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Introduction



The aim of this book is, obviously, to help you to pass Higher English. That’s what it says on the tin –and that is what, for the most part, it does. Where the book diverges from that aim, and it does sometimes, it moves on to become a book that might be entitled ‘How to Pass Higher English Well’.


There is basic information on all aspects of the examination – from little things like semi-colons to big things like Shakespeare’s plays – but there are also advanced hints and advice for those of you who want to get a really good result – after all, this is Curriculum for Excellence.
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What you should know


The exam has two papers: Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation (30 marks), and Critical Reading (40 marks). There are two additional elements (the Portfolio–writing, and Performance–spoken language) that are not done in the exam. You are given time throughout the year to work on the folio, and to demonstrate your skills in spoken language. Once your folio of writing is completed, your teacher will send it to the SQA to be marked (30 marks). Your teacher will assess your skills in spoken language. There are no marks or grades for this element: it is assessed ‘achieved’, or ‘not achieved’.
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You will also find that there is a lot of cross-referencing. What you learn about writing discursive essays, for example, is reinforced by what you learn about understanding and analysing non-fiction texts in the next part of the book. And what you learn in the Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation section helps you to answer the questions on specified Scottish texts. These skills are also needed for writing your Critical Essay. And, finally, your ability to understand, analyse and evaluate your literary texts can be applied to your own writing for the folio – so we are back where we started. Nothing in an English course is wasted! That is why it is quite important to read all sections of the book – not just the ones you think apply to you. The skills in English are interdependent: the difference from task to task is merely in how you apply them.


There is a mixture of all the following methods: direct teaching; hints about possible misunderstandings and mistakes; sample questions; exercises to allow you to try out what you have just learned. There are summaries which suggest what you should have learned. But, most importantly, there are sample answers. You can use these to check your own attempts against an example of a ‘good’ answer, or you can ‘cheat’ and look up the answer before you try to answer the question. It doesn’t really matter how you use them, so long as you take time to carefully read the answers and the advice which follows many of them. There is probably as much ‘teaching’ in the commentaries on the answers as there is in the body of the book, so spending time on them is really worthwhile.


You may find some of the vocabulary used in this book hard; some of the questions and exercises will certainly be too hard at the beginning of your Higher year. Most of the answers provide far more than you would be expected to write, but they are meant to cover a variety of possibilities. As you know by now, there is no such thing as the one and only ‘correct’ answer to questions on English texts. It’s also important to remember that teaching has limited value unless accompanied by your active engagement. All the components of this book provide resources for your learning and for the enhancing of your potential as an English student.
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How the marks add up:





•  Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation – 30 marks



•  Critical Reading – 40 marks







    •  Critical Essay – 20 marks


    •  Scottish texts – 20 marks








•  Portfolio – 30 marks







    •  Creative piece – 15 marks


    •  Discursive piece – 15 marks








•  Performance–spoken language – achieved/not achieved (0 marks)








Chapter 1 Folio of writing



As the folio of writing is the first finished product that you have to generate as part of your external examination for Higher English, we will look at this first.


You have two essays to produce: one broadly ‘discursive’ and the other broadly ‘creative’. Each is marked out of 15. You have a considerable amount of time to prepare and produce what will count for 30 per cent of your marks, so make a start in advance and don’t leave anything till the last minute!
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Hints & tips


The number of marks available for your folio (30) is the same as the number of marks available for the Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation exam paper (30), which you will sit in May. So it makes sense to make a good effort in writing.
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How you work on your folio and the deadlines you have to meet will be controlled by your centre; your teacher will give you this information.


This part of your exam attainment is the one that is most within your control. It is probable that, given time and effort on your part and with appropriate support, you can write two essays of Higher standard. The advice that follows is designed to help you in the process, but it goes further than that. There are tips here to help you aim for a very good result. Some of the advice is quite detailed, especially towards the end of the section – but extra marks are valuable and you can gain them in your own time without being under pressure in the exam hall.


The process of your writing may be monitored in a variety of ways, and as a result of varying teaching contexts, but your topic and your draft will be overseen. You should use feedback advice given by your teacher or lecturer in your final version and also make sure that you are acknowledging all your sources. You must avoid plagiarism. There is a document about what this means on the SQA website, so that there is no excuse for not adhering to the conditions.


The technicalities – the easier part





1  Each essay should be accurate in its use of language – punctuation, sentencing, spelling and capitalisation should all be correct. Because this is not an exam setting, you have plenty of time to go over your work with a fine toothcomb and with a dictionary. Remember that you are allowed to use such tools as dictionaries and a spellchecker. But beware of accepting blindly what a spellcheck program suggests – sometimes it will give an alternative that is not quite what you meant. Remember also that it cannot distinguish between such things as the correct/incorrect use of its/it’s, their/there/they’re, etc., so you’ll need to pay special attention to these.



2  Your essays should be within the specified word limit – 1,300 words. Going over the word limit is risky: this can affect the structure and effectiveness of the piece. An essay that is too long may not end up achieving as good a mark as a more concise text within the word limit.



3  Your essays must be completed by the correct date.
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Remember


These three technical items are always within your control.
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Hints & tips


SQA’s definition of technical accuracy for folio pieces is as follows:


Few errors are present: paragraphs, sentences and punctuation are mostly accurate and organised so that the writing is clearly and readily understood; spelling errors (particularly of high frequency words) are infrequent.


No matter how good the content, story, argument, etc., consistent technical accuracy is a requirement for the piece to meet the minimum requirements for the 9–7 band.


Technical accuracy is an equally important requirement for the Critical Essay in the Critical Reading paper (see page 134).
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The content – the more difficult part


Your writing at Higher level must be appropriate for purpose and audience, follow a line of thought based on relevant research/experience/knowledge of genre, and be expressed in language appropriate to convey clearly thought/argument (on topics normally of a complex nature)/emotions/concerns. Add to that some of the keywords that typify what is needed to achieve high marks:





•  strong degree of mature reflection



•  insight



•  sensitivity



•  skilful command of the genre



•  thematic concerns which are skilfully introduced and developed



•  strong impact.





Your essay(s) should be informed and relevant for your audience – that involves, in some cases, the collection and organisation of your data/material/ideas; in other cases it involves the exercise of the imagination and the capturing of feelings and emotions.


One piece of writing must be what is classed as broadly ‘discursive’. This will be one of:





•  an argumentative essay



•  a persuasive essay



•  a report



•  an informational piece.





The other piece of writing must be what is classed as broadly ‘creative’. This will be one of:





•  a personal essay



•  a reflective essay



•  an imaginative piece.






Discursive essays


When marking your essay, examiners are assessing it as ‘broadly discursive’, which means they are not worried about the strict definition of your essay as either argumentative or persuasive. In fact, as you will see over the following pages, these two styles of writing share several common features. It can, however, be valuable to you when starting your essay to think of it as taking either an argumentative or persuasive approach, and the guidance below is intended to help you with this.


In this section, advice will also be given on reports, as well as informative writing. These types of essay can sometimes be referred to as ‘transactional’ and you may find, as with similarities between argumentative and persuasive, that there are several elements in common here too.


Argumentative essay


This kind of essay follows an ‘argument’ – not in the sense that you may have a row with a friend, but in the way that you have come to understand the meaning of the word in your Critical Essay work. The ‘argument’ of a play or a poem is really the thought process that involves the audience/reader in increasing their understanding of the play or poem.


In an argumentative essay, therefore, the exploration of a particular topic should have as its purpose the wish to inform, expand and clarify the reader’s thoughts.


The important word here is ‘exploration’. When you set out to write on a topic that interests you, you will already have some ideas about it. But probably your information is fairly superficial – perhaps a chance television programme, or a family discussion, or a topic touched on in class. You need to explore the ideas further, and then to guide your reader through these ideas.


Very occasionally, you may be such an expert in your field that you do not feel the need to do any research – say you come from a family of farmers, and have discussed endlessly some of the issues associated with the Common Agricultural Policy. Be aware that perhaps your (and your family’s) views might be biased. The same reasoning applies to those of you whose family consists of tree surgeons, teachers or taxi drivers. Generally, essays written off the top of your head may be interesting, but will lack substance.


Several topics may have been suggested to you in the course of your studies, and discussed in class, but you still need to do your own research, and present your own ideas and conclusions.


Research


This is the first tool of writers of non-fiction – biographers, essayists, historians, social commentators and newspaper reporters to name but a few. And that now includes you.


As with all research, you may find that your original ideas about your topic are wrong, or only partially proven, or too cut-and-dried. This is one of the values of research – if you have a truly open mind you may have to change it!
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Hints & tips


Make a note of every single book, article, site, etc. you consult as you read it. Although you may only use a fraction of what you read, you must be able to put the references for what you do use in your bibliography.


[image: ]





The research tools at the call of a modern writer are truly amazing. With a click of a mouse, or the touch of a screen, a mass of material is available. But that advantage can also be a disadvantage. If there is too much information, where do you start? Your training should enable you to go to reputable sites, back catalogues of ‘serious’ newspapers, books (check the writers’ credentials), downloads of documentaries from reliable sources (which does not include everything on YouTube).


Research is betrayed as shallow when a bibliography records only one article from a tabloid newspaper and a reference to Wikipedia – although Wikipedia can be useful and can provide a good starting place for deeper research.


You can also use interviews and oral material, but you must record your sources.


Statistics


You may wish to back up your argument by the use of statistics – it is a ploy used by politicians, reporters and persuaders of all types. This is a valid use of evidence, but only if you have found the statistics in a reputable source and checked them at least once in other places.


As an example, look at this headline and subheading from October 2013:
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On the face of it, 300 is a shocking statistic, but, is this really such a big number? There are 365 days in the year. So less than once a day, throughout the whole of the UK’s hospitals, one child was admitted as ‘alcohol related’. There are 700,000 11-year-olds, so the percentage of such children admitted is only 0.04 per cent. And ‘alcohol-related’ could mean not ‘drunk’, but a stone-cold sober child injured by someone who was drunk.


This headline is at least based on some actual figures, but there are far less reputable organisations (and reporters and politicians) who distort numbers past any point of truthfulness. For this reason it is your job, as a researcher, to check statistics against other sources. If the whole of your argument is based on a false statistic, which you have found but not checked, your essay will carry little weight.


As you were gathering your material you may have strengthened your original point of view, or moderated it a bit because of information that does not fit with your original thesis, or you might even have ‘changed sides’.


Once you have decided what your point of view is, you now need to transmit it to your reader.



Organisation


Look at your notes/headings/extracts/statistics/evidence. You have probably gathered more material than you are going to be able to use. But that can be a good thing for two reasons.





1  You will be able to select the strongest points to promote your idea and fulfil your purpose.



2  You have a confidence-boosting command of your subject, which will allow you to change, rearrange or expand a point later on.





How you make a survey of your material is entirely up to you. It depends partly on whether you are basically a ‘spatial’ person or a ‘list’ person. Some people see connections in a spider diagram, and some in lists or tables.


Whichever of these you choose, you then have to select and arrange the points in a sensible order. Some of these are described below.


In an argumentative essay you would normally take at least two viewpoints into consideration and provide some evidence for each. But this does not mean that your own personal preference or point of view has to be suppressed. You can be fair, but you can also be very firm in your conclusion so long as it can be justified from the evidence you have presented.


In its simplest form you can deal with some points ‘for’ an idea/theory/campaign and some points ‘against’. Then you reach a conclusion that gives your own point of view, arising from the evidence you have presented.


This form has the advantage of clarity, but perhaps becomes rather ‘listy’ – adding ideas together rather than developing them.
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Exercise


Here are six negative points you might have found in your research for an essay about the pros and cons of providing children with laptops, gadgets, phones or games involving ‘screen time’:





1  expense



2  physical inactivity



3  creation of attention deficit.



4  isolation from family



5  stranger danger



6  creation of attention deficit.





You could simply write a paragraph about each of these items, then follow that with a number of advantages that you have found, and thus reach a conclusion based on the strength of each ‘side’. This becomes simply a matter of addition, not of development.


Alternative approaches would be to:





•  start with the less important items, building up to the most important (A)



•  start with the really important, eye-catching item, then provide more evidence, again perhaps building up from the trivial to the more important ideas (B).





Try to arrange the six items above in order to achieve development A.


Then do the same for development B.


Another possible pattern is where each paragraph or section of the essay contains opposing points on one aspect of the topic. This keeps a balance in the argument, and can make things clearer to the reader.
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Hints & tips


Your choice of organisation depends on your material and what it is that you want to say to your reader. The important thing is that you have to think about your organisation, and try out various methods until you find the most satisfactory in terms of impact, interest and clarity.


[image: ]






Linking


The linking of your ideas is, of course, an important aid to the development of your essay. There are numerous ‘signpost’ words that are useful both in your writing folio and in your critical essay work:





•  numeric: firstly, secondly, and finally




•  contrasts: but, on the contrary, on the other hand, conversely




•  intensifiers: and even more so, moreover, furthermore, without doubt




•  causality: because of this, therefore, as a result




•  time: once, in the past, nowadays, later, in the future.






All of these are useful, but they should not be used slavishly or monotonously. You would be unlikely to use ‘fifthly’ or ‘sixthly’, for example. And there should certainly be strict rationing of ‘furthermore’ and ‘moreover’, which are often used mechanically and so lose their meaning or impact.


Often a more natural linkage is not dependent on single words or phrases, but in the continuation of thought from one paragraph to the next – you will come across many examples of this in your study of non-fiction texts for analysis (see pages 42–45).


For example, in an article about buying children gadgets as Christmas presents the link is made by the repetition of the idea of ‘technology’:




… Sociologists suggest that our increasing use of technology is making us more distracted and less able to be intimate with those around us.







This technologising of Christmas, and our lives, can be charted through the list of the most popular gifts over the years …





Try out various links. Don’t be satisfied with the first one that comes to mind. There might be a more forceful (or a more subtle) way of doing it.


Use of illustration


Presenting a human interest example to engage the reader’s emotions is another familiar device. For more on this see pages 46–47.
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Hints & tips


Before you hand in your final version, look at the advice under ‘Editing’ on pages 24–27.
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Persuasive essay


Many of the above steps are also necessary if you attempt the next suggested form of discursive essay – the persuasive essay. For example, linking words and the use of statistics are common to both types of writing.


This is probably best attempted if you have really strong feelings on your topic, and are convinced that your ideas are the right ones – even in the face of opposing evidence. Most teenagers perhaps would recognise this position!



Research


You still need to do some research – partly to find more evidence for your standpoint, but also to uncover any really obvious errors you might fall into. If you make an unwarranted statement such as ‘All unemployed people are benefit scroungers’, you will not shock the reader into taking your views seriously; you might put her or him off continuing to read your essay! Your evidence should be ‘reliable’.


Organisation


See the advice given on page 5 on how to deal with your research.


When you have completed the survey of your research, you then have to select and arrange your points in a sensible and effective order to achieve your purpose – persuasion. The successful organisation of a persuasive essay is just as varied as that of an argumentative essay – and it depends on which audience you are trying to persuade.


Three possible patterns are:





1  Stick only to the evidence that supports your view, suppressing everything else. If you do this sufficiently intensely and forcefully, your reader may be carried along by your language and not stop to think of any contrary points.



2  Provide, in the course of your essay, a few counter arguments and then immediately demolish them. This can give the appearance of having taken everything into account, and therefore might make your essay more convincing.



3  Start out with seeming to accept the opposing view, lulling your reader into a (false) sense of security, before you gradually pile on the hammer blows for your own argument.





There are, of course, many other ways of approaching your material. You should experiment with different ordering, different climaxes until you find the one with most impact.


Linking


Linking is important in a persuasive essay, and all the suggestions on page 6 are useful. Added to those are such words as ‘essentially’, ‘effectively’, ‘clearly’, ‘basically’, ‘obviously’, ‘naturally’. These words placed at the beginning of a sentence are designed to assume that the reader will agree with what follows. Of course, these words are used effectively in argumentative writing as well.


Rhetorical devices


There is a class of techniques that are especially useful in this context of persuasion (they are also used in argumentative writing). They are often called ‘rhetorical devices’ and include the following:





•  You are probably familiar with the idea of the rhetorical question. This is used to suggest that the answer to the question is self-evident; it is the writer’s answer, and the reader is expected to agree with it.



•  sThe climaxing of items in groups of three is often used as it seems to appeal to some deep language structures that we all recognise. Here is an example from an article entitled ‘Have Foodies had their Day?’:







The fact remains, however, that despite the growth of farmers’ markets, despite Jamie Oliver’s ardent crusading, despite Michelle Obama’s organic vegetable patch, gastroculture has done markedly little to improve the eating and cooking habits of most.








•  The use of climax to strengthen or exaggerate an idea.



•  The use of anti-climax to puncture an ‘oppositional’ idea.



•  Repetition of all kinds, including a ‘choral’ start or finish to several paragraphs (as heard in Martin Luther King’s ‘I have a dream’ speech). The danger with this is that such a device, unless used skilfully, can become mechanical and/or boring and predictable.
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Hints & tips


A good test of the impact of your persuasive essay is to read it out loud to someone else, or even to yourself in the mirror. Are you convinced? If you are not, it is likely that others won’t be either – so it is a good test to see if you need to go back to the draft and make some amends.
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Use of illustration


Presenting a human interest example to engage the reader’s emotions is another familiar device (see pages 46–47).


Use of statistics


See the advice on use of statistics in Argumentative essays (page 4).


Report


This form of writing, more perhaps than the previous two kinds, depends on how exactly the purpose of the report is matched to the expected reader. At Higher level, success is more likely if the purpose and audience are carefully defined, remembering always that the writing has to demonstrate the ability to encompass complexity and detail. There should be clear conclusions drawn from detailed evidence, taking into account, where necessary, possible alternatives. The language in which the report is written is likely to be precise but is less likely to demonstrate a wide spectrum of language devices. Extra material in the form of statistics, graphs, and so on, if well explained and integrated, can be included, but the writing is the most important part, and no additional marks are available for visual material.


Informative


This form of writing could be thought, at first, to be rather dull and mundane – simply producing facts. One of the main purposes of writing is to inform an audience of certain, usually important, material without a personal bias. Because you are writing a Higher essay, you have to remind yourself of the need for the subject to be of a complex nature. Try to achieve the level suggested by some of the bullet points in the list on page 2 – especially ‘thematic concerns which are skilfully introduced and developed’.


The following example is an informative piece about Voyager 1, a space probe that started its voyage in 1977 (when the on-board computers were not even as sophisticated as an old-fashioned ‘brick’ phone). There are two versions of the piece. Version A informs us of the bare facts of the success of Voyager and is an edited version of B. Version B is the full text, written by Kevin Fong, co-director of the Centre for Altitude, Space and Extreme Environment Medicine. It informs us of the same facts but in an altogether more engaging way. It aims to make us interested in and excited by the information and thus more likely to remember it. Although each of these pieces is far too short to represent a folio piece, version B shows the kind of skills involved in good informative writing.






	A: Voyager 1 continues its journey

	B: Voyager 1 keeps on trucking






	

In November, a team of engineers at NASA’s Jet Propulsion


Laboratory signalled the old Voyager 1 space probe, asking


it to fire a set of thrusters that haven’t been used for 37


years. It is more than 13 billion miles away now and has


  5aibeen exploring since its launch in 1977. No object made by


humankind has ever journeyed so far; signals take over 19


hours travelling at the speed of light to reach it.


Nevertheless it responded to the command, puffing


hydrazine in short bursts, slowly rotating and successfully


100realigning its antenna, allowing it to be audible across


space for a few more years to come. That movement


became my favourite science moment of the year.


Voyager 1 is out there in the darkness, moving in


frictionless space, so distant from Earth now that it


150is nearly meaningless to describe the extent in any


conventional unit of measurement. It has left behind the


indefinite limit of our solar system and begun its long


journey into interstellar space, but continues to gather and


transmit information about the alien environment that


200surrounds it.


That engineers can still find ways after all this time and


space to make Voyager turn, allowing that huge triumph of


science, engineering, technology and mathematics to keep


in contact with us just a little longer is, I think, something


250worth celebrating.



	

In November, a team of engineers at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory signalled the ancient Voyager 1 space probe, asking it to fire a set of thrusters that haven’t been activated for 37 years. It is more than 13 billion miles away now and has been exploring since its launch in 1977. No object made by humankind has ever journeyed so far; signals take over 19 hours travelling at the speed of light to reach it.


Nevertheless Voyager dutifully complied with the command, puffing hydrazine in precise millisecond bursts, gently rotating and successfully realigning its antenna, allowing it to be audible across the void for a few more years to come. That pirouette became my favourite science moment of the year.


Voyager 1 is out there in the darkness, coasting in the frictionless ocean of space, so distant from Earth now that it is nearly meaningless to describe the span in any conventional unit of measurement. It has left behind the indefinite edge of our solar system and begun its long journey into interstellar space, but continues to gather and transmit information about the alien environment that surrounds it.


That after all this time, and across all that space, engineers can still find ways to make Voyager do cartwheels, allowing that huge triumph of science, engineering, technology and mathematics to share its odyssey with us just a little longer is, I think, something worth celebrating.
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Exercise


Make a note of what the differences are between version A and version B. Mostly it’s just an added phrase, or a slightly different way of saying things. If there are two words that mean the same, such as ‘used’ and ‘activated’ in line 3 of each of the articles, think of why Kevin Fong has made his choice.


Next, look at the list of the differences you have found in version B. What comment could you make on Fong’s word choice, imagery, or sentence structure? The skills you develop in the section on Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation are exactly the same skills you need to apply to your own writing to see whether or not it has ‘impact’. Again, all skills in English are transferable: nothing is wasted.
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Creative essays


Personal/reflective essay


On the face of it, this may seem an easier option than writing an imaginative piece. After all, you don’t have to dream up ideas – you know who is involved and you know the circumstances because it is about you, and your reflection on that experience.


One of the problems with personal writing is that there are two purposes that are easily confused:





•  Writing as therapy, where an attempt to record an experience is good for the emotional health of the writer.



•  Writing as art, where the recording of an experience creates interest, sympathy, surprise and understanding in the reader (remember, the general heading for this type of essay is ‘creative’).





Occasionally, the first type (therapy) does meet the criteria for ‘art’. It has to say something of more than merely personal significance. That is, it has to say something important to readers which has the potential to expand their understanding of some aspect of ‘life, the universe and everything’.
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Hints & tips


The personal essay at Higher level should show a degree of reflection and give a sense of the writer’s personality.
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Often, the therapy type of writing simply describes an important and sad event in the person’s life, told in great detail, with an added-on reflective paragraph about the lessons learned from the experience.


Here’s an example of this kind of tacked-on ending:




I get upset every time I think about him not being there. One thing he taught me is never to take life for granted because you never know how long you have. If it wasn’t for my grandad fighting his battle against illness and putting a smile on his face every day, I wouldn’t be the person I am today. He taught me that no matter how bad things seem, enjoy life while you have it.





When well-handled, however, this kind of essay can succeed at Higher. That said, contrast this ending with the one on page 12, which is a more thoughtful and measured conclusion to the essay.


This does not mean that writing as therapy is of no value. It is one of the gifts that literacy gives us. We can attempt to come to terms with the agony and the ecstasy of our own lives through writing accounts, poetry and song, and it is good for us. But perhaps it is not so meaningful for a wider audience. So maybe it would be wise to consider carefully before presenting it as your best creative piece.


Writing a personal/reflective essay that is ‘creative’ demands some of the elements of shaping and structuring that you would use in a short story. The reflective element is best demonstrated throughout the essay, not necessarily by saying that you learned something, but more by showing that you grew throughout the experience as a person in understanding of, or ‘insight’ into, your own growth and development.


Many submissions are related to death or divorce. These are difficult situations, and cause profound feelings of loss and despair, but to transmit those feelings effectively to a reader is quite difficult.


Suppose you have been writing about the death of your grandmother, and at some point you say ‘I miss her so much’. How is that ‘missing’ felt? In the emptiness of a room? In a message that never comes? In a missing place at the table? These are details that make much clearer, and more poignant, the actual ‘missingness’ and may cause the reader to empathise with your experience.


Another common topic is an event from early childhood. The event has remained in the memory, but the element of hindsight and distance takes the edge off the sharpness of the experience. A 6-year-old does not think or see things in the same way a 16-year-old does.


Suppose that, in the course of such an essay, you remember (aged 6):




My father started to cry. I had never seen him cry before. It was heartbreaking.





Without careful and precise use of language, your memory, or your language (or both!) risk not carrying a feeling of authenticity to your reader: to avoid this, you could add something to show you are commenting from the perspective of being 16:




My father started to cry. I had never seen him cry before. Looking back, I remember it as being heartbreaking.







[image: ]


Remember


There is a whole list of common phrases which, while true, are not particular and individualised enough to convey to an outsider (your reader) a feeling of empathy or sympathy – they become a little like a cliché. Here are a few such phrases:





[image: ]  He was my best friend ever.




[image: ]  I was being torn in two.




[image: ]  She was always there for me.




[image: ]  He always understood.
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There can, however, be very powerful writing in this genre in the hands of a writer who is willing to work, shape and craft the experience – sad or happy – into a piece of ‘creative’ writing.


You could also write about your experience of a particular pastime, or idea, or cause, or thought as it has happened in your life. It could be:





•  a reflection dealt with in a concerned or contemplative tone – an insight into an aspect of society, adding to your understanding and self-knowledge arising from your own experience





or





•  a reflection on aspects of life and your place within it dealt with ironically, whimsically or humorously, such as:







    •  an essay on possessions/fashion and how important they are to your self-image


    •  an essay on the trauma caused by separation from your life support system – your mobile phone.





There is a possibility that this kind of essay can veer into the discursive, but the element of personal experience keeps it firmly within the reflective zone.


Example 1


Here is the opening of an essay entitled ‘Am I a Patriot?’




My grandfather was a patriot: all his generation, it seems, were and are. He was fluent in several languages and loved to travel – but although he never belittled other countries, his was the greatest nation on earth. It was the place he felt at home, the only place that really did everything right.







My grandmother, too, on the other side – she was a patriot. She would mutter under her breath about ‘that Gobbles and Hitler’. Woe to anyone who, playing with model battleships, let the Bismarck win. She travelled too – though never to Germany – but she always yearned for home. Her own house, the talk of her own people, these were the things that mattered.







Both, I am sure, wanted me to love my country – their country.







But my grandfather considered himself ‘English through and through’. For him, this meant admiring the Empire – he believed that the British were somehow better at many things than those over whom they once ruled. For her part, my grandmother regarded herself as one of those people who my grandfather’s race had ruled – or oppressed – for she was, ‘through and through’, a Scot, from the island of Lewis.





The body of the essay goes on to look at the different characteristics of the English and the Scots as experienced through his grandparents, and comes to a conclusion:




I do not resent English people. I cannot – I loved my grandfather, and much of my blood is their blood.







Individually, of course – the English are people like any others. But can I love my grandfather’s concept of that nation?







That vision, that patriotic sense of nationhood, that I cannot share. I might respect the English for their historical achievements but at the same time, to my grandmother, they were the people who viewed my Scottish ancestors merely as remote highlanders.







But I cannot love my grandmother’s version of Scotland either. My grandmother’s views were hidebound, narrow and limited. Her concerns were often petty – and her moaning was never-ending.







…







I have seen the homes of my ancestors from both sides of the barriers. I cannot hate what I have seen, but I cannot choose a side because I have seen both sides through the eyes of the other. I can never reject those places my grandparents loved. For me, being a patriot would mean accepting one fully, and having to reject the other, and this is impossible for me. So, in the end, I answer the initial question of the title of this essay. I cannot choose and so I cannot be a patriot.





Because the viewpoint throughout is based firmly in the writer’s own and his family’s experience and emotions, this is an effective reflective essay. It could cause the reader to reflect on her or his own definition and views of patriotism, and so it is effective in achieving its purpose.


It also demonstrates the qualities of characterisation (you can ‘see’ his grandfather and grandmother) and has structural strengths in the way the end recalls the beginning and the title.


This kind of reflective essay would be acceptable if you are thinking of putting together a Creative Writing Folio as part of the Advanced Higher English course next year.


Example 2


You could imagine a similar essay dealing with your relationship with your smartphone.
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Opening:




I will switch off my phone every evening. I will. I’m not going to be a slave like everyone else.







I will hide it.







I will lock it in a cupboard and throw away the key.





This sets the scene for a discussion/reflection on the issue.


The body of the essay would now be about your struggles with the deprivation, your thoughts about your own strengths and weaknesses, your alienation from your friends … the advantages of having more time to do other more creative things, rediscovering the pleasures of reading/hobbies/homework(?).


Conclusion (possibly):




Lying in the dark, its calm blue glow bathing the scene, my indispensable friend.







[image: ]


Hints & tips


Before you hand in your final version, look at the advice under ‘Editing’ on pages 25–27.
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As a reader you know which side has won, and you know something about the self-knowledge (or lack of it) of the writer. It has said something interesting to readers (the potential audience), which has the purpose of making them look at the topic with a fresh insight.


Imaginative piece


This essay can be in any genre you have practised and feel comfortable with. The most common forms are considered in this section.


Short story


This is one of the genres of imaginative writing that you have probably been writing since you were in primary school. Looking at this genre as practised by professional writers can help to inform your own writing.


The techniques of prose fiction are covered in Chapter 5 in the section on Critical Essays (page 133). The most important devices to consider are plot, structure, characterisation and setting. Ideally, you should be able to look at your own work in the same way that you have looked at the work of professional writers.


Plot


The hardest aspect of short stories is plotting. There are often many good and promising openings, lots of subtle characterisation, atmospheric settings, great tension or suspense. But quite often this all leads to a predictable, banal or impossible ending – a suicidal dive off the high building, which is roughly equivalent to the primary school ending: ‘I woke up and it was all a dream!’


Here is an example of this kind of artificially ‘surprising’ ending to a short story called ‘The Scream’:




I passed through the chipped and peeling gates to my new school. A newspaper blew into my side. I read the headline. It read ‘RIP to Jade Wilson who died age 15 on the 13th of March 2003’. That’s me, I thought, but then what made it worse was the date of the paper, 13th of March 2003. My name is Jade Wilson. I died ten years ago.





Effective plots have to do more than carry the story – they should allow the theme(s) of the short story to emerge. How will the reader’s understanding of the human condition be enlarged by your story? Will your reader’s sympathies be engaged by your character(s) and their fate(s)? Will reading leave your reader content/shocked/amused/sad/apprehensive?


Suppose, for example, that you have decided to write in the science fiction genre. Perhaps the plot concerns some cataclysmic event threatening the human race caused by our misuse of the environment. Is your writing powerful enough to create sympathy for the protagonist(s), or to generate anger directed at the ‘misusers’?





[image: ]


Remember


There should be nothing in your story that does not contribute to the final purpose of the story. Anything that you mention as part of the setting or details of the incident should be there for a reason. If you note on the mantelpiece of the room a large brass ornament, that ornament has to be used, or deliberately not used. It cannot – in a classic narrative structure – be ignored once it has been mentioned.
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Methods of narration


There are various methods of narration that you can use. The most common are:





1  first-person narrator



2  third-person narrator – omniscient or restricted



3  a split narrative



4  a framed narrative



5  a reliable or unreliable narrator.





Methods 1 and 2 are quite straightforward. Methods 3, 4 and 5 are a bit more complex and need careful handling.


These methods are illustrated using the following scenario.




[image: ]


A large untidy man enters an office to start a new job. His boss is a woman who has employed him against her better judgement. She seems to have been leaned on by someone to take the man on. The man’s experience in this job (possibly pressure from the woman) causes him to have some sort of extreme reaction, and results in a subsequent, unexpected incident.




[image: ]
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Method 1: First-person narrative appears to be an easy option, as you can let the reader know the inmost thoughts of your main character. But it has limitations.
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