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INTRODUCTION

Higher English

Welcome to Essential SQA Exam Practice for Higher English. The purpose of this book is to help you develop your skills for the exam. It is written with you, the student, in mind. The book is focused on the exam and, by using sample papers, gives you plenty of hints and tips to not only help you pass, but pass well.

It will benefit you to work through all the exercises in this book. However, if you are short of time, think about the areas you need to work on the most. You can then focus your learning and/or revision on these particular areas. The first part of the book is structured so that you can ‘dip in and out’ of it, but covering all of them can only benefit you.

Structure of the book

This book is divided into two parts. Part one covers sample questions and advice on how to answer these. Part two consists of two full papers that you can use to practise on for your exam.

The first section of the book looks in detail at the two papers you will sit in the exam (see below for more detail) and the different types of questions you will have to answer. It gives you advice on how to answer questions on how to identify and explain information. It then shows you how to answer questions based on techniques, such as word choice and sentence structure. You are walked through how to deal with the agreement/disagreement question (the last question). Underneath each type of question there are examples of questions you may be asked, based on the four sample passages at the start of this section. You should attempt these questions and mark them according to the Answers to the Practice Questions at the end of the Practice Questions section. Make sure you attempt the question before looking at the answers! But also use the answers to learn.

The second section of the Practice Questions examines the Critical Reading paper and gives you advice on how to tackle the short questions and the ‘ten-marker’ for the Scottish Text. There are examples of different types of questions you might be asked for each of the most popular texts: Men Should Weep, The Cone-Gatherers and Carol Ann Duffy’s poetry. You will find the answers to these at the end of the Practice Questions.

You are then given some essay writing advice and again, sample questions are offered. There are also some sample essays to help you understand what is required in this section. First though, here is an outline of the course and what you need to do to pass.

The course

The Higher English course aims to:


•  provide you with the opportunity to develop listening, talking, reading and writing skills that will enable you to understand and use language

•  develop your understanding of the complexities of language by studying a wide range of texts and building on your literacy skills

•  develop high levels of analytical thinking and understanding of the impact of language.



Course assessment

The Higher English course assessment covers the following:


•  Spoken language component – which is assessed in school or college. This does not count towards your final grade, but you must achieve the minimum requirements in it before you can get a final graded award

•  your Portfolio of Writing; this is submitted in March or April for marking by SQA and counts for 30% of your final grade

•  the exam you sit in May (70% of your overall mark); that is what this book is all about.



The exams

Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation


•  Exam time: 1 hour 30 minutes

•  Total marks: 30

•  Weighting in final grade: 30%

•  What you have to do: read two passages and answer questions about the ideas and use of language in them.



Critical Reading


•  Exam time: 1 hour 30 minutes

•  Total marks: 40

•  Weighting in final grade: 40%

•  What you have to do: Section 1: read an extract from one of the Scottish Texts and answer questions about it; Section 2: write an essay about a work of literature you have studied during your course.



General exam advice (more specific advice is offered later)

Reading for Understanding, Analysis and Evaluation


•  Read Passage 1 before you attempt the questions!



Questions which ask for understanding (e.g. questions which say ‘Identify …’ or ‘Explain what …’, etc.)


•  Keep your answers fairly short and pay attention to the number of marks available for the question. In most cases you get 1 mark for a basic comment and two for something that is more ‘detailed’ or ‘insightful’. It is not always possible to gain 2 marks easily, so it is advisable to offer two different points for a 2-mark question.

•  Use your own words as far as possible. This means you must not just copy chunks from the passage – you have to show that you understand what it means by rephrasing it in your own words.



Questions about language features (questions which say ‘Analyse how …’)


•  This type of question will ask you to comment on features such as: word choice, imagery, sentence structure, tone.

•  You should pick out a relevant language feature and make a valid comment about its impact. Try to make your comments as specific as possible and avoid vague comments like ‘It is a good word to use because it gives me a clear picture of what the writer is saying’. Remember that you will get no marks for just picking out a word or an image or a feature of sentence structure – it is the comment that counts.



Some hints:


•  Word choice: pick a single word, or a small group of words, and then offer some connotations, i.e. what the word suggests.

•  Sentence structure: don’t just name the feature – try to explain what effect it achieves.

•  Imagery: You can gain good marks if you try to explain what the image means literally (what the word/words really mean) and then go on to explain what the writer is trying to say by using that comparison, but you can also score marks by making a more basic comment.

•  Tone: this is always difficult – a good tip is to imagine the sentence or paragraph being read out loud and try to spot how the words or the structure create a particular tone.



The last question


•  Read the question first.

•  Read Passage 2 before you attempt the question.

•  Make sure you follow the instruction about whether you are looking for agreement or disagreement.

•  When you start on Passage 2, you will already have answered several questions on Passage 1, so you should know its key ideas quite well. As you read Passage 2, try to spot important ideas in it which are similar or different (depending on the question). Highlighting ideas as you read is a good tip.

•  Stick to key ideas and don’t include trivial ones; you need to outline three relevant key ideas – your task is to decide what the most significant ones are.



Critical Reading

Section 1 – Scottish Text

The most important thing to remember here is that there are two very different types of question to be answered:


•  three questions (for a total of 10 marks) which focus entirely on the extract

•  one question (for 10 marks) which requires knowledge of the whole text (or of another poem or short story by the same writer).



The first type of question will nearly always ask you to use some of the same skills you use in the RUAE part of the exam, such as analysis of word choice, imagery and sentence structure. The golden rule, however, is always to read each question very carefully and do exactly as instructed, and to remember that as in RUAE there are no marks for just picking out a word or a feature – it is the comment that matters. While it is possible at Higher to score 2 marks for a really good comment, you should always try to make one comment for each mark available.

The second type of question requires you to identify common features (of theme and/or technique) in the extract and elsewhere in the writer’s work. You can write a series of bullet points, or a table or a ‘mini-essay’, so choose the approach you feel more comfortable with.

A final bit of advice for the Scottish Text question: when you see the extract in the exam paper, don’t get too confident just because you recognise it, because you certainly should recognise it if you’ve studied properly! And even if you’ve answered questions on that extract or that poem before, remember that the questions in the exam are likely to be different, so stay alert.

Finally, it might be useful to think about where things go wrong, so you can avoid them!

Common errors


•  Not reading the passage carefully. Read the passages before attempting questions on them – for example, use highlighters, underline, notice language features.

•  Not being clear enough in your answers. If you do not explain what you mean clearly, your examiner will not understand your points.

•  Muddling up techniques. Be very clear what the different techniques (such as word choice and sentence structure) mean.

•  In the essay, not answering the question. Use the words from the question in your answer.

•  Not giving enough points in the answers. If the question is worth 4 marks, give four bullet points, unless you are fully confident you have gained 2 marks each for two points.



You can download a Revision Calendar to use as part of your studies from our website at www.hoddergibson.co.uk/ESEP-extras

Finally, good luck with your revision and all the best for the exam!
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