ‘desperate’ or ‘distressed’. When you are doing practice exercises in class or at home, use a thesaurus to help with this.



•  If you cannot think of a synonym, try thinking of the opposite and use this in your answer. For example, as an alternative to ‘generous’, you could say ‘not mean’. This proves to the examiner that you understand what ‘generous’ means.
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What the examiner is looking for…


Every exam paper has a marking scheme, which specifies the number of marks allocated to each answer. A marker will look for the required amount of information before awarding full marks. As you work through the paper, you must take careful note of the marks available for each question and proportion your answers accordingly. For example, a question worth 2 marks may require you to identify two pieces of information; a question worth 4 marks will require either four brief pieces of information or two more fully developed ones. It is equally possible to gain the 4 marks by a combination of brief and more fully developed points.
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Warning!


A very common error in an exam is to write too much for the first few questions. This may cause you to be short of time and force you to skimp on later questions that are worth more marks. Remember, even if you answer brilliantly, and at length, the marker cannot give you more marks for individual questions than the marking scheme allows.
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Worked example
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The remains of the medieval cathedral of St Andrews rear up at the east end of the town like the bones of a gigantic dinosaur. The outline of the former church dazzles by its sheer extent – it was Scotland’s largest in an age of extravagant ecclesiastical building. The guidebook describes the architecture of the ruins and the main artefacts exhibited in the cathedral museum. But it doesn’t mention the aura of profound peace to be found within this ancient place of worship.
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Question


Identify the two features of St Andrews Cathedral that most struck the writer.





(2 marks)
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Method






	
Identify the words in the passage that contain the answer.

	
Translate the appropriate expressions into your own words.






	‘The outline … dazzles by its sheer extent … Scotland’s largest in an age of extravagant ecclesiastical building.’

	The vast extent of the ruins reveals that the original church was exceptionally large.






	‘the aura of profound peace to be found within this ancient place of worship.’

	A deeply peaceful atmosphere prevails in the grounds of the cathedral.







Answer


The writer was most impressed by the vast extent of the ruins, showing the original church had been exceptionally large (1 mark), and by the deeply peaceful atmosphere within the grounds of the cathedral (1 mark).


For practice


Use the same method in the following examples, providing more or less detail as the number of marks suggests. To help you with the first one, the relevant words have been ‘identified’ for you in the left-hand column of the table. You should now ‘translate’ them into your own words.
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1. Legend has it that Eynhallow, one of Orkney’s uninhabited islands, was at one time the hidden Hildaland, a vanishing island that came and went. It was an enchanted isle where blood would flow from stalks of corn if they were cut after sunset. Cats, rats and mice could not live there. At one time soil would be brought from Eynhallow and put under haystacks or new houses to keep vermin away.





(Source: The Islands of Orkney by Liv Kjørsvik Schei)
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Question


Identify four of the beliefs held about the island of Eynhallow that contributed to its supernatural reputation.


(4 marks)






	Identify the words in the passage that contain the answer.

	Translate the appropriate expressions into your own words.






	‘a vanishing island that came and went.’

	  






	‘blood would flow from stalks of corn if they were cut after sunset.’

	  






	‘Cats, rats and mice could not live there.’

	  






	‘soil would be brought from Eynhallow and put under haystacks or new houses to keep vermin away.’
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2. Myself, my family, my generation, were born in a world of silence; a world of hard work and necessary patience, of backs bent to the ground, hands massaging the crops, of waiting on weather and growth; of villages like ships in the empty landscapes and the long walking distances between them; of white narrow roads, rutted by hooves and cartwheels, innocent of oil or petrol, down which people passed rarely, and almost never for pleasure, and the horse was the fastest thing moving.





(Source: Cider With Rosie by Laurie Lee)
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Questions




a) Explain the nature of agricultural work during the author’s childhood.


(2 marks)


b) Identify three further aspects of village life at that time.


(3 marks)
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3. When one came straight from England the aspect of Barcelona was something startling and overwhelming. It was the first time that I had ever been in a town where the working class was in the saddle. Practically every building of any size had been seized by the workers and was draped with red flags or with the red-and-black flag of the Anarchists; every wall was scrawled with the hammer and sickle and with the initials of the revolutionary parties; almost every church had been gutted and its images burnt.





(Source: Homage to Catalonia by George Orwell)
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Question


Identify four reasons why the author found Barcelona astonishing.


(4 marks)
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4. We do not know how art began any more than we know how language started. If we take art to mean such activities as building temples and houses, making pictures and sculptures, or weaving patterns, there is no people in all the world without art. If, on the other hand, we mean by art some kind of beautiful luxury, something to enjoy in museums and exhibitions or something special to use as a precious decoration in the best parlour, we must realise that this use of the word is a very recent development and that many of the greatest builders, painters or sculptors of the past never dreamed of it.





(Source: The Story of Art by E.H. Gombrich)
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Questions




a) In your own words, identify three types of activities that have always been considered to be ‘art’.


(3 marks)


b) Identify three things that the writer says would only in recent times be considered ‘art’.


(3 marks)
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5. The winter of 1542 was marked by tempestuous weather throughout the British Isles: in the north, on the border between Scotland and England, there were heavy snowfalls in December and frost so savage that by January the ships were frozen into the harbour at Newcastle.







    These stark conditions found a bleak parallel in the political climate that then prevailed between the two countries. Scotland as a nation groaned under the humiliation of a recent defeat at English hands at the battle of Solway Moss. As a result of the battle, the Scottish nobility – which had barely recovered from the defeat of Flodden a generation before – was stricken yet again by the deaths of many of their leaders in their prime; of those who survived, many prominent members were prisoners in English hands, while the rest met the experience of defeat by quarrelling among themselves, showing their strongest loyalty to the principle of self-aggrandisement, rather than to the troubled monarchy. The Scottish national Church, although still officially Catholic for the next seventeen years, was already torn between those who wished to reform its manifold abuses from within, and those who wished to follow England’s example, by breaking away root and branch from the tree of Rome. The king of this divided country, James V, lay dying with his face to the wall.






(Source: Mary, Queen of Scots by Antonia Fraser)
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Questions




a) Explain what was noteworthy about the winter of 1542.


(2 marks)


b) In your own words, identify five political problems that were facing Scotland.


(5 marks)
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LINK QUESTIONS
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A type of question that is designed to test your understanding of the structure of a text is the so- called link question. You will be asked to show how one sentence provides a ‘link’ in the argument. The ‘argument’ need not be a discussion; here ‘argument’ means the progression of ideas in a piece of writing and the link will join one idea to the next. An example of a link question is:
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‘And therein lies the rub.’ Explain how this sentence acts as a link between the first paragraph and the two following paragraphs.


(2 marks)
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Usually, but not invariably, the ‘link’ sentence will stand at the beginning of a paragraph. Part of the sentence – often, but not always, the first part – will refer back to the previous topic and another part of the sentence will introduce the new topic that follows. Such questions are usually worth 2 marks, one of which is awarded for correctly identifying the two parts of the sentence that link back and forward, and the other for summarising in your own words the two topics that they connect.


A tried and tested method is to show the link by:





•  quoting the part of the link sentence that refers back to the earlier topic



•  explaining in your own words what this topic is



•  quoting the part of the link sentence that looks forward to the next topic



•  explaining in your own words what the next topic is.





If the sentence begins with or contains a linking word or phrase you should also comment on this. Expressions such as ‘but’ and ‘however’ point to a contrasting idea, or change of direction, while phrases such as ‘moreover’ or ‘in addition’ show that the next idea offers further support to the same argument.


The diagram below shows a selection of linking words and phrases.
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Worked example
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William Shakespeare is easily the best known of our English writers. Virtually every man in the street can name some of his plays and his characters, and many people can also recite lines of his poetry by heart.


Despite our familiarity with his work, however, we know relatively little of the man himself. We do not know when or why he became an actor, we know nothing of his life in London, and almost nothing of his personal concerns.
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Questions


Show how the highlighted sentence acts as a link in the argument.


(2 marks)
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Answer





•  The phrase ‘our familiarity with his work’ looks back at the topic of how widely known Shakespeare’s work is.




•  The conjunction ‘however’ suggests a contrasting idea to follow.




•  The second part of the sentence, ‘we know relatively little of the man himself’, introduces the new topic.




•  This deals with what is not known about Shakespeare, and a list of things follows the ‘link’ sentence.






For practice
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1. My mother was born near Gloucester, in the early 1880s. Through her father, John Light, she had some mysterious connection with the castle, half-forgotten, but implying a blood-link somewhere. Indeed, it was said that an ancestor led the murder of Edward II.







    But whatever the illicit grandeurs of her forebears, Mother was born to quite ordinary poverty. When she was about thirteen years old her mother was taken ill, so she had to leave school for good. She had her five young brothers and her father to look after, and there was no one else to help.






(Source: Cider With Rosie by Laurie Lee)
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Questions


Show how the highlighted sentence acts as a link in the argument.


(3 marks)
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2. Usually his mother would caution Yang the chauffeur to avoid the old beggar who lay at the end of the drive. This beggar had arrived two months earlier, a bundle of living rags whose only possessions were a frayed paper mat and an empty tobacco tin that he shook at passersby. He never moved from the mat, but ferociously defended his plot outside the gates. Even Boy and Number One Coolie, the houseboy and the chief scullion, had been unable to shift him.







    However, the position had brought the old man little benefit. There were hard times in Shanghai that winter, and after a week-long cold spell he was too tired to raise his tin. After a heavy snowfall one night in early December the snow formed a thick quilt, from which the old man’s face emerged like a sleeping child’s above an eiderdown. Jim told himself that he never moved because he was warm under the snow.






(Source: Empire of the Sun by J.G. Ballard)
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Questions


Show how the first sentence of the second paragraph acts as a link in the argument.


(3 marks)
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3. Mary Stuart was certainly rated a beauty by the standards of her own time: even John Knox described her as ‘pleasing’. In her height, her small neat head, and her grace she resembled the contemporary ideal. It was the type of beauty that her contemporaries were already learning to admire in art, and could now appreciate in life, all the more satisfyingly because it was in the person of a princess.







    Not only the appearance, but also the character of Mary Stuart made her admirably suited to be a princess of France in the age in which she lived. Mary was exactly the sort of beautiful woman, not precisely brilliant, but well-educated and charming, who inspired and stimulated poets by her presence to feats of homage.






(Source: Mary, Queen of Scots by Antonia Fraser)
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Questions


Show how the highlighted sentence acts as a link in the argument.


(2 marks)
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4. The popular press found copy in Einstein. Newspaper photographers discovered a highly photogenic subject – his was a face of character: drooping, kindly eyes and wrinkles of humour surrounded by a leonine mane of hair. The habits of the man were a little irregular; already some of the characteristics expected of the absent-minded professor were beginning to show: he lived a simple life uncluttered by possessions and any of the outward trappings of success; when there was no need to be careful he was careless about his dress: sometimes he wore no socks.







    All these qualities, combined with the publicised qualities of the man – kindliness, gentleness and warmth – would still not have been sufficient to turn Einstein into the international figure he was to become. The missing ingredient in this recipe for public fame was the apparently incomprehensible nature of Einstein’s work. For a few years after the publication of the general theory of relativity only a limited number of scientists familiarised themselves with it in detail. Its abstruse nature became legend and absurd stories sprang up around its esoteric significance. It was even rumoured that there were few men in the world who were capable of understanding the theory.
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Questions


Demonstrate that the highlighted sentence performs a linking function between the two paragraphs.


(2 marks)
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5. To us the sheer profusion of servants on the nineteenth-century scene is striking. In 1851 between 7 and 8 per cent of the entire population of the country were servants, if we ignore children under ten. For women and girls the figure was over 13 per cent and for them ‘service’ was so much the commonest job that it accounted for nearly twice the number employed in the whole textile industry – by far the most important group of manufacturers and one in which the majority of workers was female. It can almost be said that every family that was able to feed and clothe some sort of servant kept one. Within this vast and heterogeneous army conditions varied, from the miserable child-of-all-work sleeping on a sack under the stairs, in bondage for a few coppers a week and her wretched keep, to the great magnate’s house steward, a prosperous member of the middle class.
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