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WHAT  IS  BEING  ASKED?
• Success starts with fully understanding 

what the question is asking you. 

• A good answer does not tell the examiner 
everything you have learned about a text.

• A good answer selects from your 
information bank only the information you 
need to answer the question in front of you.

• This means you may come out of the exam 
having used only a percentage of your total 
knowledge.  Frustrating, yes, but if you 
have selected the correct information, you 
will do well.



THE  SELECTION  PROCESS

• Choosing the correct question is the first 

key to success.  To choose wisely, you will 

need to know your texts in depth.  This 

means many readings on your own, not just 

the reading you have done with your 

teacher in class.  Only with that depth of 

knowledge will you be able to select or 

reject questions without undue delay.  



THE  SELECTION  PROCESS
• Once you have decided on a question, re-read the 

question carefully and underline or highlight what 
you think are key words.

• For instance, you may select a question like this:

• Choose a short story or novel in which setting 
features prominently.

• Describe the contribution of the setting and 
then show how this feature helped your 
understanding of the text as a whole.

• Underline the words that are pointing to what the 
essay will be about.  In this case, the words will 
probably be setting figures prominently.  In the 
second line, you will probably also have 
underlined Describe the contribution.



THE  SELECTION  PROCESS

• Notice, however, that there is a second part to the 

question:

• …and then show how this feature helped your 

understanding of the text as a whole.

• In exam questions at this level, you must always 

be ready for this second part to the question.  

Under all the pressure to write down the full 

details of the setting, you mustn’t lose sight of 

that significant second part to the question.  You 

MUST fully answer the second part if you are to 

be successful.



THE  IMPORTANCE  OF  A  PLAN

• A plan will help to ensure that you mention 

all of the relevant points you wish to 

mention and will prevent you from veering 

off course.

• How you plan is entirely up to you.  You 

may wish to use a mind-map or a series of 

bullet points.  Regardless of how you plan, 

the planning process shouldn’t take any 

longer than a few minutes at most.



INTRODUCTIONS (1)

• Establish in your mind the following checklist for 
a successful introduction:

• In your first sentence, make clear the title of the 
text (in inverted commas) and the name of the 
author

• In that same sentence, include some of the key 
words of the question.

• Going back to our earlier question, a successful 
first line might be:

• A novel in which setting figures prominently is 
‘The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde’ 
by Robert Louis Stevenson.



INTRODUCTIONS (2) 

• Follow this with a very brief summary – no more 

than four of five lines at most – of what happens 

in the novel.

• Here, respectable Dr Jekyll, impatient with the 

restraints of respectability, longs to indulge his 

evil desires.  A skilled scientist, he devises a 

potion to transform himself into Mr Hyde, a 

wicked character who lives out Jekyll’s evil 

ambitions.  But instead of finding lasting 

release, Jekyll finds he is on the path to ruin.



INTRODUCTIONS (3)

• Finally, you must address the second part of the 
question to assure the examiner that you have not 
forgotten about that part.

• By drawing attention frequently to the physical 
setting, the time of day and weather, Stevenson 
uses these features of setting to help us 
understand what he is saying about the text as 
a whole.

• Your introduction is your first opportunity to 
impress the examiner.  So, make sure you get it 
right.



CONCLUSIONS

• The first sentence of your conclusion should 

refer back in some way to the key words of the 

question.  Here you are reminding the 

examiner that you have adhered to the task.

• You should go on to sum up briefly the main 

points you have made in your essay.

• Avoid making new points at this late stage.

• Leave time for a conclusion, however short, 

otherwise your essay will simply stop rather 

than arrive at a convincing note of finality.



HOW  TO  USE  QUOTATIONS

• Longer quotes should be introduced with a 

colon and then placed on a new line.

• Eg, Her clear-sighted sadness is seen in the 

words:

• ‘I have betrayed a great man and his like 

will never be seen again.’

• Shorter quotes can be included in your own 

text.

• Eg, The street is described as making a 

sharp contrast to its ‘dingy neighbourhood.’



GIVING  A  CONTEXT

• There is a danger of assuming that readers 

understand more than they do.  No 

quotation, however well chosen, will make 

its desired effect unless you give it a brief 

context.  In other words, indicate briefly not 

just who said it but also why and under 

what circumstances it was said.



GIVING  A  CONTEXT
• If, for instance, you had studied Macbeth and wanted to 

comment on King Duncan’s generosity of nature, you 
might want to mention his kindness to a wounded 
messenger – but be careful how you do it.  Look at the 
examples below.

Ex. 1) Duncan shows he has a great generosity of nature:

‘Go get him surgeons’

Ex. 2) Duncan has a great generosity of nature.  Seeing a 
badly wounded messenger collapse, he personally orders 
him to be taken care of:

‘Go get him surgeons’

Example 2 is more effective as it helps the reader to make 
sense of the point you are making.



THE  PCQE

• One way to ensure that your main body 
paragraphs are structured appropriately is to use 
the PCQE.

• Think of the PCQE as the basic building blocks of 
a critical essay.

• Each block consists of a POINT which relates to 
the question you are answering.  To prove this 
point, you must supply a QUOTATION.  
However, to help your reader make sense of what 
you have written, you must first explain the 
CONTEXT of the quotation.  Finally you have to 
given an EXPLANATION of how the quote 
proves the point you are trying to make.

• Look at the example on the following slide.



THE  PCQE  IN  ACTION

• POINT – Billy is unhappy because his mother doesn’t 
seem to love him enough.  

• CONTEXT - When Billy returns home from delivering his 
papers before going to school, his Mum says to him:

• QUOTATION – ‘You’ve not got a fag on you have you?  
There’s tea mashed if you want a cup.  I don’t know if 
there’s any milk left…Do me a favour love and run to the 
shop for some cigarettes…Just tell him to put it in the 
book and I’ll pay him at the weekend.’

• EXPLANATION – Here, Billy’s Mum doesn’t seem to 
care that there is no tea left for Billy, even though he is 
tired and cold.  She also doesn’t care about him smoking 
because she asks for one of his cigarettes and doesn’t 
seem to mind that he might be embarrassed asking for 
tick.  All of this makes Billy feel very unhappy.



TECHNICAL  ACCURACY

• In order to achieve a pass at National 5, 

your essay has to be sufficiently technically 

accurate.

• This means that you have to leave enough 

time to proof-read your essay in order to 

correct any careless errors with spelling and 

punctuation.


