Y11 into 12 English courses: skill-builder tasks
What are these tasks for?
All of these tasks will develop skills that useful for BOTH the English courses.
Attempting as many of these tasks as possible will provide and excellent foundation for your study of either English course.
The tasks are presented as one per page. The aim of these tasks is not to teach you about the specific extract itself, but rather
to develop your analytical skillset so that you can transfer these approaches to a range of texts.
Each task provides you with an extract from a text (a novel, a poem, a non-fiction text, a transcript of a conversation etc).
The aim is to develop your analytical skills so that for each extract you are able to make extended comments on the following
things. These should form the backbone of any analysis you carry out. GCSE examples are provided to help you orientate these
approaches against things that should be familiar.

Some of these tasks feel different to GCSE work. Why?
To succeed at A-level, it’s essential to move past the notion of “We study these books because the school tell us to. Because
they’re on the exam, they must be important.”
There is obviously some truth in this, but it is vital that you try to open your mind and consider the analytical merit of ALL forms
of text and art, regardless of whether you are told to study it or not. To help with this aspect, this task pack contains some texts
that will be very different from anything you have studied before.
The notion of ‘studying’ some of these texts in the same way that you’d study a novel or poem may seem strange. However, it
is essential to realise that you can apply the same processes to studying a TV show, a graphic novel or a TV advert as you can
to studying an established literary text (such as A Christmas Carol). This task pack is designed to help with this aspect.

So how do I go about approaching each text then? They’re all so different so how can I possibly use the same approach?
The next page contains an analytical framework that can be applied to ANY text, regardless of whether it’s a novel, a poem, a
play, a TV show, a leaflet, or even a recording of two Year 7s arguing in the corridor.
If you can learn this framework and practise applying it, your chances of succeeding on the English courses will increase
considerably.
There is then an example of this framework being applied to a short text (an extract from a poem) to produce both a plan and
a short written essay. This should give some guidance about how to approach the subsequent tasks: research the context,
produce your plan, write your essay.
The tasks get trickier as they go, so don’t be discouraged if you find them difficult. Give it your best shot and have confidence
in your ideas!

Good luck!
The English A-level team

ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK
LANGUAGE
The specific words, phrases and linguistic techniques chosen by the writer/speaker, and the effects that these things
create. There is an example below from the GCSE poem ‘Storm on the Island’:
“We are bombarded by the empty air.”




Collective pronoun “we” shows togetherness and group identity, shared purpose.
Dynamic verb “bombarded” creates sense of violence and threat, unrelenting assault.
Reliance on tactile imagery (touch), with a sense of oxymoron shown in being bombarded by nothing (“empty
air”) – suggests invisible enemy.

STRUCTURE
The way in which either individual sections of the text or the text as a whole is assembled. This may involve sentence
lengths/types, repeated structures within the text, foreshadowing, flashbacks, non-linear narrative etc.

CONTEXT
It’s helpful to define context as ‘factors beyond the text itself that influence the production and reception of the text’.
Breaking context into three sub-categories is a useful start point:





Historical factors (world events, socio-political policy)
Biographical factors (the author’s life)
Artistic and literary factors (trends in the arts, the way styles change, genre etc)
In the case of spoken texts, the physical and social spaces in which the text is produced

For example, the following would be intelligent references to context:






When writing about A Christmas Carol, you may make reference to the way in which the text engages with
class divide in Victorian London.
If you were analysing the speech of students in a classroom, you would likely find that their language use
changed depending on whether they were speaking to a friend or their teacher.
Identifying gothic conventions in a text you were studying
If writing about ‘Extract from The Prelude’, you may make reference to Romanticism.
If discussing An Inspector Calls, you may make reference to Priestley’s strong socialist beliefs.

In order to fully appreciate and understand the text you are studying, you must be aware of its context. In many cases, this
will require research.

AUTHOR/SPEAKER INTENTIONS AND AGENDA
This relates to the purpose(s) the author or speaker has for producing the text. Are they trying to make a statement about an
important issue? Are they forcing the reader/listener to consider something significant?

READER/VIEWER/LISTENER/RECIPIENT RESPONSE AND POSITION
This relates to the way in which the text is received by the individual engaging with the finished product. How are they
positioned in relation to the events? How do they respond? It could be the reader of a poem, a person observing a painting, or
someone listening to a friend in conversation for example.

EXAMPLE TASK – analytical planning
ESSAY TASK: HOW DOES OWEN PRESENT EXPERIENCES OF WAR IN THE EXTRACT FROM HIS POEM ‘DULCE
DECORUM EST’?

Gas! GAS! Quick, boys!—An ecstasy of fumbling
Fitting the clumsy helmets just in time,
But someone still was yelling out and stumbling
And flound’ring like a man in fire or lime.

Here, I take the text I’m working with (four lines from a poem) and break it down under the five headings outlined
above. Bullet points or any other planning system will be fine here.
CONTEXT (from 5mins of Googling terms like ‘Dulce Decorum Est’, ‘Wilfred Owen’, ‘WW1 gas attacks’)







Owen was a WW1 poet
He was a solider who fought in the trenches – first hand experience of combat
He died shortly before the end of the war
WW1 saw gas used as a weapon for the first time (first used 31 Jan 1915), industrial weaponry also
Owen wrote poems that criticised the war. This was different to many other poets who celebrated
the heroism of being a soldier (such as Rupert Brooke)
Owen’s poetry went against a lot of WW1 propaganda which stated that being a soldier was noble
and courageous

LANGUAGE





Triplet of exclamation marks show panic and urgency. Capitalisation shows the shouts getting
louder – increasing panic.
“Boys” shows camaraderie between the men. Also infantilises them slightly, reminds reader that
young men fought and died.
“Ecstasy of fumbling” = sense of confusion and chaos, men panicking to put helmets on.
“Yelling”, “Stumbling”, “flound’ring” = all dynamic verbs showing panic and chaos. No sense of
military discipline.

STRUCTURE



Polysyndetic listing: “…yelling out and stumbling / And flound’ring = sense of rush and panic, events
spiralling out of control
Enjambment (line 3 into 4) adds to the feeling above.

AUTHOR AGENDA




Presents the reality of combat = violent, panicked, unpredictable
Contradicts images shown in government propaganda
Expose the reader to the brutality of what war is actually like

READER RESPONSE AND POSITION


WW1 reader perhaps jarred by the scenes which contradict government messages

EXAMPLE TASK – collating my plan into an essay

Now I take my plan and I assemble it all together into an essay. Important things to consider:

1:

It does not matter in which order you apply the framework. You could start with LANGUAGE, or CONTEXT.
There is no ‘right’ order, but you will gain a sense of which order seems to work best for you. Try it and
see.

2:

Trying to link the five components together is a very intelligent thing to do. After all, they all work
together. AUTHOR AGENDA and CONTEXT go hand in hand because the author will generally be trying to
make a statement about something that they felt was significant at the time. From this, it’s not too
difficult to bring in READER RESPONSE. The example below shows this integration being used in a very
effective way.

3:

Make sure that the work focuses on the task, which is about ‘experiences of war’.
This short sample answer does not include everything on the plan. However, it does pay close attention
to including material from each of the five components of the framework. This way, it’s easy to ensure
that all bases are being covered.

Here is a brief sample answer that uses the plan. Work through the answer and give some attention to how the
material in the plan has been assembled and used:
In the extract from ‘Dulce Decorum Est’, Owen exposes his reader to the brutal realities of combat during
the First World War, contradicting government propaganda and depicting the horrific ordeal endured by
soldiers during a gas attack. The extract opens with two abrupt exclamatives as the speaker states “Gas!
GAS!” This creates an immediate sense of frenzy to the poem and immerses the reader in the panic of
combat. The increasing emphasis shown by the use of full capitals enforces the threat posed by the gas, a
form of weapon deployed for the first time during the First World War. By presenting this image of a
terrifying assault, Owen portrays the ways in which science and technology were greatly redefining
experiences of warfare, with tanks, large scale industry and chemical weapons posing threats to soldiers
that were previously unseen. This initial sense of chaos is followed by the “ecstasy of fumbling”, a far cry
from the commonly presented image of fearless and disciplined soldiers. Rather than admire their courage,
the reader is forced to sympathise with the men, many of whom were actually young recruits (Owen himself
dying at the age of just 25); this image of the young soldier is greatly emphasised as the speaker regards
the other men as “boys”, suggesting innocence and naivety to contrast the brutality and corruption of
warfare. The sense of pandemonium is galvanised by Owen’s use of enjambment in lines three and four of
the extract, as the speaker notes “But someone still was yelling out and stumbling / And flound’ring like a
man in fire or lime.” The uncontrollable rush between lines three and four reflects the loss of control
experience by the men, as both their fears and their actions spill over into one uncontrollable “ecstasy of
fumbling”.

STUDENT TASK 1
TASK: In the extract from her poem ‘Caged Bird’ how does the poet Maya Angelou present images of inequality?

The caged bird sings
with a fearful trill
of things unknown
but longed for still
and his tune is heard
on the distant hill
for the caged bird
sings of freedom.

Guidance (given for this task only – apply it to the others):
 Read the poem and get a feel for what it might be about
 Research the poet, research the poem, research the poem’s publication date and other information about
the time period
 Start to apply your contextual research to the text and things should start to make sense
 Produce your plan – do not rush! Take your time and be thorough. Use the analytical framework
 Try to convert your plan into a full essay
 Review the essay and tick off the material in the plan. You should aim to cover as much of it as possible,
but at the very least you should have one thing from each of the five categories.

STUDENT TASK 2
TASK: In the extract from his novel The Bostonians, how does the author Henry James present attitudes to
gender?

"How little you understand what I want to achieve!" Basil Ransom exclaimed. "There you are—you women—all
over; always meaning, yourselves, something personal, and always thinking it is meant by others!"
"Yes, that's the charge they make," said Verena gaily.
"I don't want to touch you, or Miss Chancellor, or Mrs. Farrinder, or Miss Birdseye, or the shade of Eliza P. Moseley,
or any other gifted and celebrated being on earth—or in heaven."
"Oh, I suppose you want to destroy us by neglect, by silence!" Verena exclaimed, with the same brightness.
"No, I don't want to destroy you, any more than I want to save you. There has been far too much talk about you,
and I want to leave you alone altogether. My interest is in my own sex; yours evidently can look after itself. That's
what I want to save."
Verena saw that he was more serious now than he had been before, that he was not piling it up satirically, but
saying really and a trifle wearily, as if suddenly he were tired of much talk, what he meant. "To save it from what?"
she asked.
"From the most damnable feminisation! I am so far from thinking, as you set forth the other night, that there is not
enough women in our general life, that it has long been pressed home to me that there is a great deal too much.
The whole generation is womanised; the masculine tone is passing out of the world; it's a feminine, a nervous,
hysterical, chattering, canting age, an age of hollow phrases and false delicacy and exaggerated solicitudes and
coddled sensibilities, which, if we don't soon look out, will usher in the reign of mediocrity, of the feeblest and
flattest and the most pretentious that has ever been. The masculine character, the ability to dare and endure, to
know and yet not fear reality, to look the world in the face and take it for what it is—a very queer and partly very
base mixture—that is what I want to preserve, or rather, as I may say, to recover; and I must tell you that I don't in
the least care what becomes of you ladies while I make the attempt!"

STUDENT TASK 3
TASK: Based on these opening pages, how far can Issue 1 of Captain American be considered propaganda?

See the next pages for the text.
This will require a slightly different way of thinking. It’s a graphic novel, so you have visual elements to deal with
as well as written.
You can still use these aspects in the same way. The obvious difference is that you can’t ‘quote’ a picture to
analyse it. Instead, you simply have to say what the image is of. For example:

The opening page features an image of Captain American violently punching Adolf Hitler,…

A logical start point might be to research when this issue was first released. This would certainly help with
establishing context.

STUDENT TASK 4
This task relates to analysing a transcript (a conversation that happened in real life and was then written
down).
In the transcript, a group of Year 9 boys are in an English lesson.
TASK: From the transcript, what impression do we get of the boys’ personalities? You should consider:
 The group dynamic
 The physical context they are in (a classroom)
 The way their speech reveals things about their personalities
There is obviously no need to research historical context for this; the context for this task will relate to
where the boys are, their ages, and other ‘real world’ factors that may apply.
The transcript of their conversation is on the next page.

D = David
A = Andy
G = George
P = Patrick
E = Elliot
MS = teacher
( ) = pause of the indicated length

D: I dunno wot we’re doin’.
A: You gotta look at this and highlight the stuff on the sheet.
D: What, this sheet?
G: Yeeeeah boy!
A: Yeah.
D: Oh right. Is that it?
A: Yes!
P: Hubba hubba hubba…
G: Shut up
D: Yes. You’re disrupting my learning.
G: (laughs) Yes. We are model students working hard for our learning.
(3)
P: Um’s a filler ain’t it? Coz like, it’s when you’re like, finkin’ about it
A: Where?
P: (points to sheet)
A: Yeah, coz it’s like, thinking about what you’re gonna say. Like, erm, um. That stuff.
P: Wickeeeeed mate
E: Sir, may I borrow a pen?
MS: Black or blue?
E: Black please. (2) Thank you.
(17)
A: There’s loads of ‘em
P: What?
A: Stuff to highlight
G: Yeah big time
D: At least we can talk about it
P: Yeah but nobody wants to talk to you coz you’re boring
G: (laughs)
E: Yeah you’re well boring
D: Shut up
P: You can’t tell the accent
A: Yeah but it don’t matter, coz you’re not talking about that.
P: Yeah but it does matter
G: They could be Aussie
P: (in Australian accent) Yeah g’day mate
D: Strewth
E: (laughs)
MS: Oooooh Kaaaaaay

STUDENT TASK 5
You will need this video to complete this task:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VtvjbmoDx-I

This Apple television commercial was aired on American television just once, during the half-time advertisement
break of the 1984 Superbowl. The Superbowl attracts a huge number of viewers every year.
The advertisement draws inspiration from the novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, which was written by George Orwell
and is regarded as an important dystopian text. The advertisement was promoting Apple’s first ever Macintosh
(Mac) computer.

TASK: How does the television commercial draw on dystopian imagery to promote the Macintosh and Apple
as a company?

This is the toughest task in this pack, but potentially the most interesting.
You will need to research Orwell’s novel, the advertisement itself, and the literary genre of dystopia to give
yourself a fighting chance.
Remember to use the same approach as with every other task in this pack!

