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Getting the most from this guide

This guide will help you study the poems of Carol Ann Duffy by developing your knowledge and skills in analysis, to enable you to achieve your best in your exam. The guide has been written specifically with the Scottish exam system in mind, so it is all relevant to your study needs. Duffy’s poetry features in both the SQA English National 5 and Higher Critical Reading exams. Whichever exam you are sitting, the guide will provide vital help and support. It will also enable you to gain a richer understanding of the poems, so that you can enjoy them even more.

The text used in preparing these materials is New Selected Poems by Carol Ann Duffy, Picador (2004), ISBN: 978-0-330-43394-5.

What is in this guide?

The guide contains:


•  a detailed review of each poem, focusing on understanding and analysis

•  a section which draws together the key themes and techniques shared by the poems

•  advice on how to approach the Scottish text questions, including the important final question

•  advice on how to plan and write your critical essay

•  key quotations, and specific questions to help you direct your thinking.
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Glossary

This box will highlight and define difficult words in the poems, or technical terms; for example techniques used by Duffy.
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Watch out for the following features used throughout this guide, which will help you focus your understanding of the poems.
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Target your thinking

This feature appears at the start of every chapter. It will help you focus on key ideas which will be important in the chapter.
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Build critical skills

You will see this feature at various points in each chapter. The questions in this box will encourage you to think deeply, analyse and explore the texts more fully.
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Exam tip

Top tips to help you maximise your chances of success in the exam.
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Key quotation

The key quotations will help you focus on important aspects of the texts.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING

This feature appears at the end of each chapter. It will help you reinforce your learning by reminding you of key elements of the texts and/or how to approach the exam.
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1 Introduction

Introducing the Critical Reading paper

Whether you are sitting National 5 or Higher English, your Critical Reading exam will follow the same format. It is worth 40 marks (40%) of your overall mark and is made up of two sections:


•  Section 1: Scottish text: also known as Scottish textual analysis or set text. This is marked out of 20 and is worth 20% of your total mark.

•  Section 2: Critical essay: this is also marked out of 20 and is worth 20% of your total mark.
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Exam tip

In the Critical Reading exam, you must cover two genres. This means you can only answer on Duffy in either the Scottish text question or the critical essay question of this paper. You cannot answer on any other poem in the essay section if you answer on Duffy for Scottish text question. Be careful to follow this important rule.
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Section 1: Scottish Text Question

For this section of the exam you will study one Scottish text or writer from the SQA list. The poetry of Carol Ann Duffy is on the list for both National 5 and Higher levels and covers six poems: ‘In Mrs Tilscher’s Class’, ‘Originally’, ‘Valentine’, ‘War Photographer’, ‘The Way My Mother Speaks’ and ‘Mrs Midas’. One of these six poems is chosen every year to be included in the exam. In Section 1, there are a number of shorter questions on the chosen exam poem. There is also a longer final question which offers you the chance to show your wider knowledge of Duffy’s poems by referring to one or more than one of the other five poems. In National 5, the marks on the chosen poem total 12 marks, with 8 marks on the final question. In Higher, the division is 10 and 10.

What can you expect in the Scottish text section?

The shorter questions will ask you to focus closely on specific lines of the poem and to demonstrate your knowledge and skills in analysis by selecting examples of language or other poetic techniques and commenting on them. The final question will ask you something about the chosen poem and other(s): it is likely to concentrate on an aspect of content, such as theme or characters in the poems, or on a technique, such as use of imagery or contrast. You should spend 45 minutes in total completing all of Section 1.
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Exam tip

You have 1 hour 30 minutes to complete the Critical Reading paper:


•  approximately 45 minutes to complete Section 1: Scottish Text

•  another 45 minutes to complete your answers for Section 2: Critical essay.
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There will be more details on how to tackle these questions in Chapter 4 of this guide.

Section 2: Critical essay

The critical essay paper is divided into genre sections (for example, Duffy falls into the poetry genre). For each genre, National 5 will have two essay questions and Higher will have three essay questions.

What can you expect in the critical essay section?

You should answer one question. Remember, you can only choose from the poetry genre if you have answered on a different genre in Section 1: the Scottish Text. If you choose to answer on Duffy for your essay, you should pick one of the two or three poetry questions. You will have approximately 45 minutes to write your essay.

There is more information on how to plan and write your essay in Chapter 4.
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Exam tip

If you are writing your essay on poetry, you must pick one of the questions from the poetry section. Picking an essay question from any other genre section may lose you marks.
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2 Context
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Target your thinking


•  What is context?

•  Why is Carol Ann Duffy so important?

•  When did she start writing?

•  How has society changed in the time Duffy has been writing?

•  Why is her work so popular?
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Carol Ann Duffy is an inspiration. Through her life, her work, her encouragement of other writers, her stance on issues personal, social and political, she has engaged audiences around the world and close to home. Throughout her career she has been a trailblazer, from her publications as a teenager to becoming the first woman Poet Laureate in 2009. Her poetry is both hugely popular and critically recognised by the literary world.
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Glossary

Poet Laureate: a role in which a poet is engaged, by royal appointment, to write on key national events.
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The poems in this guide are just a very small sample of her work – perhaps you will go on from this to enjoy some of her many other publications.

What is context?

When we talk about the context of an event, situation or object we are referring to the background or circumstances in which it exists or takes place. Works of literature are created in a context which includes literary influences as well as aspects of the social and political world of their time.


[image: ]

Glossary

Context: the background or circumstances in which an event, situation or object exists or takes place.
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Duffy’s context: social influences

Carol Ann Duffy’s major works span over 40 years. In that time, the world we live in has changed immensely. In 1985, when she published ‘Standing Female Nude’, Nelson Mandela was still a prisoner in South Africa, the Berlin Wall still stood, dividing eastern and western Europe, there was no such thing as social media, and work had only recently begun on what was to become the internet. In terms of attitudes and social progress, the world was just as unrecognisable: sexism, racism and homophobia were commonplace. LGBT+ rights, positive acceptance of disability and the voice of young people were not supported in the same way they are today. In this context, Duffy’s strong voice on issues such as attitudes to women, difference, love, violence and our treatment of fellow humans around the world has been hugely significant. She has taken an honest and engaging stance on important and sometimes controversial topics.

Duffy: her life and work
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Duffy was born on 23 December 1955 in Glasgow. Her parents, May and Frank, were Scots of Irish heritage. They lived in the Gorbals, an area of some social deprivation, until they moved to Stafford in England when Duffy was six. By this time, she had four younger brothers. In Stafford, Duffy attended primary school and then Stafford Girls’ High. She loved reading and writing, realising at the age of fourteen that she wanted to become a poet. She was encouraged in her writing by her teachers, one of whom sent some of her poems to a publisher when Duffy was fifteen.

Duffy published her first poetry collection, ‘Fleshweathercock and Other Poems’, in 1974, followed by a collaboration with the poet Adrian Henri in ‘Beauty and the Beast’, in 1977. That year she also graduated from the University of Liverpool with a degree in Philosophy. A third publication, ‘Fifth Last Song’, followed in 1982 and a year later she won the National Poetry Competition.

Duffy’s major works include ‘Standing Female Nude’ (1985), ‘Selling Manhattan’ (1987), ‘The Other Country’ (1990), ‘Mean Time’ (1993), ‘The World’s Wife’ (1999), ‘Feminine Gospels’ (2002) and ‘Rapture’ (2005). Many of these collections have won prestigious critical awards. She has also written well-loved children’s books, such as ‘Queen Munch and Queen Nibble’, ‘The Princess’ Blankets’ and ‘New and Collected Poems for Children’, as well as selecting the works included in ‘A Laureate’s Choice: 101 poems for Children’. Although best known for her poetry, Duffy has also written plays, including ‘Casanova’ (2007) and ‘Everyman’ (2015). She has used her position to encourage other writers, through teaching and editing anthology work, as well as involving others in creative projects when Poet Laureate.

Duffy has one daughter, Ella, born in 1995 to her and her then partner, Jackie Kay, poet and current Makar in Scotland. In 1996, Duffy became lecturer in poetry at Manchester Metropolitan University, later becoming Creative Director. She has received several awards and honours, such as doctorates from universities including Dundee, St Andrews and Cambridge, and has been awarded an OBE, CBE and DBE (Order, Commander and Dame of the British Empire). And, of course, she became the first female Poet Laureate in over 400 years of laureates, as well as the first openly bisexual person to hold that role.

The importance of Duffy’s work

Why is Duffy’s work so popular and so important to readers today? She seems to speak directly to us, as well as for us. Her work is immensely complex – but also accessible. She writes about things that matter to us all – or should. She opens people’s eyes – making us face unflinchingly subjects we might rather avoid – but her work is also full of poignancy and humour. There really is no one else quite like her writing today.
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