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unit     3
text in context

the Big question
Why is context central to the production and reception of a text?

Key learning ideas
 ● Text creators are influenced by social, historical and cultural context.

 ● Audiences bring their own context to texts.

 ● Texts have a created context within them.

Knowledge, understanding and skills
Students will:

 ● explore the concept of texts in context through extracts from well-known 
texts

 ● learn how to debate an issue

 ● learn how to write an analytical response.
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Tuning in
Think and discuss:  
Identify the point of view presented about the tiger in each panel. How do the tiger’s 
different surroundings influence your interpretation of what you see? For which image 
is William Blake’s description most apt?

No text exists outside a context. In its widest sense, any text exists within the social, 
historical and cultural circumstances in which its creator exists. In its narrowest sense, 
each text has an internal context that revolves around its genre and the world created 
within it. As well, the reader, listener or viewer of a text brings their background (i.e. 
their own personal set of circumstances) to the text.

Context changes things . . .

My view . . .
What do you see as your personal context? Think about the important aspects 
of your background that might affect your interpretation of a text.

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright  
In the forests of the night,  
What immortal hand or eye  
Could frame thy fearful 
symmetry?
— William Blake

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright  
In the forests of the night,  
What immortal hand or eye  
Could frame thy fearful 
symmetry?
— William Blake

Tyger! Tyger! burning bright  
In the forests of the night,  
What immortal hand or eye  
Could frame thy fearful 
symmetry?
— William Blake

need to KnoW
genre kind or category of text, 
literature or artistic work
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What is context?
How does context influence both the creator of the text and 
the audience?
If you watched the 1983 film War Games, 
starring a young Matthew Broderick, you 
might feel inclined to laugh at how the film 
represents computer technology. Historical 
context has shaped how the film represents 
the interactions between humans and 
computers. It’s all done using dial up.

The fact is that in the early 1980s, the 
state of computer technology was primitive 
compared with the current era; the film, if 
remade in the twenty-first century, would 
obviously upgrade the technology. Matthew 
Broderick’s character would probably hack into 
the US Department of Defence’s mainframe 
computers using an android Smartphone.

But the film needs to be viewed as a creation of its time: its social, historical and 
cultural context. The film script writer, the director and anyone else involved with 
creating the film that audiences saw in 1983 were influenced by these surroundings 
and circumstances. An audience viewing it today would not only have that original 
context to consider when making meaning, but also the context of the early twenty-
first century in which they exist. 

Inside the text exist the artificial circumstances of the text including its narrative 
features: setting, character, plot and theme. Therefore, considering texts in context 
involves exploring both inside and outside the text in order to make the fullest 
meaning of the text. 
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structure and

features.

Text in context: making meaning

need to KnoW
social, historical and cultural 
context the prevailing set of 
characteristics that relate to 
a particular group, period of 
history or way of life 

Use the War Games 
weblink in your 
eBookPLUS to learn more 
about the movie.SAMPLE
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Positioning
When an author creates a text, they cannot help but create the content of that text 
— the setting, characters and so on — from a particular point of view. The writer is 
positioned by his or her social, cultural, personal and historical circumstances. The 
writer, in turn, seeks to position the reader to feel a certain way about the events, 
characters and situations they have created.

Readers do not automatically agree with the author’s point of view. If a reader does 
accept the author’s position, they are adopting the preferred reading. Readers can also 
resist the way an author is positioning them; they are adopting the oppositional or 
resistant reading. In either case, it is the reader who constructs meaning.

If you want to understand this you need to know about three things.

The first of these things is Kingston. He was old as time and he’d come when 
we were little and bought the Compton place up on Swaggart’s Hill. A big house 
that never looked kept; iron fences and room for all the ghost stories and horror 
tales you wanted to weave. It was a big house with a history, so they said. It 
loomed at you from the hill. Strange cries from perpetually dark rooms came 
ringing down in our gossip. We spun stories round campfires.

Kingston himself seemed to breed the fear; no one entered, no one was seen 
to leave. Kingston sat up there by himself. His only company was three dogs, 
German Shepherds my dad said they were, but they looked more like wolves. 
They prowled the corridors of the yard and looked at passers-by with 
hungry eyes. They didn’t bark, they never growled, they just looked; 
and in that look was something that stopped us throwing stones or 
shiacking them. Or even, after a time, from passing by  .  .  .  

Consider the notion of positioning in the text below. It is drawn from a short story 
called ‘Be Nice to the Dogs’ by Stephen Kimber. This extract deals with setting, and 
introduces a character named Kingston.

literacy link
expanding technical vocabulary 
Terms such as positioning and gaps and silences are drawn from a field of study called critical 
literacy. Critical literacy encourages people to think deeply about texts, not only from a 
traditional perspective of understanding characters, themes and other narrative elements, but 
also from a modern perspective on how the authors of texts seek to manipulate or influence 
their readers.

Critical literacy is asking readers to understand that their evaluation of any text — whether 
they like it, hate it or are indifferent — is influenced by what they personally value. These 
personal values are shaped by the individual’s context.

Use a search engine to explore other textual definitions of key terms such as critical 
literacy, position, discursive background and gaps and silences.  Does being critically 
literate get in the way of enjoying and appreciating the aesthetics of a text?

Digital doc: 
Be Nice to the Dogs full 
story 
doc-10307
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Activities . . .

Understanding and analysing the text
Getting started
 1 Complete the table below that lists information that the author includes about 

the house and about Kingston. It also suggests possible interpretations of this 
information, and asks for alternative readings or interpretations.

Content from author Possible interpretation Alternative reading

‘understand this’ What is this? The writer doesn’t 
tell us — it is suspenseful. The 
writer wants us to keep reading.

‘the Compton  place’ The house has a name. The 
narrator has lived in the town a 
long time and knows the history.

‘old as time’ Kingston is old — really, really old.

The house is run down and a little 
spooky.

People make up stories about 
Kingston and the house.

‘No-one entered, no-one 
was seen to leave’

The reader is meant to think 
that people see Kingston as 
evil — that’s why there are 
horror stories. I think we are 
being conned.

‘looked at passers-by with 
hungry eyes’

The dogs are vicious.

‘They didn’t bark, they 
never growled, they just 
looked  .  .  .  ’

The reader is meant to think 
that the dogs are weird and 
very spooky  .  .  .  but I think 
later they will turn out not 
to be.

‘something that stopped 
us throwing stones or 
shiacking them’

‘or even .  .  . from passing 
by’

People avoid the house — it is 
spooky!

Working through
 2 Kingston is silent in this part of the story. We don’t know why he keeps to 

himself. Later in the story, Gallagher hides from a bully in the yard of Kingston’s 
house, despite the fear of Kingston’s dogs. Given this information, can you 
suggest why, in the introduction, the author has positioned the reader to feel 
apprehension about Kingston and his dogs?

 3 The text is sown with context clues that might help you determine something 
about its author; for example, the use of the word shiacking (older Australian 
slang) indicates the author is from a particular place and time period. Find two 
other such clues in the extract and identify what they lead you to suspect about 
the text creator’s context.
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Cultural context: time/era
When Matthew Broderick, in the 1983 film War Games, hacked into the US Department 
of Defence mainframe computer and nearly started World War III, he did it on what 
we would regard today as laughably antiquated computers. He also used a pay phone 
to make an emergency call because there were no mobile phones then.  But in other 
ways the technology of the film looks familiar to the modern viewer. 

If you travelled further back in time you might witness Shakespeare scribbling 
without a computer in sight (no use of electricity, of course) and he would be dipping 
his goose-feather nib into an ink well. Moreover, he would speak of disease as the 
result of bad vapours or evil humours. 

The extracts that follow are from George Orwell’s Animal Farm and the 2009 film 
Avatar, texts from different eras and contexts.

Context of situation: theme in a novel
What makes a story last? Why do some stories speak to many different people at 
different times and places and often appeal to a number of generations? The term 
literary classic is often applied to such narratives. Animal Farm, though arguably just a 
fable to amuse children, is one such classic story.

Orwell allegedly wrote Animal Farm to parallel developments that followed the 
Russian Revolution of 1917, particularly relating to the struggle between Josef Stalin 
(who eventually became leader) and his main opponent, Leon Trotsky. The novel tells 
the fantastic story of a revolution: animals on a farm throw the humans out and take 
over. Theoretically all will be better for the animals because they are now in control 
of their own fates. They are equals. Good times are coming. But who will make the 
decisions now that the masters have gone?

In the extract on the next page, the two senior pigs, Snowball and Napoleon, debate 
different perspectives on the farmyard. In addition, the extract prompts the reader to 
consider how power corrupts. If the reader is aware of this theme through history or 
in their own present-day circumstances, the symbolic nature of the narrative and its 
characters gives a deeper layer of meaning to the novel’s message.

need to KnoW
literary classic a text that 
is regarded as having lasting 
cultural significance, appeal 
and artistic quality. Classic 
texts are also often those that 
provide us with insights into 
the human condition. 

Russian Revolution of 
1917 After much political 
and civil unrest, the Russian 
Tsar Nicholas II abdicated 
in February but instability 
continued as rival parties 
manoeuvred to take power. 
By October, the Bolshevik 
party was able to take control 
under the leadership of Lenin. 
However, civil war broke out 
until Lenin was victorious 
and the Soviet Union was 
established in 1922. In 1923, 
Josef Stalin took over as leader 
of the ruling Communist party.

SAMPLE
 E

VALU
ATIO

N O
NLY



 UNIT 3  Text in Context 69

1

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

from Animal Farm
by George Orwell
When the animals had assembled in the big barn, Snow ball stood up 
and, though occasionally interrupted by bleating from the sheep, set 
forth his reasons for advocating the building of the windmill. Then 
Napoleon stood up to reply. He said very quietly that the windmill 
was nonsense and that he advised nobody to vote for it, promptly sat 
down again; he had spoken for barely thirty seconds, and seemed almost 
indifferent as to the effect he produced. At this Snow ball sprang to his 
feet, and shouting down the sheep, who had begun bleating again, broke 
into a passionate appeal in favour of the windmill. Until now the animals 
had been about equally divided in their sympathies, but in a moment 
Snowball’s eloquence had carried them away. In glowing sentences he 
painted a picture of Animal Farm as it might be when sordid labour 
was lifted from the animals’ backs. His imagination had now run far 
beyond chaff-cutters and turnip-slicers. Electricity, he said, could 
operate threshing machines, ploughs, harrows, rollers, and reapers and 
binders, besides supplying every stall with its own electric light, hot and 
cold water, and an electric heater. By the time he had finished speaking, 
there was no doubt as to which way the vote would go. But just at this 
moment Napoleon stood up and, casting a peculiar side long look at 
Snowball, uttered a high-pitched whimper of a kind no one had ever 
heard him utter before.

At this there was a terrible baying sound outside, and nine enormous 
dogs wearing brass-studded collars came bounding into the barn. They 
dashed straight for Snowball, who only sprang from his place just in 
time to escape their snapping jaws. In a moment he was out of the door 
and they were after him. Too amazed and frightened to speak, all the 
animals crowded through the door to watch the chase. Snowball was 
racing across the long pasture that led to the road. He was run ning as 
only a pig can run, but the dogs were close on his heels. Suddenly he 
slipped and it seemed certain that they had him. Then he was up again, 
running faster than ever, then the dogs were gaining on him again. One 
of them all but closed his jaws on Snowball’s tail, but Snowball whisked 
it free just in time. Then he put on an extra spurt and, with a few inches 
to spare, slipped through a hole in the hedge and was seen no more.

Silent and terrified, the animals crept back into the barn. In a moment 
the dogs came bounding back. At first no one had been able to imagine 
where these creatures came from, but the problem was soon solved: they 
were the puppies whom Napoleon had taken away from their mothers 
and reared privately. Though not yet full-grown, they were huge dogs, 
and as fierce-looking as wolves. They kept close to Napoleon. It was 
noticed that they wagged their tails to him in the same way as the other 
dogs had been used to do to Mr Jones.

Each animal represents a 
different class in society. Orwell 
employs them for satirical 
purpose. (2)

The two pigs, Snowball 
and Napoleon are clearly 
distinguished from one 
another. Napoleon is 
‘indifferent’ while Snowball is 
‘passionate’ and ‘eloquent’ (8,9)

The windmill is an important 
symbol throughout the novel. 
At first it represents prosperity 
and labour reduction; later on 
its destruction represents the 
collapse of the animals’ society. 
(9)

Note how the reader is 
positioned to favour Snowball, 
who is passionate and 
eloquent. (11)

Alliteration changes the rhythm 
of the language and works to 
introduce tension. (22,23)

The dogs are characterised with 
this simple descriptive detail. 
(25)

Perhaps a contextual allusion 
to the NKVD (Russian secret 
police of the time) who 
assassinated Trotsky in Mexico 
in 1940 (25–26)

Napoleon is characterised as 
a long-term planner, among 
other things. (37–39)

The simile helps further 
characterise the dogs. (40)

A significant parallel is drawn 
between Napoleon and the 
departed human masters. This 
builds structural cohesion in 
the narrative. (41–42)
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45

50

Napoleon, with the dogs following him, now mounted on to the raised 
portion of the floor where Major had previously stood to deliver his 
speech. He announced that from now on the Sunday-morning Meetings 
would come to an end. They were unnecessary, he said, and wasted time. 
In future all questions relating to the working of the farm would be 
settled by a special committee of pigs, presided over by himself. These 
would meet in private and afterwards communicate their decisions to 
the others. The animals would still assemble on Sunday mornings to 
salute the flag, sing ‘Beasts of England’, and receive their orders for the 
week; but there would be no more debates.

The society that was meant to 
be equal now has classes: pigs 
on top, other animals below. 
(47–48)

A contextual allusion to the 
song of international socialism 
called ‘The Internationale’ (51)

literatUre link
george orwell
George Orwell’s real name was Eric Arthur Blair. He was a socialist with strong views on social 
justice, but he hated what had happened to socialism in the USSR under Josef Stalin. Animal 
Farm was published in 1945, a few years before Orwell’s death. Apart from Animal Farm his 
most famous novel is 1984, a book that still fascinates many people with its idea of Big Brother; 
language that is ‘double-plus ungood’; and a vision of a world where all humanity has vanished.

Research the life and times of George Orwell and draw a timeline of the key events in 
his life.

need to KnoW
allusion a reference in a text 
to a person, place, event or 
other work, which the writer 
assumes to be part of the 
shared cultural experience of 
the readers
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Activities . . .

Understanding and interpreting context
Getting started
 1 a Which historical ‘reality’ does this story refer to?

b Snowball and Napoleon are in opposition; what is the stand of each regarding 
building the windmill?

 2 What do you think would have happened if any of the animals had protested 
against Snowball’s treatment by Napoleon?

 3 Why don’t the animals protest?
 4 What evidence suggests that Napoleon had been planning to take over for quite 

some time?
 5 Certain words really help to characterise both the characters and situations in 

this extract. Find each of the words below in the extract; read the sentence they 
are in, and the sentence before and after them; then complete the following 
table. You will need a dictionary and thesaurus. The first one has been done for 
you.

Word
Words it reminds 
me of

My guess as 
to its meaning

Thesaurus 
synonyms

Dictionary 
definition

advocating

(line 3)

An advocate is an 
attorney or lawyer.

Building a case 
for

Supporting, 
backing, 
promoting

Supporting or 
speaking in 
favour of 

indifferent

(line 7)

eloquence

(line 11)

sordid

(line 12)

peculiar

(line 19)

whimper

(line 20)

baying 
(line 22)

presided

(line 48)

 6 a  Study the illustration on page 70 and make a list of all the animals depicted 
in it.

b Draw up a two-column table in your notebook or use the ‘Insert table’ function 
in Word to create one electronically. 

c In separate rows in the first column, place each animal from the list you made 
based on the illustration.

d Re-read the extract, and in the second column, put the line reference where 
each animal is specifically mentioned. Place a cross in the column if the animal 
is not mentioned by name in the extract.

e Why might the artist have included animals in the illustration that are not 
specifically mentioned in the extract?
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Working through
 7 Orwell is asking the reader to think about the nature of power and about blindly 

accepting authority. The animals will later suffer for not protesting against 
Napoleon’s bullying ways, just as the USSR suffered under Stalin. Do you believe 
that the reader is meant to look unfavourably on what Napoleon does? Explain.

 8 At the end, Napoleon announces that the Sunday morning meetings will come 
to an end immediately and that all decisions will now be made by a committee 
of pigs, headed by him. What does this mean in terms of power at the farm?

 9 ‘.  .  .  there would be no more debates.’  What does this statement signal the end of 
for all the animals other than the pigs?

10 a  Orwell described this novel as a ‘fairy story’. Think of another fairy story, such 
as Cinderella, Rapunzel, Little Red Riding Hood or any other. Identify any themes 
you feel the fairy story has.

b What impression of fairy stories is Orwell conveying?

Going further
11 Research the real characters on whom the pigs Napoleon and Snowball were 

based in this allegorical novel. 
a What happened after the Russian Revolution between Josef Stalin and Leon 

Trotsky? 
b Who ultimately ruled the USSR?

analysing and evalUating context
Getting started
12 Themes can often be deciphered by evaluating how the author wants you to 

view decisions made by different characters. For example:
a How do you view Napoleon’s decision to use strong-arm tactics to get rid of 

his opponent?
b How do you feel the author is positioning you regarding what Napoleon did? 

Consider the way he describes Napoleon: he ‘uttered a high-pitched whimper 
of a kind no one had ever heard him utter before’ when he calls in the dogs.

c The dogs could be a metaphor for force or the fear inspired by secret police. 
Why do you feel Orwell chose dogs for this role in this animal fable?

Working through
13 Orwell carefully parallels Napoleon with the old human masters. Why do you 

think he does this?
14 Orwell has a satirical purpose when he uses the device of comparing classes in 

society with different animals. The sheep, for example, represent people who 
don’t really think for themselves and just go with the majority view. Choose two 
other animals (or animal types) and explain what each represents.

15 Is this anthropomorphism (attributing human characteristics to non-human 
things) effective as a tool for expressing Orwell’s theme? Why?

Going further
16 What contextual statement is Orwell making about the nature of Stalin 

(Napoleon) in terms of his view of what has happened to communism  
in Russia?

17 Why did Orwell write this book (ostensibly for children) in this form,  
with the main characters as animals? (Hint: Think of other stories with 
moral messages for children that feature animals, such as Aesop’s  
fables and those mentioned in the Need to know at left).

need to KnoW
allegory a work (such as a 
painting, drama or written 
text) in which characters and 
events symbolise other things 
or characters and events, and 
express a deeper moral or 
political meaning. Allegorical 
is the adjective. Animal Farm 
is an allegory of the Russian 
Revolution of the early 
twentieth century.

fable a story featuring animals, 
and which has a message. The 
best known fables are those of 
Aesop and La Fontaine.

satirical using wit, sarcasm, 
irony and ridicule for the 
serious purpose of criticising or 
drawing attention to a person, 
institution or practice. Orwell’s 
Animal Farm satirises society, 
particularly in terms of its 
characterisation.

anthropomorphism the 
attribution of human 
characteristics to non-human 
things, particularly animals. 
Other books you may have 
read that feature this device are 
Watership Down, The Wind in 
the Willows and Charlotte’s Web.

SAMPLE
 E

VALU
ATIO

N O
NLY



 UNIT 3  Text in Context 73

Avatar  — theme in a film
As with other texts, films offer themes for the viewer to consider. They often do this by 
positioning us to value the decisions of key characters, particularly at the climax. The 
2009 film Avatar is one of the world’s great box office successes, which indicates that 
its themes resonate with modern audiences.

In the film, the character of Sully has an avatar who joins forces with the Na’vi 
to defeat the greedy humans, represented by the mercenary colonel. Many of 
Avatar’s themes are foreshadowed early. One example is the clash between modern 
technology (represented by the flying machines) and nature (represented by the Na’vi 
and their holy tree). 

While the activities below are based on a viewing of the film Avatar, they could also 
be used after viewing other films, especially those that have a futuristic setting; for 
example, Gattaca; I, Robot or Blade Runner.

Activities . . .
Understanding and interpreting theme in film
Getting started
 1 Identify the climax in the film. Why is it the climax?
 2 Identify the key challenge or challenges in this climax. In Avatar, for example, it is 

about the ultimate fate of the Na’vi and their ‘beautiful’ planet. Will they survive 
or will the planet be despoiled?

 3 Identify the key characters and the decisions they make during the climax.
Working through 
 4 Have you been positioned to feel a certain way about the setting in the film? For 

example, how are you positioned to view the wilderness of Pandora? 
 5 Which character’s decisions are you meant to a) applaud b) deplore?
 6 The resolution shows the outcome of a character’s decision and the conflict 

between opposing forces. During the resolution, how does the film use music or 
some other device to make you feel (a) happy (b) sad (c) angry (d) thoughtful? 

 7 What do you think is the major theme (or themes) of the film?

creating and responding to themes in texts
Getting started
 8 The themes or messages about sustainable development and conservation are 

reflected in many contemporary texts. Conduct a class debate (see pages 74–5)
that places such themes in an Australian context. Choose either of the following 
topics:
a The benefits of Australia’s mining and sale of its natural mineral resources 

outweigh the costs to the environment.
b It is a national shame that Australia has so many endangered species as a 

result of habitat loss.
 Working through 
  9 Research one of the following environmental campaigners: David Suzuki, Tim 

Flannery, Lucy Lawless or Helen Caldicott. Imagine you were interviewing your 
chosen campaigner and compile a list of ten questions you would ask them 
about their actions and beliefs.

Going further 
10 Research a nineteenth-century industrialist, such as Richard Arkwright, and argue 

how context would cause him to view the environmental concerns of Avatar.

literatUre link
context in 
futuristic texts
James Cameron is the 
director of the film Avatar, 
which is set in the year 
2154. On Earth, resources 
are in short supply. An 
Earth-sized moon, Pandora, 
offers a resource-rich 
solution, and the human 
authorities in the film are 
willing to use military force 
to guarantee supplies. The 
film is, of course, a recent 
creation (released in 2009) 
and therefore reflects a 
time when environmental 
concerns and the idea of 
sustainability are hot topics.

Cameron has created a film 
that offers a perspective 
on a topical issue. What 
might be a controversial 
topic in five years’ time? 
What about in ten years?
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Wordsmith . . .

the sKill of deBating 
Formal debates provide a structured way for two opposing views on a topic to be 
argued. Both sides — the affirmative team, which supports the topic, and the negative 
team, which opposes it — have equal time to present their case and challenge the 
case of the opposition. Debating topics are always presented as a statement; for 
example: Australia must prioritise investment in renewable energy over mining fossil fuels.

As with all argumentative texts, debates are designed to persuade an audience to 
accept one view of an issue. Supporting facts and opinions are provided, and language 
is chosen to persuade the audience by engaging their emotions. Body language and 
eye contact are also important. Speakers in a debate are scored on Matter, Method and 
Manner.

Method

Manner — body language and voice
It is especially important in a debate to know how to use body language and voice to 
help convey an argument. 

Body language includes the way you stand and move your body, your hand gestures 
and the way you use your eyes. An effective debater will remember to do the following:

 ● Stand confidently, with head held high and shoulders back.
 ● Use hand gestures that match what is being said. For example, a clenched fist when 

you are making a strong point may be better than a rhythmic jiggle of your hand 

2. Gemma Smith, �rst speaker
 for the negative:
 • rebuts or rejects what
  Kylie Streeton said
 • outlines the negative team’s argument
 • introduces team members Shukla Venpathar
  and Harrison Cordell, and outlines the role each  
  will take.

4. Shukla Venpathar, second    
 speaker for the negative:
 • rebuts what Tim Chan has said
 • continues to build on what    
  Gemma Smith has said by    
  providing extra supporting    
  information.

6. Harrison Cordell, third speaker
 for the negative:
 • rebuts what John van Booy
  argues
 • reinforces what Gemma     
  and Shukla have said, but    
  does not introduce new material
 • sums up the argument of the team and   
  restates its case, making it clear why the   
  negative argument is stronger. 

1.  Kylie Streeton, �rst speaker for    
 the a�rmative:
 • sets out the argument of   
  the team
 • introduces team members   
  Tim Chan and John van Booy,   
  and outlines the role each   
  will take.

3.  Tim Chan, second speaker
 for the a�rmative:
 • rebuts what Gemma     
  Smith argues
 • continues to build     
  on what Kylie Streeton has
  said by providing extra 
  supporting information.   

5. John van Booy, third speaker
 for the a�rmative:
 • rebuts what Shukla Venpathar    
  argues  
 • reinforces what Kylie and Tim    
  have said, but does not     
  introduce new material
 • sums up the argument of the    
  team and restates its case, making it clear   
  why the affirmative argument is stronger.

Negative teamA�rmative team
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that means nothing. If you don’t know what to do with your hands, put one in your 
pocket and use the other to hold your palm cards.

 ● Maintain eye contact with the audience. Don’t stare at the back wall or floor, or at 
anyone in particular. Let your eyes move around the faces in the audience.

 ● Smile when appropriate, and frown or grimace if what you are saying requires it. An 
audience is more likely to engage with lively, changing facial expressions than a face 
that resembles a statue.
The way you use your voice to command the attention of your audience and 

enhance what you are saying is crucial in a debate. An effective and persuasive speaker 
will know when to slow down or speed up (pace), when to speak softly or loudly 
(volume or pitch) and when to pause. Too many vocal ‘tricks’ will detract from what is 
being said (matter).

Matter 
In order to present a convincing argument for your topic, a speaker would need to 
conduct research into the issue. This will not only provide evidence such as expert 
opinion or statistics to support the side they are speaking for, but will help a speaker 
understand evidence for the opposing view so that rebuttal arguments can be 
prepared. 

over to yoU …

In small groups, read the following introduction to a debate on the topic ‘Our planet is 
doomed if we do not halt the alarming rate of species extinction.’

Over the past few centuries, humans have cured many illnesses, produced goods faster, 
and provided food and shelter for most of the world’s seven billion people. Despite these 
achievements, hundreds of animal, bird and plant species have disappeared. Others 
are on the brink of extinction. Much of this is due to human interference through land 
clearing for agriculture and mining. Some scientists have calculated that, between the 
years 1600 and 1900, humans caused the extinction of one species every four years. 
From 1900 onward, they believed the rate increased to one per year. The rate could now 
be as high as 40 000 per year. What are we going to do about this? Our wellbeing on this 
planet depends on diversity.

1 Is this an argument for the affirmative or negative case? How can you tell?
2 Which speaker in the order of speakers might deliver this introduction?
3 What argument can you think of that could be used to rebut what this speaker has 

said?
4 Decide what body language could be effectively used to deliver this part of the 

speech.
5 In turns, practise delivering this speech aloud to decide on how pitch, pause and 

pace can make the delivery most effective.
6 Write the next section of this speaker’s speech.

My view . . .
Do you prefer reading or viewing a text that has a strong social, historical or 
cultural context? Does it add an extra layer of meaning for you or does it get in 
the way of your enjoyment of narrative features?
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the context of place
How is context conveyed through setting?
Once again, if we look at the film War Games, its setting is the United States — one of 
the world’s nuclear superpowers. The film creates dramatic tension between the USSR 
(the other nuclear superpower of the time) and the USA.  Without this geographic 
setting and time, the film’s characters would not face the dilemmas they do, nor would 
the story and plot be able to unfold in a credible way. 

An important part of the context of any narrative is its imagined setting. A story’s 
setting has both physical and temporal components, which simply means that the 
setting is related to both place and time. Most narratives suggest that a reader needs 
this kind of contextual information in order to accept the characters and plot. It is 
much easier, for example, to accept Johnny Depp as a pirate in Pirates of the Caribbean 
when that story is set in the Caribbean in the eighteenth century, when sailing ships 
ruled the seas. More importantly, this setting also makes it easier for an audience to 
suspend disbelief and accept that dead men can roam the Earth in search of gold. 

Both written texts and films rely on setting to position their audiences, but they do 
so with different modes.

Read the Language link below about the difference between written language and 
film language.

3.2

literatUre link
intertextuality
Of Mice and Men takes its 
title from lines in a Robert 
Burns poem, ‘To a Mouse’. 

The best-laid schemes o’ 
mice an’ men
Gang aft agley.

(This translates as ‘The best-
planned schemes of mice 
and men/Often go wrong’.)

Burns’ s poem tells the 
story of a farmer who, while 
ploughing, destroys the 
home of a field mouse.

Think of some other texts 
that take their title from 
another text.

To further examine the context of place, let’s look at the following extract from John 
Steinbeck’s Of Mice and Men and at Avatar — texts set in very different places.

Of Mice and Men
John Steinbeck’s famous short novel Of Mice and Men is very firmly tied to its setting: 
the Salinas Valley in California during the Great Depression of the 1930s when nearly 
one-third of Americans were out of work. Its two main characters are George and 
Lennie, who wander the countryside performing odd jobs and living hand-to-mouth. 
This is their only way of dealing with the very high levels of unemployment and great 
economic misery in the United States at the time. In Australia, many people had to 
adopt a similar way of life during the Great Depression. Here, such people were called 
swagmen or swaggies, while in the United States they were known as hoboes or drifters.

For George and Lennie, the Salinas Valley in summer represents a dream of what 
could be — a sanctuary from a world of trouble. Much of the action in the novel is set 
on a ranch in the valley. Ultimately, the ranch forms a terrible trap for the characters 
and in which a great tragedy will unfold.

The extract below is written in the third person, and it introduces the protagonists in 
a setting away from the ranch. It is a natural place, seemingly unaffected by people.

langUage link
film language versus written language
What is the power of the moving image? A writer might 
engage a reader with a description of a car chase, a fight 
scene or dramatic air-sea rescue, using carefully chosen words, 
figurative language and sentence structure. A film-maker 
could use a script based heavily on the words of the writer to 
portray the same scene, but in addition has sound and visual 
means at his or her disposal to convey meaning. A film-maker 

can use camera shot sizes, angles, framing, mise-en-scène, 
sound effects, lighting, graphics, animation and many other 
techniques to engage the viewer.

Think of a book you have read of which you have seen a 
film version. Choose a key scene that features in both the 
book and film, and consider the different ways the two 
creators have conveyed its meaning.

Use the Film glossary 
weblink in your 
eBookPLUS to find terms 
commonly used in the 
film industry. 
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from Of Mice and Men
by George Steinbeck
A few miles south of Soledad, the Salinas River drops in close to the 
hill-side bank and runs deep and green. The water is warm too, for it has 
slipped twinkling over the yellow sands in the sunlight before reaching 
the narrow pool. On one side of the river the golden foothill slopes curve 
up to the strong and rocky Gabilan mountains, but on the valley side the 
water is lined with trees — willows fresh and green with every spring, 
carrying in their lower leaf junctures the debris of the winter’s flooding; 
and sycamores with mottled, white, recumbent limbs and branches that 
arch over the pool. On the sandy bank under the trees the leaves lie deep 
and so crisp that a lizard makes a great skittering if he runs among them. 
Rabbits come out of the brush to sit on the sand in the evening, and 
the damp flats are covered with the night tracks of ‘coons, and with the 
spread pads of dogs from the ranches, and with the split-wedge tracks of 
deer that come to drink in the dark.

There is a path through the willows and among the syca mores, a path 
beaten hard by boys coming down from the ranches to swim in the 
deep pool, and beaten hard by tramps who come wearily down from 
the highway in the evening to jungle-up near water. In front of the low 
horizontal limb of a giant sycamore there is an ash-pile made by many 
fires; the limb is worn smooth by men who have sat on it.

Evening of a hot day started the little wind to moving among the 
leaves. The shade climbed up the hills toward the top. On the sand-banks 
the rabbits sat as quietly as little grey, sculptured stones. And then from 
the direction of the state highway came the sound of footsteps on crisp 
sycamore leaves. The rabbits hurried noiselessly for cover. A stilted heron 
laboured up into the air and pounded down river. For a moment the 
place was lifeless, and then two men emerged from the path and came 
into the opening by the green pool. They had walked in single file down 
the path, and even in the open one stayed behind the other. Both were 
dressed in denim trousers and in denim coats with brass buttons. Both 
wore black, shape less hats and both carried tight blanket rolls slung over 
their shoulders. The first man was small and quick, dark of face, with 
restless eyes and sharp, strong features. Every part of him was defined: 
small, strong hands, slender arms, a thin and bony nose. Behind him 

The omniscient narrator point of 
view is used in this story. (1) 

The river and its path are idyllic. 
The setting is peaceful and natural. 
They are real places. (3–11)

Spring symbolises new life, a fresh 
start. (8)

Note the animal cast that the 
author assembles — all peaceful, 
non-threatening. (12–16)

’coons: raccoons (14)

These are details that firmly place 
the novel in the Great Depression 
— the place is regularly used by 
tramps. (19, 21–22)

This specific noun group 
structurally shifts our focus to a 
specific time — the preceding two 
paragraphs are general. (23)

This simile reaffirms the idyllic 
setting. (25)

Senses other than sight help the 
reader ‘feel’ the setting. (26–27)

Details that establish the two as 
drifters or hoboes (31–34)
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The word follower implies that 
the second man is subservient 
to the first. (41)

This is the second comparison 
of the man with an animal. (45)

Colloquial speech suggests a 
lack of education. (49)

Activities . . .

Understanding the context of setting
Getting started
 1 a  There is much contextual evidence in the passage that Steinbeck is personally 

familiar with this spot. Do you agree? Find evidence to support your stance.
b  Identify the specific place names used by Steinbeck and try to locate them on 

a map of California. Use Google Maps if you can. Do a Google image search to 
check whether the Salinas River and Salinas Valley still resemble Steinbeck’s 
descriptions of them in this extract.

 2 a  Does the clearing in which George and Lennie find themselves seem to be a 
positive or negative place? Which words or phrases give you this feeling?

b  Do you feel that you, the reader, will respond differently to this descriptive 
opening if you live in the countryside rather than the city? Why or why not?

Working through
 3 Imagine that the setting — the place and time — is a human character. Is the 

character male or female? How would you describe this character’s personality?

interpreting the context of setting
Getting started
 4 Create a half-page Y-chart for the setting. The top section will contain a list of 

words that relate to what the setting looks like; the left-hand side of the Y will 
describe what it sounds like; and the right-hand side will interpret how it feels. 
Fill in the sections using words from the text.

walked his oppo site, a huge man, shapeless of face, with large, pale eyes, 
with wide, sloping shoulders; and he walked heavily, drag ging his feet a 
little, the way a bear drags his paws. His arms did not swing at his sides, 
but hung loosely and only moved because the heavy hands were pendula.

The first man stopped short in the clearing, and the fol lower nearly 
ran over him. He took off his hat and wiped the sweat-band with his 
forefinger and snapped the mois ture off. His huge companion dropped 
his blankets and flung himself down and drank from the surface of the 
green pool; drank with long gulps, snorting into the water like a horse. 
The small man stepped nervously beside him. ‘Lennie!’ he said sharply. 
‘Lennie, for God’s sakes don’t drink so much.’ Lennie continued to snort 
into the pool. The small man leaned over and shook him by the shoulder. 
‘Lennie. You gonna be sick like you was last night.’

Lennie dipped his whole head under, hat and all, and then he sat up 
on the bank and his hat dripped down on his blue coat and ran down his 
back. ‘Tha’s good,’ he said. ‘You drink some, George. You take a good big 
drink.’ He smiled happily.

George unslung his bundle and dropped it gently on the bank. ‘I ain’t 
sure it’s good water,’ he said. ‘Looks kinda scummy.’

Lennie dabbled his big paw in the water and wiggled his fingers so the 
water arose in little splashes; rings wid ened across the pool to the other 
side and came back again. Lennie watched them go. ‘Look, George. 
Look what I done.’
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need to KnoW
personification a device used 
in writing by which objects are 
treated as if they have human 
qualities

simile a direct comparison 
between two different things, 
using the words like or as

metaphor a figure of speech 
in which something is said to 
be another thing; it is not just 
like another thing

 5 Although the clearing seems peaceful, George notices something about the 
water that Lennie does not: it ‘looks kinda scummy’. What do George and 
Lennie’s different reactions suggest about their characters?

Working through
 6 Steinbeck uses language that appeals to various senses, so we call this sensuous 

language. Which of the senses are appealed to in this extract? Which sense 
dominates? Explain.

 7 Identify two examples of Steinbeck’s use of personification in the third 
paragraph. Write out each one, and then identify what impression or feeling you 
think the author is trying to create with this personification.

 8 Steinbeck uses many poetic techniques, such as similes and metaphors — both 
forms of comparison that help to characterise the object being compared. 
a Which two animals is Lennie compared with in the extract?
b What impression of Lennie do you gain from these comparisons?
c Steinbeck’s novel is firmly anchored in the place and time of his writing. 

Imagine recasting the opening paragraph with Australian details such as gum 
trees and other native vegetation and a cast of Australian animals. Would 
making the context Australian change how you, as a reader, feel about two 
tramp/swagmen characters? How and why?

d How would it change the way in which the author describes their characters?
 9 Given the animal cast that Steinbeck has assembled in this setting, why do you 

think he chose to compare Lennie with animals? Would non-animal comparisons 
be as effective in this setting?

10 Steinbeck also uses stylistic devices such as sentence length to position us on 
both setting and character. How are George and Lennie contrasted via sentence 
length and style?

11 Both George and Lennie are characterised by the way they speak. What does this 
tell us about the characters?

Going further
12 Why do you think Steinbeck chooses to introduce his two main characters in this 

setting? Are they in harmony with it, or at odds with it? Explain.

creating and responding to the context of setting
Getting started 
13 If your class is reading a set novel, locate a key setting in this novel, possibly near 

the very beginning. Create at least seven questions that relate to how the author 
positions you on this setting. The questions will be like the ones you did in the 
section ‘Interpreting the context of setting’.

Working through
14 a  Swap your questions from question 13 with a partner (or share them via a 

blog) and answer each other’s questions.
b Review your questions on the basis of your partner’s responses.

Going further
15 Rewrite at least two paragraphs of the setting by judiciously changing  

details in order to create a different mood. Alternatively, create a  
setting of your own. See the Wordsmith on Impressionist  
description on page 82 for some hints on how to do this.
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Avatar — setting in a film
Avatar is set on a wondrous world called Pandora. This is also the name of a woman in 
Greek mythology who opened a box that she was meant to keep closed. By opening it, 
she released all of humanity’s troubles into the world. 

One of the key reasons Avatar was such a success was the way it effectively created 
a very exotic and symbolically significant setting. To work its magic, film uses both the 
conventions of written texts (dialogue, and sometimes a narrative voice) and of drama 
(the reader is shown what happens, as on a stage). 

How does the creators’ and viewers’ context affect the way this film was crafted and 
how it is viewed? The modern viewer is probably aware of environmental debates in 
the world and may be aware of the historical parallels in the name of the planet — 
parallels the film-makers certainly hope will help the viewer connect to ideas in the 
film. Other contextual connections the viewer may make are the lush landscapes of 
Pandora (which is rainforest like) and the fabulous mountains, which resemble the 
karst mountains of China.

Image A. This extreme long shot shows the aerial-floating islands of Pandora and one of the 
modern flying machines.

Image B. This extreme long shot shows a flying machine with a more terrestrial landscape.

langUage link
Juxtaposing unusual 
visual elements
An effective way for creators 
of texts to influence how a 
reader may interpret a text 
is by juxtaposition. This 
means the placement of two 
objects (or ideas) near each 
other in order to suggest 
that they are closely related 
or strongly contrasting.

In many of the setting shots 
in Avatar, the lush natural 
environment is juxtaposed 
with high-tech flying 
machines. This highlights the 
idea of the clash between the 
natural environment and the 
technology of human society.

Look for juxtaposition in 
other texts.

need to KnoW
conventions standard or 
traditional ways of doing 
or seeing something; the 
accepted rules and formats 
of writing and other creative 
pursuits

extreme long shot a camera 
shot that gives a broad 
perspective and presents a 
long-distance view of a scene. 
Human figures, if present, are 
diminished and it is difficult to 
determine details about the 
person or persons. Such shots 
can also be called establishing 
shots because they help 
contextualise and establish 
setting.
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literatUre link
comparing group representations

 ● Avatar is a film that explores a common theme in many texts: that of conflict between 
technology or machinery and nature. Such conflicts are often represented as clashes 
between native people and technologically advanced invaders. 

 ● The Disney animated feature Pocahontas is very similar to Avatar in its valuing of ‘nature’, as 
represented by the native Americans. 

 ● An example of people who resisted technological change was the group known as the 
Luddites in early nineteenth-century England. They actually smashed weaving looms in 
textile factories because they feared losing their jobs and their way of life.  

 ● Closer to home, the 2004 film Rabbit-Proof Fence demonstrates the cruel blindness of 
government policy regarding the Stolen Generations. In the historical, social and cultural 
context of the 1930s, Mr Neville, the ‘chief protector of Aboriginals’, was able to publicly say 
such things as ‘we need to breed the Aborigine out’. Earlier texts about Aboriginal peoples 
often portrayed Australia’s Indigenous peoples in very negative ways.

Compare and evaluate a range of representations of native groups in texts from 
different historical periods. For example, you might like to contrast the view of native 
Americans presented in 1940s and 1950s Westerns with that of Kevin Costner’s film from 
the 1990s, Dances with Wolves.

Activities . . . 

Understanding and interpreting visual texts
Getting started
 1 What is the most unusual aspect of what you see in Image A?
 2 How is this setting ‘unearthly’?
 3 Look carefully at Image B. Imagine that you wanted to describe this to a blind 

person. Write the description you would say.
 4 What evidence about the time period is presented in the images? How does this 

set the time or era?
 5 Create a half page Y-chart for the setting. The top section will contain your list 

of words for what the setting looks like; the left-hand side of the Y will describe 
what it sounds like, and the right-hand side will interpret how it feels to you.

Working through
 6 What is suggested by the contrast of the natural and wild floating islands and 

the modern flying machine in the first image?
 7 Why might the film’s writers have chosen to call the planet Pandora?
 8 Settings are often established by extreme long shots. Why are such shots an 

effective setting or orientating shot?
 9 Could a close-up also work to help establish setting? If so, how? If not, why not?
10 The contrast between wild and very natural environments and the technological 

flying machines suggests a clash between the modern technological world and 
nature. Do you agree? Explain.

Going further
11 If there is a message, how does the way in which setting is established in this 

film help to contextualise it?
12 Such a message is relevant to and contextualised by our modern world. Explain 

how Avatar connects with some modern concerns on planet Earth.

langUage link
positioning through 
language 
Avatar is not just the name 
of a highly successful film; 
it is also a word that means 
‘an appearance of a Hindu 
deity (god) on Earth; a 
representation of an idea, 
concept, or object; or a 
person in another reality’. In 
virtual reality, for example, 
an avatar is a three-
dimensional image of a real-
world person. Players create 
avatars in Wii. It is therefore 
a very good title for the film 
because it works literally 
(the humans interact with 
the Na’vi through avatars) 
and implicitly (the word 
positions the audience to 
accept the other-worldly 
qualities of this story and its 
setting).

Name one other film with 
a title that you feel is 
significant. Explain what is 
significant about the title.
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Wordsmith . . .

iMpressionistic description
Creating a setting usually involves description. All written description is about 
translating perceptions into words. It involves an object that is seen, heard, felt or 
otherwise sensed, and an observer. Impressionistic description (compared with 
objective description) is about the mood or feeling evoked in the observer by the 
object. It’s also about the mood or emotion that the author wants the reader to 
share. Because impressionistic description is emotional in its intent, it is usually more 
effective than purely objective description.

Impressionistic descriptions that include carefully selected details lead the reader to 
infer emotion and mood. As Steinbeck demonstrates, impressionistic description:

 ● relies on a strong sense of place. This is why writers often tell would-be writers to write 
what they know. Credible texts are anchored in a sense of a real context, even if set 
on a remote planet light-years from Earth.

 ● relies on sensuous language. Note how Steinbeck’s description is more than merely 
visual: 

  .  .  .  the Salinas River drops in close to the hill-side bank and runs deep and green. The 
water is warm too, for it has slipped twinkling over the yellow sands in the sunlight 
before reaching the narrow pool.

 ● often focuses on a particular emotion or sense. In the Steinbeck passage, many of the 
details relate to warmth (warm/twinkling/sunlight), and for many readers this would 
equate to contentment.

 ● is rarely static but usually involves action and movement. Consider how the water 
in the Salinas River drops in close  .  .  .  and runs deep and green and has slipped 
twinkling  .  .  .  before reaching the narrow pool. Note later how: 

  under the trees the leaves lie deep and so crisp that a lizard makes a great 
skittering if he runs among them. 

 ● uses figurative language. It thus connects what is there with what is imagined or 
visualised. Steinbeck, for example, writes that  on the sand-banks the rabbits sat as 
quietly as little grey, sculptured stones — a simile that suggests the quiet and repose 
of a churchyard or a Japanese garden.

over to yoU …

Think of a place that matters to you, ideally a natural one. Using the guidelines above, 
create an impressionistic description of this place in 250–300 words.

My view . . .
What is the role of narrative setting in terms of how the context of situation is 
designed? How does the text creator’s context often influence the creation of 
setting? Is setting the most important part of a narrative’s context? Why or why 
not?

Interactivity: 
You be the writer: 
Similes 
Searchlight ID: int-3058 
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the context of social circUMstances
How do a society’s prevailing beliefs and values relate to 
context?
In the film War Games, when Matthew Broderick’s character hacks into the US 
Department of Defence’s mainframe computer, it is credible because he is a very 
talented computer geek. He comes from a wealthy family but is something of a 
non-conformist. Other aspects of character and plot that are significant are the 
government’s somewhat clumsy and cumbersome attempts to imprison Broderick’s 
character and their systemic response to the threat of war — they don’t realise the 
computer is playing a game.

The extracts that follow are from two novels set in Australia and written by 
Australian novelists. Both rely on a situational context in which particular sets of beliefs 
and values are operating.

Social circumstances
We saw how the context of a story’s setting — its where and when — can have 
a strong influence on how a reader interprets character. The author’s social 
circumstances can also influence the crafting of his or her characters. 

The person telling the story
The extracts that follow use the two most common narrative approaches to 
constructing a story in text: the third-person and the first-person narrative. Ella’s Gift 
uses the third person, where an unnamed/omniscient narrator who is not in the story 
tells us what happened, while Looking for Alibrandi uses Josie’s first-person voice — she 
is both character and narrator.

3.3

literatUre link
context in looking 
for alibrandi
Looking for Alibrandi was 
published in 1992 and is the 
author Melina Marchetta’s 
first novel. As with many 
other first novels, much 
of the material in it is 
drawn from the author’s 
own experiences; these 
are the experiences of an 
independent, strong-willed 
and intelligent young 
woman growing up at a 
time when Australia is still 
coming to terms with its 
multiculturalism. It is a novel 
that asks the reader to think 
about, among other things, 
the immigrant experience.

Research Melina 
Marchetta’s life and read 
one of her more recent 
novels.

Narrator Pronouns Advantages Disadvantages

First person I, me, my, 
we, our

The narrator is an eyewitness 
to events. This makes readers 
feel as if they are there.

The narrator cannot know 
everything about the other 
characters. All the major action 
has to take place around the 
main character.

Second 
person

you, your The reader becomes a 
character in the story, or the 
narrator might temporarily 
make the reader stand in his 
or her shoes. If done briefly in 
a first-person narrative, it’s like 
being pulled into the story for 
a little while.

It is an unusual form of 
storytelling, and it is very 
difficult to tell an entire story 
in this way. The reader may not 
accept being a character in the 
story. 

Third person  
 — omniscient  
(knows, sees 
and hears 
everything)

he, she, they, 
his, her, their 

It helps the reader understand 
all aspects of the characters 
and the world of the story.

The narrator may sound too 
detached, or too objective, so 
the reader may be less likely to 
become involved in the story.

Third person 
— limited

he, she, they, 
his, her, their

The narrator tells the story in 
the third person but tells us 
only what is experienced and 
felt by a single character. This 
can help give the reader the 
impression that they are part 
of the story.

Like first-person narration, the 
reader cannot see everything 
that occurs. You also have to 
‘hang out’ only with the main 
character, which is a problem 
if you don’t like this character 
much.

need to KnoW
social circumstances the 
prevailing and identifying 
characteristics of a particular 
society or group of people

Use the Melina 
Marchetta weblink in 
your eBookPLUS to read a 
bio of the author.
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from Ella’s Gift
by Casey Lever
She was a small child when 
it had become obvious that 
there was something strange 
about her. The visions had 
started about the time that 
she had survived the car 
accident which had claimed 
the life of her father, Neil. For 
weeks afterwards Ella relived 
the crash, a perfectly normal 
phenomenon, according to 
the doctors. They tried all 
sorts of therapy — nothing 
helped. By chance, Clare 
noticed that the night her 
tiny daughter didn’t wear 
her father’s cross around her 
neck she didn’t have any visions. She felt awful — she had been the one 
who had threaded the tiny gold cross onto one of Ella’s necklaces in 
the hope that it would com fort her. Other clues made her suspicious, 
until finally she began to understand that something out of the ordinary 
was occurring. Clare had been reluctant to believe in the supernatural; 
certainly there was no evidence to suggest Ella had psychic ability. She 
spent long hours discussing it with Neil’s parents, but still it took them 
some time, and more than one ugly incident, to pinpoint what was 
actually happening. All three of them had been sceptical, then in turn, 
fearful. Finally Clare faced the truth — objects which were somehow 
connected to traumatic or emotional events sometimes triggered a 
reaction in Ella. Clare had no idea what to do about it, so she went with 
her first instinct and kept it secret, trying to minimise Ella’s interactions 
with other people and protect her from anyone finding out about her. 
As a result Ella had grown up knowing she was different, somehow not 
even expecting to fit in.

Ella’s involvement in the Travers case had been hard on all of them, 
Ella most of all, and confirmed every anxiety Clare had ever had. That’s 
why they’d left Victoria behind them. That’s why they’d come here 
where no one knew anything about her. Sound logic — but now Clare 
couldn’t see why they couldn’t socialise more, put down some roots. Ella 
lost count of the different ways she phrased it but all of them meant 
the same thing — expose herself to more pain. True, Clare knew more 
about her than anyone, but she didn’t really understand. No one did. Of 
course Ella didn’t want to be different to everyone else. She didn’t exactly 
enjoy feeling like a freak. If she could have got away with just pretending 
she was the same as everyone else she would have done. But Ella’s gift 
wasn’t easy to hide. Not from anyone who got close. She knew how it 
went. It started off in a moment, say, when you helped someone pick up 

Factual detail is used to 
impose a time structure on the 
narrative. (1)

This lets the reader know the 
problems date back to early 
childhood — there is no quick 
fix to the problem. (3–4)

Implies something out of the 
ordinary (4)

The crash is understood by the 
reader to mean a car accident. 
(10)

Therapy suggests deep-seated 
psychological issues. (13)

This is a contextual clue to 
the modern setting of this 
story: this is an era when 
personal therapy is acceptable. 
Interestingly, modern society 
is troubled by the idea 
that someone has visions, 
whereas in medieval times, for 
example, this would have been 
acceptable. (18)

The language choices make us 
empathise with Ella’s oddity. 
(21,22)

Third-person omniscient 
narration allows the writer to 
present both Ella’s and her 
mother’s perspectives. (27–29)

This exposition gives the 
reader information needed to 
understand why Ella feels and 
thinks as she does. (29–33)

The character is under pressure 
— it’s a significant test. (37–41)

Note Ella’s perception that 
she is a freak. Ella is the more 
significant focus of the writing. 
(41–44)

Her difference is seen as 
freakish. Is this something that 
has been true for centuries? (43)
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A simile that helps cement the 
negativity that Ella feels (50–51)

Simple flat declarative 
sentences help the reader see 
how Ella feels. (51–52)

First-person narration allows 
us to enter the mind of the 
character. (1–13)

An aside that allows Josephine 
to comment on her own 
character (11–13)

We assume, because of our 
prior knowledge of education, 
that she is doing a school test. 
(7–8, 15–17)

Does Josephine’s language 
sound like a modern 
teenager’s? (20–25)

An immediate clue to the 
Catholic school context (23)

The teacher’s sarcasm helps to 
characterise her. (26–27)

A humorous but perhaps 
malicious piece of   
self-characterisation (28–31)

The physical and less than 
flattering description of the 
teacher continues to seek to 
position the reader. (33)

Verbs that evaluate and judge 
the teacher (35,36)

something they’d dropped. After that they’d say hello and come and sit 
with you at lunchtimes. Next thing they’d be noticing things and asking 
questions and then something would happen and they’d tell everyone 
you were weird and you’d end up feeling like something that sticks to 
your boot. That was why she didn’t have any friends. That was why she 
didn’t even want any.

from Looking for 
Alibrandi
by Melina Marchetta
Panic was my first reaction to 
the multiple choice options 
which lay on my desk in 
front of me. I glanced at the 
students around me before 
turning back to question 
three. I hated multiple 
choice. Yet I didn’t want to 
get question three wrong. 
I didn’t want to get any of 
them wrong. The outcome 
would be way too devastating 
for my sense of being.

So I began with elimination. 
‘D’ was completely out of the 
question as was ‘A’, so that 
left ‘B’ and ‘C’. I pondered
both for quite a while and just as I was about to make my final decision 
I heard my name being called.

‘Josephine?’
‘Huh?’
‘I think you mean ‘I beg your pardon’ don’t you, dear?’
‘I beg your pardon, Sister.’
‘What are you doing? You’re reading, aren’t you, young lady?’
‘Um  .  .  .  yeah.’
‘Um, yeah? Excellent, Josephine. I can see you walking away with the 

English prize this year. Now stand up.’
So my final school year began. I had promised myself that I would be 

a saint for this year alone. I would make the greatest impression on my 
teachers and become the model student. I knew it would all fail. But just 
not on the first day.

Sister Gregory walked towards me and when she was so close that 
I could see her moustache, she held out her hand.

‘Show me what you’re reading.’
I handed it to her and watched her mouth purse itself together and 

her nostrils flare in triumph because she knew she was going to get me.
She skimmed it and then handed it back to me. I could feel my heart 

beating fast.
‘Read from where you were up to.’
I picked up the magazine and cleared my throat.
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‘ ‘‘What kind of a friend are you?’’  ’ I read from Hot Pants magazine.
She looked at me pointedly.
‘ ‘‘You are at a party”,’ I began with a sigh, ‘ “And your best friend’s 

good-looking, wealthy and successful boyfriend tries to make a pass. Do 
you: A — Smile obligingly and steal away into the night via the back 
door; B — Throw your cocktail all over his Country Road suit; C — 
Quietly explain the loyalty you have towards your friend; D — Tell your 
friend instantly, knowing that she will make a scene”.’

You can understand, now, why I found it hard to pick between ‘B’ and 
‘C’.

‘May I ask what this magazine has to do with my religion class, Miss?’
‘Religion?’
‘Yes, dear,’ she continued in her sickeningly sarcastic tone. ‘The one we 

are in now.’
‘Well  .  .  .  quite a lot, Sister.’
I heard snickers around me as I tried to make up as much as I could 

along the way.
Religion class, first period Monday morning, is the place to try to pull 

the wool over the eyes of Sister Gregory. (She kept her male saint’s name 
although the custom went out years ago. She probably thinks it will get 
her into heaven. I don’t think she realises that feminism has hit religion 
and that the female saints in heaven are probably also in revolt.)

‘Would you like to explain yourself, Josephine?’
I looked around the classroom watching everyone shrug ging almost 

sympathetically.
They thought I was beaten.
‘We were talking about the Bible, right?’
‘I personally think that you don’t know what we’ve been talking about, 

Josephine. I think you’re trying to fool me.’
The nostrils flared again.
Sister Gregory is famous for nostril-flaring. Once I com mented to 

someone that she must have been a horse in another life. She overheard 
and scolded me, saying that, as a Catholic, I shouldn’t believe in 
reincarnation.

‘Fool you, Sister? Oh, no. It’s just that while you were speaking I 
remembered the magazine. You were talking about today’s influences 
that affect our Christian lives, right?’

Anna, one of my best friends, turned to face me and nodded slightly.
‘And?’
‘Well, Sister, this magazine is a common example,’ I said, picking it 

up and showing everyone. ‘It’s full of rubbish. It’s full of questionnaires 
that insult our intelligence. Do you think they have articles titled “Are 
you a good Christian?” or “Do you love your neighbour?”. No. They have 
articles titled “Do you love your sex life?” knowing quite well that the 
average age of the reader is fourteen. Or “Does size count?” and let me 
assure you, Sister, they are not referring to his height  .  .  .’

The magazine title is fictional 
but it sounds like a magazine 
for teenage girls. (41)

Clarifies that the setting is 
modern-era Australia (46)

This is not said out loud — it’s a 
humorous aside in her recount 
of the incident. (49–50)

Another context clue to the 
time and place. Such an 
attitude towards authority 
in a school, say, in Dickens’s 
time (1800s) would have been 
unacceptable. (55)

Another aside by the writer in 
brackets helps to position the 
reader regarding Josie. (59–62)

Feminism broadly identifies the 
era: post 1960s. (61)

The writer reinforces the 
positive positioning about her 
quick wits by showing approval 
from another character. Anna is 
also helping Josephine out. (78)

This innuendo (a joke with 
a sexual implication) is also 
meant to position us favourably  
towards Josephine and 
her quick-wittedness in 
outsmarting the sister. (85–86)
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Activities . . .

Understanding and interpreting the texts
Getting started
 1 a  Find a quote in the extract from Ella’s Gift that clearly defines for you the 

nature of her gift.
b  How does the modern context of Ella’s Gift make acceptable to a reader the 

idea of therapy for having visions and such? 
 2 Why have Ella and her mother moved away from Victoria?
 3 a  Clare, Ella’s mother, wants them to socialise more in their new home. Ella does 

not. Why?
b Ella’s gift makes her a ‘freak’. How do you feel about a society that distrusts 

people who have a significant difference?
 4 The extract from Looking for Alibrandi does not make direct statements about 

Josie’s situation or setting; you make a number of guesses (inferences) about her 
character and where she is from clues in the text. Based on the novel extract, 
and on your understanding of her social situation, sum up who and where 
Josie is.

Working through
 5 Despite being in very different situations, Ella and Josie share a number 

of similarities: they are both female, for example. List at least three other 
similarities.

 6 a List three ways in which they are different.
b How are their circumstances (which are part of their cultural context) similar 

and different?
 7 What kind of character do you think Josephine (Josie) is, based on her dialogue 

with the sister?
 8 Given that Casey Lever does not use dialogue in the extract from Ella’s Gift, how 

has she chosen to reveal Ella’s character?

Going further
 9 A person who is forceful and action-oriented may be labelled ‘assertive’ or even 

‘aggressive’, whereas people who tend to react rather than act can be deemed 
‘passive’. Someone who needs to interact with others can be labelled ‘social’ or 
‘extroverted’. Which of the labels would you apply to Josie and which to Ella? 
Why?

analysing character and social circumstances
Getting started
10 In the opening sentence of Ella’s Gift, readers are clearly told that there was 

‘something strange about her’. The third-person narrator uses language to 
reinforce Ella’s strangeness. Skim the text and identify all the instances of words 
that relate to strangeness or Ella’s oddity. Don’t forget that words identifying 
normality also count, because they stand in opposition to Ella’s being ‘strange’.

11  Humour is a key device in Looking for Alibrandi. How does the fact that Josie 
seems quick-witted and something of a rebel make you feel about her?

12 We accept Josie’s character and interactions with authority (Sister Gregory) 
because we understand the book has a reasonably modern context. 
a Would it be more difficult to accept this behaviour in a novel set in the 

nineteenth century?
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b What would happen to a girl in a nineteenth-century novel who challenged 
authority?

13 Why would Melina Marchetta want you to empathise with Josie?

Working through
14 Melina Marchetta deliberately encourages readers to believe, at first, that the 

multiple-choice questions confronting Josie are part of an important test; then 
one realises they are part of a teen magazine quiz on friendship.
a How did this prompt you to feel about Josie?
b Was it amusing to you? Explain.
c Did you feel the author had tricked you? Explain.
d How was the context involved in making this trickery work?

15 In an aside (‘So my final school year began  .  .  .  ’), Josie comments on her own 
character in a humorous way. This aside shares some of the characteristics of the 
third-person style of narration, where the author is able to knowingly comment 
on the characters.
a How are you meant to feel about Josie when she says: ‘I knew it would all 

fail  .  .  .  just not on the first day.’
b What comment is the author making on Josie’s rebellious nature? Does Josie 

like who she is?
c This self-criticism by a character lets an author create a tension within the 

character — an internal conflict. Why is self-doubt or internal conflict helpful 
to an author in terms of encouraging a reader to keep reading?

16 Josie is actually in a religion class. Do you feel it was appropriate for her to be 
reading Hot Pants magazine? Why or why not?

17 Given that this novel was intended for a young adult audience, do you think the 
author meant to be deliberately provocative in having Josie do this? Explain.

Going further
18 Why do you think the scene in Looking for Alibrandi is set in a school? Could 

the author achieve a similar characterisation of Josie by setting her behaviour 
somewhere else, such as a church, youth group or casual workplace?

19 Both characters, Ella and Josie, seem very self-aware. Explain how the writer 
achieves this.

creating and responding to characters in context
Getting started
20 If your class is reading a set novel, locate a key section in this novel that helps to 

characterise one of the major characters. Create at least seven questions related 
to how the author positions you to feel and think about the character in this 
setting. The questions will be like the ones you have just done in the section 
‘Analysing character and social circumstances’.

Working through
21 a  Swap questions with a partner (or share them via a blog) and  

answer each other’s questions.
b Then review your questions on the basis of feedback.

Going further
21 Choose one of the extracts and rewrite a small section, using an  

alternative point-of-view. How does this alter the narrative and  
the role of the main character within it?
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Creating the context for a great story
The structural arrangement and sequencing of narrative events is known as the plot. It is 
the plot that encourages a reader to keep reading to find out what happens and why.

Modern readers have expectations about how plots work. We have all read picture 
books, comic books and novels, and watched films, so without thinking about it we 
know that most plots have a logical arrangement: a beginning, middle and end. If 
we break this down further, a traditional story structure and plot follow a pattern of 
orientation, complication, climax and resolution. When one of these is not handled 
successfully, we instinctively know it. If you have ever watched a film or read a book 
and groaned aloud at the ending, it is highly likely that the plot was not satisfactorily 
resolved.

Plots are often determined by the time and place of their text’s construction. Plots 
in novels of earlier periods, such as the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, tended 
to obey different fashions from those of many modern stories. They also responded to 
the beliefs and values of their time; thus Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and many 
other novels of this time agonise over making the right marriage. 

The plot of Orwell’s Animal Farm makes use of historical events of the twentieth 
century, such as the struggle for power between Stalin and Trotsky. The credible plot 
and storyline of Marchetta’s Looking for Alibrandi derive partly from the difficulties 
faced by Italian immigrants when settling in Australia, particularly after World War II, 
and some of the personal circumstances of the author’s own life. Steinbeck based plot 
elements of his novels on people he had met and real places and events in his world.

To Kill a Mockingbird, by Harper Lee, is a story about fear and prejudice during the 
1930s in the close-knit Southern US town of Maycomb. The novel was released in 1960, 
a dark period in American history, when African-Americans were fighting for basic 
rights, such as the right to vote and go to the school of their choice.

By setting the story during a biased court case, in which a black man named Tom 
Robinson is accused of assaulting a white woman, Lee put a human face on the civil 
rights issue. Representing the fear and confusion felt by many readers of the time was 
the protagonist of To Kill a Mockingbird, a plucky young girl named Jean Louise Finch, 
or ‘Scout’ for short. Along with her brother Jem and their friend Dill, Scout manages 
to uncover the truth of not one but two mysteries over the course of the novel: Is Tom 
Robinson really guilty of the crime for which he’s being tried? And what is the truth 
behind Maycomb’s resident bogeyman, Boo Radley? These two mysteries form the 
novel’s plot and subplot.

Although To Kill a Mockingbird challenged many of the social conventions of the 
time in which it was written, the novel follows a traditional story structure, as the plot 
diagram on the following pages shows. It is within this structure that Harper Lee has 
developed the context of beliefs and values.

literatUre link
engaging with texts: conflict within narrative 
Narratives thrive on conflict because without challenges or problems, a story simply 
shrivels and dies. Conflict keeps readers reading because they want to know how 
the conflict is resolved. Two fundamental types of conflict exist: external and internal 
conflict. Both can exist at the same time. Sully, in the film Avatar, for example, faces an 
internal conflict over whether he will betray his marine heritage and ultimately his fellow 
humans or not; and an external conflict with the forces of technological destruction that 
seek to ruin the Na’vi’s culture.

Identify a key internal and 
external conflict in the text you 
are studying. Think about how 
this conflict drives the narrative in 
terms of keeping you reading (or 
viewing) but also in terms of how 
attempting to resolve the conflict is 
an important part of the plot.
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Orientation
➤ The novel’s setting is made clear, and the main characters are introduced.

In chapters 1–3, the reader meets Scout, the book’s narrator, as well as 
her brother Jem and her father Atticus, residents of the ‘tired old town’ 
of Maycomb. The only exciting thing about the town, it seems, is a local 

resident (and supposed 
bogeyman) named Boo 
Radley, whom the children 
are determined to force 
outside.

Scout is just starting 
school, and is disappointed 
when she has a run-in 
with her new teacher over 
the fact that she already 
knows how to read. When 
she tells her father about 
her disappointment, he 
consoles her by explaining, 

You never really understand a person until you consider things from his point of 
view .  .  . until you climb into his skin and walk around in it. This quote forms the 
basis for Scout’s character arc during the course of the story.

Complication/s
➤ Problems or challenges arise for the main character/s, propelling the story forward.

In chapters 4–8, the novel’s subplot is explored. The children’s first real 
encounter with Boo Radley is when he begins leaving presents for Scout 
and Jem in the hollow of a tree outside his house. When they try to visit 
the Radley place after dark, however, Mr Radley — Boo’s father — shoots 
at them, scaring Jem so much that he loses his pants on a fence. When 
he returns later that night, however, he finds the pants mended and 
folded neatly. Jem wants to leave a ‘thank you’ note in the hollow of the 
tree outside the Radley house, but Mr Radley has already filled it in with 
cement, thereby cutting off communication between the children and 
their mysterious neighbour.

Between chapters 9 and 15, the novel’s plot — about the trial of Tom 
Robinson — is introduced. Scout is angry and confused when a classmate 
announces that her father defended niggers, and wants to defend his 
honour. Later on, however, Atticus explains that the children were 
referring to an African-American named Tom Robinson, whom he will be 
defending in court. Tom Robinson has been accused of raping a white 
woman named Mayella Ewell. One night, Scout finds her friend Dill hiding 
under her bed, and Atticus agrees to allow him to stay for the summer.
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Complications
Chapters 15–22 deal with what is, from the outset, an unjust court case against Tom 
Robinson. Many of the townsfolk would have preferred not to have a court case at 
all, but to lynch (hang) Tom prior to his trial. Having been forced to proceed with the 
trial, the prosecutor’s case is weak. Mayella Ewell is clearly a victim of neglect and 
abuse by her father rather than the defendant. While the children believe the case is 
going well, Atticus and the other adults — who understand the power of prejudice 
in the town — know that, despite overwhelming evidence to the contrary, Tom’s 
guilt has already been decided. When he is finally convicted, Miss Maudie insists that 
the trial was a victory of sorts: the jury had taken a longer time than expected to

convict Tom Robinson. After the trial, there is a 
confrontation between the victim’s father, Bob Ewell, 
and Atticus, in which Bob spits in Atticus’ face.

Chapters 23–5 focus on the aftermath of the trial. 
While Jem begins to question the validity of the judicial 
system, news arrives that Tom Robinson was shot dead 
while trying to escape police custody. In a scathing 
attack on the people of Maycomb, local reporter 
BB Underwood likened Tom’s death to the senseless 
slaughter of songbirds by hunters and children .  .  . 

Tangent
In one of the novel’s many tangents, a rabid dog enters town, and Atticus is 
called to help out. Knowing his father is a pacifist, Jem assumes that Atticus 
won’t be able to help. But Atticus kills the dog with a single shot, and the 
sheriff refers to him as ‘one-shot Finch’.

While Jem begins to view his father as a hero because of the incident, 
Atticus sees killing the dog as a necessity, nothing more, teaching the children 
an important lesson about valuing life. After giving the children air rifles 
for Christmas, he says, Shoot all the bluejays you want, if you can hit ’em, but 
remember it’s a sin to kill a mockingbird. According to Scout’s wise neighbour, 
Miss Maudie, it’s a sin to kill mockingbirds because these birds don’t do one 
thing but make music for us to enjoy.
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Climax
➤ Events come to a head, usually in an exciting fashion.

Chapters 26–9 move quickly. After Bob Ewell vows that he will have revenge on 
Atticus, the children attend their school’s Halloween pageant. On the way home, 
they are attacked by a knife-wielding man, and only manage to escape thanks 
to a shadowy figure who intervenes and carries Jem to safety. When they arrive 
home, Jem — whose arm is broken — is still unconscious, and Scout is shaken 
up. According to the sheriff, their attacker was Bob Ewell, who is now dead, killed 
with his own knife during the scuffle. Scout is surprised when Atticus reveals 
that the man who had saved them is their bogeyman, Boo Radley.

Resolution
➤ With the challenges solved, it’s time to find out all the answers, and what’s in 

store for the characters in the future.

Chapters 30 and 31 tie up a few loose ends. Atticus assumes that it was Jem 
who had killed Bob Ewell, and insists that the truth be told; however, the 
sheriff believes that it was Boo who stabbed the children’s attacker, and 
wants to keep things quiet to protect him, believing that exposing him to the 
inevitable publicity would be a sin. Scout demonstrates newfound maturity 
by  suggesting, .  .  . it’d be sort of like shootin’ a mockingbird .  .  . This maturity 
is confirmed when, after walking Boo to his veranda — something she 
would never have done a year before — she realises she is effectively standing 
in his shoes, and thinks, Atticus was right. One time he said you never really know 
a man until you stand in his shoes and walk around in them.

Just standing on the Radley porch was enough. With this line, the final chapter 
brings to a close one of the book’s major themes — the need to empathise 
with others — demonstrating that Scout’s character arc is complete .  .  . even if 
the town still has a way to go.
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Activities . . . 
Understanding beliefs and values in plot
Getting started
 1 Scout is the novel’s narrator. Is she also the novel’s main character? If not, who is?
 2 What are some beliefs and values that are obvious in To Kill a Mockingbird? 
 3 What events in the novel seem to have the greatest effect on Scout’s character 

arc? In what ways do these events affect Scout’s beliefs and values?
Working through
 4 Although we see the events in To Kill a Mockingbird through the eyes of a six-year 

old, they are described by that character when she is an adult. How might the 
novel have changed if a) Atticus or b) another character had narrated the story? 

 5 Why might the author have chosen to tell a story set in the past, rather than in 
1960, when the novel was published? 

 6 Access a copy of To Kill a Mockingbird from your school or community library. 
Choose two short sections from the novel that show contrasting beliefs and 
values. Explain what these are.

Going further
 7 To Kill a Mockingbird has a number of sub-plots. Why might the author have 

included these? Do they deal with the beliefs and values of the novel’s world?

responding to beliefs and values in plot
Getting started
 8 In pairs, discuss whether the beliefs and values explored in To Kill a Mockingbird 

are still relevant today or are out-of-date.
Working through
 9 Do you think a novel or a film can be a force for change? Are there better ways to 

change negative beliefs and values? Discuss in small groups.
10 ‘If a reader believes in the characters and what happens to them in the plot of a 

novel, they will accept the world that the writer creates without question.’ 
Do you agree with this statement? Support your view with evidence from either 
To Kill a Mockingbird or another novel you have read.

Going further
11 ‘Readers don’t want to be made to think when they read a novel: they want a 

great story and great characters. Writers shouldn’t try to persuade their readers 
to accept a particular world view.’ Do you agree or disagree with this statement? 

literacy link
reading paths
Different texts require different reading 
techniques and reading paths. When reading 
a linear text such as a novel, the reader makes 
meaning from the text according to the 
arrangement and sequencing of the words: 
from left to right and from top to bottom. In 
non-linear and multimodal texts such as a 
webpage, the reading path is not sequential. 
It has been suggested that texts that contain 

visual images are more open to a reader’s 
own construction of meaning than a linear 
text of only words.

Think of how you read a novel and how 
you view a webpage with images and 
other visual displays. Do you believe that 
the way you make meaning from these is 
different?  If so, how?
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Wordsmith . . .
Writing an analytical response
Analytical responses are one of the most common forms of writing expected from 
students. This type of response is used to test knowledge, understanding and the 
ability to interpret, analyse and evaluate. The response must be presented in a logical, 
structured sequence, using examples and quotations from the text.

Analytical writing involves three key stages:
 ● becoming familiar with the text you are studying, including its plot, character, 

setting, themes and style
 ● working out what the question is asking you to focus on
 ● planning, drafting and writing the response.

Most of this unit has related to the first stage, so let’s focus on the final two stages.
An analytical task that focused mainly on theme might be:
‘Although set in the future, the film Avatar champions environmental issues that are 

relevant today. Do you agree or disagree?’
Alternatively, this same focus on theme could be expressed as:
‘The film Avatar is primarily a passionate plea for the values of conservation and 

sustainability. To what extent is this the primary theme of the film?’

Understanding the task
Step 1: Identify the key words in the task. This means you will need to look particularly 
for nouns, noun groups and main verbs. These identify what you have to write about 
and what you have to do. 

Thus in the first statement, you would identify the film Avatar (the text studied), 
the verb champions (meaning ‘to promote’) and environmental issues, future time and 
today. 

The task is argumentative because you can agree or disagree. It is a question that 
requires you to focus on the themes of the film. These themes may be carried through 
other elements of the film such as plot, characterisation and setting, so you will need 
to draw on your knowledge of these as well. Note that it also requires some knowledge 
of, and an opinion on, current environmental issues.

In the second statement, the focus is still on themes but it requires an opinion 
on the primary, or most dominant, theme. Other themes will need to be discussed 
but your analysis must show whether or not you agree that the theme in the 
statement is the dominant one. You will need to provide supporting evidence from 
the film.

Step 2: Before going any further, jot down your opinion on the first statement. Do 
you agree? Why? Do you disagree? Why?
1 Are the following questions focusing on theme, character or style? Justify your 

response after highlighting the key words in each question.
 ● John Steinbeck’s novel Of Mice and Men is a novel about how people deal with 

adversity and broken dreams. Do you agree or disagree?
 ● John Steinbeck’s novel Of Mice and Men is really about two basic human needs: the 

need to dream and the need for a friend. Assess the validity of this statement.
 ● George Orwell uses his novel Animal Farm to explore how greed can lead to the 

destruction of the best intentions. Do you agree or disagree?
 ● Avatar suggests that humans of the future will not have learned to live responsibly 

with their environment. How does the film communicate this to the viewer?
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My view . . .
How important is it for you that a narrative has a world view underpinning it, with 
beliefs and values that create a context for the plot and characters?

2 How would you make use of the concept of context to answer one of the questions on 
page 94? For example, how might the fact that Avatar was crafted in 2009 in the United 
States have influenced the film’s themes? Similarly, how does this context affect the way 
the plot unfolds or the characterisation of the Colonel as bad and the Na’vi as good?

Planning
A common plan for writing this kind of analytical response is shown below.

The 
introduction

A hook or background statement to contextualise the subject matter and 
engage the reader.

Your thesis: do you agree or disagree with the statement? Mention the title 
and author.

Preview your arguments. In a sentence or two, quickly sum up two to four 
main reasons for your thesis. 

Body 
paragraph 1

Topic sentence should identify your first main reason for your thesis.

Elaborate on the reason by explaining it in detail and offer specific examples 
from the text, including quotes.

Include a linking or transition sentence to the next paragraph.

Body 
paragraph 2

Topic sentence should identify second main argument.

Elaboration

Include a linking or transition sentence to the next paragraph.

Body 
paragraph 3

Topic sentence should identify third main argument.

Elaboration

Include a linking or transition sentence to the next paragraph.

Body 
paragraph 4

Topic sentence should identify fourth main argument.

Elaboration

Include a linking or transition sentence to the next paragraph.

Conclusion Restate the thesis and review your key arguments in favour of it.

Concluding sentence

Drafting and writing
 ● Remember not to use phrases such as in my opinion or I think.
 ● Check again that you have answered the question and maintained your opinion/

thesis throughout the essay.
 ● Ensure that your language is formal and sophisticated.
 ● Vary the structure and length of your sentences and ensure they are grammatically 

correct.
 ● Check that the response is properly punctuated and that your spelling is correct.
 ● Check that you have referenced and cited your quotations correctly. See the 

Wordsmith on pages 210–11 in Unit 7 for how to do this.

over to yoU …

Take an analytical response task that you have been set for a study text and follow 
Steps 1 and 2 under the ‘Understanding the task’ heading on page 94.
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coMpose and create
productive focus: writing
Write an analytical response
Write an analytical response of 500–600 words to a set written text or film that you 
have studied with a focus on the context of the work.

Use the Wordsmith on pages 94–5 as a guide to your planning and drafting of your 
response. The Wordsmith on pages 210–11 will also be useful.

Some example questions that focus on the context of a text are:
 ● To Kill a Mockingbird takes its narrative power from both its internal and 

external contexts: the prejudice that exists within the world of the novel in its 
1930s setting and the backdrop of the civil rights movement gaining ground 
in late 1950s America. 

 ● The setting in time and place that Steinbeck brings so powerfully to life in Of 
Mice and Men takes on the role of a character in the novel.

 ● Animal Farm is an allegorical story that relies on an external social, historical 
and cultural context for its narrative power.

 ● Avatar ‘s themes make most sense when we view them through our twenty-
first century lens of a time when our planet’s future is endangered.

 ● Through the character of Josie, Melina Marchetta creates an engaging 
narrative that relies on the social circumstances of Australia’s multicultural 
context for its appeal.

Some key points to remember
 ● Make sure you understand exactly what the question is asking you to do.
 ● Support your views with examples, quotations or other evidence from the text.
 ● Use Australian Standard English throughout your response.
 ● Draft and edit, redraft and proofread for accuracy of spelling, punctuation and 

grammar.
 ● Word-process your final draft, following the formatting and presentation guidelines 

provided by your teacher.

? Self-evaluation . . .
1 What were your goals at the beginning of this unit?
2 What factors have influenced your work during this unit?
3 Did you find any new ways to learn during this unit? What were they?
4 What decisions did you make during your study of this unit that helped you?
5 Did you use technology effectively to help you learn? In what ways?

Worksheet 3.1
doc-10130

Worksheet 3.2
doc-10131

Worksheet 3.3
doc-10132

INDIVIDUAL pAthwAys 

Use the assessment 
criteria rubric to 
guide you through 
your task.
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