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The purpose of this book is to help with the Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation part of the English exam. But this is only the end point of an educational process that should be valuable for its own sake.

The passages and extracts students are expected to be able to read and understand are non-fiction passages designed for an adult readership. The topics vary but the reading usually involves confronting ideas and opinions about issues of the day. If nothing else, reading this material means students will become better informed about society and its concerns.

Another point is that a considerable proportion of an educated adult’s reading is likely to be non-fiction – newspapers, work-related documents, books on leisure pursuits and interests, for example – so it seems self-evident that students should be practising the skill of reading these texts in school or college.

In such writing, the level of vocabulary and complexity of sentence structure can act as a barrier to the simple understanding of these texts. This means that presenting such passages for close scrutiny will, in time, develop the students’ ability to read for information.

That is not enough, however, in a world where almost no text is neutral. There is a series of devices commonly used that create bias, spin, enthusiasm or entertainment. The ability to spot and analyse these devices allows the reader to be critical, to appreciate at a more subtle level the communications that come her way. Not only will this make the reading experience richer, the reader will also be better equipped to take an active part in debate and in the democratic process.

That takes care of understanding and analysis. The evaluative process is one that follows on from the previous two, in that it becomes second nature to reflect on a piece just read and see where it has left one’s views, one’s knowledge and, occasionally, one’s temper.

This book is designed to help with the detailed study of reading in the way that it is dealt with at Higher level in English, but the overarching idea should be kept in sight. There are many small trees, but the important feature is the wood.

The first part of the book uses short passages, each of which concentrates on developing understanding and the ability to comment on techniques commonly adopted by writers of non-fiction. There is of course overlap among the techniques used in all these passages, just as there is an overlap between understanding and analysis, and between analysis and evaluation. The topics are varied – from female comedians on TV to the NHS, from bilingualism to robot cars. There are a number of exercises associated with each passage, the answers to which can be found at the end of Part One.

The second part of the book builds on the work of Part One by providing full-length passages for practice. The answers to these are given in the separate Answers and Marking Schemes book.

The third part of this book consists of exercises in comparison. This part starts with short examples and simple explanations and questions, followed by longer passages to work through with support. The final examples are exam-style passages for practice.

The last part of the book consists of six double passages for practice in reading and answering questions; these are formatted as in the Higher examination. The topics include such things as Homework and the TV show Breaking Bad. There are extensive and detailed Marking Guidelines for each passage in the separate Answers and Marking Schemes book.

The materials in the first three parts of this book provide alternatives to the unhelpful practice of churning through complete past papers; they can provide a teaching focus or a remedial focus on individual aspects of reading skills.

The fourth part of the book provides ample practice for the run-up to tests or the examination.

But over and above all this, the practice of reading topical passages, and spotting the interesting ways in which the subjects are presented, should lead on to further reading and analysis. Students should be encouraged to find interesting short extracts that can be the subject of a ten-minute discussion or a short written exercise on a particular technique. In this way a number of topics and techniques can be dealt with fairly briefly in a stimulating way (or before everyone gets bored stiff).

The real objective at the end of a Higher English course should be not just an examination pass, but a mature and interested approach to reading in all its forms.
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PART ONE

TYPES OF QUESTIONS

The material in this part of the book is divided into five sections, each of which deals with ‘classes’ of questions in the Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation paper in the Higher English examination.

The five sections are concerned with:


•  Identification

•  Explanation

•  Analysis

•  Evaluation

•  Summary



Each section has two sample passages, with advice and typical questions. There are tasks to be performed and then there is a summary of the ground covered, with a reminder of the technical terminology that has been illustrated in the course of the chapter.

Possible answers to the questions are provided at the end of Part One (page 47). The answers are very full – sometimes seeming to verge on the excessive. They are not the answers that will typically have been produced by the average Higher candidate (although there is proof that some candidates do produce answers that are as fully developed as any in these pages). The purpose of the answers is to cover a variety of possibilities that will help the reader see beyond what they themselves have written and be encouraged to think along the lines suggested by the answers.

The answers are actually very important to the usefulness and scope of this part of the book. There is a wealth of detail and advice designed to complement the initial ‘teaching’ material in the body of the chapter. There are also, in many cases, commentaries on the answers, which provide useful pointers of a general kind.

It cannot be emphasised too much that the answers are as important for teaching and learning as the original exercises are. Their usefulness lies not in letting students ‘mark’ their own work, but in showing the kinds of appropriate comments that are acceptable. By constantly being exposed to the terminology and formulae of such successful answers, students will pick up good habits to help them organise their thoughts.

Throughout these exercises and answers there is a wide range of complex vocabulary used. This may stretch the average student, but exposure to these words and concepts should extend her critical vocabulary. This may demonstrate the need to expand the active vocabulary available to the student. A wide vocabulary is needed to provide the connotations, synonyms and ‘translations’ necessary to answer questions effectively. Students often show in their answers that they have the right idea but that they lack the vocabulary to express what they know. The exercises (and answers) in this book may help a little, but the basic work has to be done by more reading of high-level language. If the only non-fiction articles read by students are the passages in this book and a sprinkling of past papers, then their chances of success are limited.
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