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 Analysing aspect(s) of stu died written text(s)
Achievement Standard 91098 (English 2.1) requires you to read and study at least one written text and 
write a response that shows an understanding of ideas and techniques through analysis and discussion of 
the text. The studied written text may be from any one of the following text types:

• Novel • Non-fi ction • Drama
•  Print media • Short story • Poetry/song lyric
•  Digital/online texts • OR a combination of these text types.

Achievement criteria

Achieved Achievement with Merit Achievement with Excellence

•  Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) 
of studied written text(s), 
supported by evidence.

•  Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of 
studied written text(s) convincingly, 
supported by evidence.

•  Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of 
studied written text(s) perceptively, 
supported by evidence.

Understanding the achievement criteria
Achievement
‘Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied written text(s)’ involves exploring and interpreting how meanings 
and effect are created in the text(s) and discussing specifi ed aspects of these text(s). The discussion must be 
communicated clearly, in a structured written answer that follows the conventions of an essay format.

To achieve, you should be able to:

• develop an important idea that responds to the aspect in the question

• reveal to the marker an engagement or understanding of the studied text(s)

• use some technical language suited to analysis or aspects of text(s) terminology with accuracy

• select and remember some text evidence that works to support your discussion.

Merit
‘Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied written text(s) convincingly’ involves providing reasoned and clear 
interpretations of specifi ed aspects of the text(s). The majority of these interpretations are connected to 
one another.

To achieve with Merit, you should be able to:

• develop an idea, or ideas, that convince the marker of your knowledge and understanding of the aspect
in the text(s)

• reveal your ability to make connections within the text, and to the author’s pupose, regarding an aspect 
or an idea in the text(s)

• convince the marker – to be convincing, you should use language suited to the study and analysis of 
text(s), as well as show confi dence and accuracy in your discussion of the text(s)

• select and comfortably discuss (with some success) apt text evidence that begins to support your discussion.

Achievement Standard 91098 
Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied 
written text(s), supported by evidence

ENGLISH

2.1
Externally assessed 4 credits
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Always respond 
to both parts of 
the question; in 
this case bringing 
the discussion back 
to helping you 
understand an issue 
or idea.

negative connotations, in contrast, reveals the true nature of leaving the old at old folks’ 
homes. The negative-connoted phrase, ‘smile shakily’, suggests fake smiles by the old who 
are being detached from society, and the phrases ‘coming to see us off’ and ‘on the other 
side’, further emphasise the detachment from society. Lastly, the poem uses a simile, ‘like 
astronauts before countdown’, to compare the future of old people with that of astronauts. 
The old are going to be separated from society and forgotten for a long period of time, 
much like astronauts leaving to go into space. It also suggests that the old will not return, 
like astronauts who die in a failed space mission. Also, the ‘truth of yellow earth’ further 
emphasises this idea that the old are being left at the home to die, similarly to how leaves 
turn yellow as they die. The use of language in this poem helps us to understand vividly 
how society doesn’t mind the cost of sending the old away, since they are now burdens. 
It also shows how ill-natured and self-centred humans are; how the young neglect the old 
and send them away even after all the old have done for the young.

Always write a 
conclusion for your 
essay – without it, an 
essay lacks structure. 
The conclusion is 
your last chance to 
pull together your 
discussion you have 
offered on the key 
issue or idea.

 Both poems use vivid language features to help us understand an important idea –
that society mistreats outsiders, people that are different, showing society’s lack of 
compassion. In ‘The Hippopotamusman’, a poem by Roger McGough, society (the
people on a bus) do not know how to treat a man and so ignore him, but are still affected
by his ugliness – as seen in ‘mental spew’. With the use of language features like similes and
metaphors and compound words, the author vividly describes the Hippopotamusman to
help the reader understand that he is different and that he is neglected by society as a result
of his appearance. In ‘Resthaven’, a poem by Vincent O’Sullivan, society does not know how
to deal with old people and so sends them away, without minding the costs of doing so.
With the use of contrast between positive and negative connotations and the use of similes,
the author successfully describes the truth about rest homes and shows how self-centred
and without compassion the young are, how they send away the old, who are unhappy due
to moving without getting a say in the matter. Society can learn a valuable lesson from both
these poems. The poems, by using language features, show how society mistreats outsiders
and shows their lack of compassion. We, society, need to learn to be more tolerant of people
who are different, people who are ugly like the Hippopotamusman and people who are old;
do not ignore them or send them away. We need to gain compassion and allow outsiders
to not feel different and left out but to feel human like everybody else, because, in the end,
that is who they are – human beings like everybody else.

Chapter focus

This chapter focuses on Achievement Standard 91098 ‘Analyse specifi ed aspects of studied written 
text(s), supported by evidence’. Written texts include a range of genres, such as poetry, non-fi ction, prose 
novels, short stories and drama scripts, to name a few. The different written genres have aspects which 
are similar, but in some cases due to their structure or form, these text aspects work differently. So, for 
example, while poems and novels both have themes and use language techniques to present their ideas, 
they do have differences that are recognised in this chapter. Shorter written texts like poetry, song lyrics, 
short stories and print media typically do not have the time to develop narratives and characters in an 
in-depth manner, as a non-fi ction text, drama script or novel often does. Some language techniques 
are more effective in shorter written texts, but can be used to good effect in longer written texts. It is 
important to know your studied text(s) thoroughly – their genre, structure, style and language aspects 
– in order to respond clearly to the question in the examination. In this chapter, attention is given to 
longer written texts and shorter written texts with particular examples for evidence. A novel is used as an 
example of a longer written text when discussing the aspects of a studied written text, while poems are 
used to show how shorter written texts work when you discuss their studied aspects.
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Symbolism

Symbolic references may be found in the use of colours. Quotes associated with the setting that use emotive 
words or colour associations are helpful in describing or discussing the mood or atmosphere of the text. Keep 
an eye out for colours and references to weather as well, since they both help to set the scene/situation.

For example, the idea of the ‘pretty impressive’ surface in ‘Resthaven’ is undermined by the hints of 
something ominous underneath, ‘the truth of yellow earth was never touched on’.

Task 5
Consider whether any of the evidence that is associated with the setting in each short text uses emotive 
words or colour associations.

Text Emotive words/colour associations Comment on effect

Setting – summary

The details gathered and the information on message and tone should provide you with enough evidence 
to write a paragraph on the importance of the setting. An example, from an essay on ‘Resthaven’, follows.

Examples

Remember to use an 
essay’s key words to 
start your discussion.

By discussing the 
effect of the author’s 
word choice, you 
are analysing, which 
is essential at NCEA 
Level 2 English.

In the poem ‘Resthaven’, by Vincent O’Sullivan, the author uses contrast to show 
the idea that although people try to disguise how they deal with outsiders, the 
way outsiders are treated is in fact cruel. In the early stanzas of the text, words 
carrying positive connotations are used to describe the rest home in which the 
elderly are being kept. Words such as ‘impressive’ and ‘proud’ are used to paint 
the rest home in a favourable light. These words convey favourable imagery 
to the reader. They suggest that the community is proud of the rest home that 
they have provided for their elderly. In the second stanza, words with negative 
connotations are used instead. The residents are described with words like 
‘crinkle’ and ‘smile shakily’. In this way, the mouths of the old people smiling 
‘shakily’ refl ect the shaky, frail nature of old people as a whole. The choice of 
the description ‘smile shakily’ also conveys other connotations, as it asks us why 
the elderly smile in this way. The adverb ‘shakily’ is associated with indecision or 
fear, thereby suggesting that this rest home is an uncomfortable setting and not 
quite what it appears to be on the surface.

Task 6
Write a paragraph on the importance of the setting. Structure the discussion clearly; remember to show 
structure and evidence in your paragraphs.

Text 1: 
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 Analysing a visual or oral text
Achievement Standard 91099 (English 2.2) requires you to view or listen to at least one visual or oral text 
and write a response that shows an understanding of ideas and techniques. The visual or oral text may be 
from any one of the following text types:
• Film
• Television programme
• Radio programme
• Oral performance or performance of a song or speech
• Drama production
• Graphic novel

• Digital/online text.

Achievement criteria

Achieved Achievement with Merit Achievement with Excellence

•  Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of 
studied visual or oral text(s), 
supported by evidence.

•  Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied 
visual or oral text(s) convincingly, 
supported by evidence.

•  Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied 
visual or oral text(s) perceptively, 
supported by evidence.

Understanding the achievement criteria

Achievement
‘Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied visual or oral text(s)’ involves exploring and interpreting how meanings 
and effects are created in the text(s) and discussing specifi ed aspects of these text(s). The discussion must be 
communicated clearly, in a structured written answer that follows the conventions of an essay format.

To achieve, you should be able to:

• develop an important idea that responds to the question

• reveal to the marker an engagement or understanding of the studied text(s)

• use some technical language suited to analysis or aspects of text(s) terminology with accuracy

• select and remember some text evidence that works to support your discussion.

Merit
‘Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied visual or oral text(s) convincingly’ involves providing reasoned and clear 
interpretations of specifi ed aspects of the text(s). The majority of these interpretations are connected to each other.

To achieve with Merit, you should be able to:

• develop an idea, or ideas, that convince the marker of your knowledge and understanding of the text(s)

• reveal your ability to make connections within the text, and to the director’s or creator’s purpose, 
regarding an aspect or an idea in the text(s)

• convince the marker – to be convincing, you should use language suited to the study and analysis of 
text(s), as well as show confi dence and accuracy in your discussion of the text(s)

• select and comfortably discuss (with some success) apt text evidence that begins to support your discussion.

Achievement Standard 91099 
Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied 
visual or oral text(s), supported by 
evidence

ENGLISH

2.2
Externally assessed 4 credits
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Wladek’s determination to survive. In the middle of the fi lm, when Wladek is hiding in 
an apartment, we see him fantasising about playing the piano. Polanski echoes Wladek’s 
theme song in the soundtrack, to reveal the ongoing role music had in Wladek’s life, 
enabling him to escape the horrors in his mind for a moment. A close-up of his face as he 
pretends shows the audience Wladek’s suppressed passion for music and how he uses it 
to distract himself from the struggles and burdens of war. Polanski effectively incorporates 
the idea of freedom and human resiliency through the use of music and silence in the fi lm.

A conclusion is 
needed to fi nish 
the discussion. 
It is structurally 
essential.

By using character actions, lighting and music, Polanski has clearly communicated his idea 
that the human spirit is resilient even in extreme circumstances. Light shafts reveal hope, 
and music represents freedom, as Polanski highlights the idea that even when facing 
imminent death, humans will fi ght to survive. This presentation infl uences the viewer 
as we realise just how fragile human life is and how we take our freedom for granted at 
times. Wladek’s actions during wartime echo the idea that humanity’s spirit is strong. 

Chapter focus

This chapter focuses on Achievement Standard 91099 ‘Analyse specifi ed aspects of studied visual or 
oral texts, supported by evidence’. Visual texts include a range of genres, such as feature-length fi lms, 
dramatic productions, short fi lms, documentaries or television programmes or graphic novels, to list 
some. Oral texts include a radio programme or an oral performance, or a combination of these text 
types. The different visual and oral genres have aspects which are similar, but in some cases due to 
their structure, purpose or form these text aspects work differently. It is important to know the genre, 
structure, style and visual language aspects of your studied text(s) thoroughly in order to respond clearly 
to the question in the exam. In this chapter, attention is given to a longer visual text (feature fi lm) and 
shorter episodic visual texts (a television programme) with particular examples for evidence.

Writing about theme(s) or ideas
The central idea or message of a visual or oral text is the theme.

Themes may be referred to as ideas or concerns in the text. When questions ask about the message of the 
visual or oral text, this is part of the theme.

The opening scenes of a text usually set up a situation where the reader is confronted with questions that 
need answering. Visual and oral texts try to involve the reader by making them interested in the characters 
and the situation, so the reader wants ‘to fi nd out what happens’. The opening of a text, or exposition as it 
may be called, introduces viewers to the atmosphere, situation and style of the text. 

For The Pianist, the viewer is being asked to consider the following after viewing the opening scenes.

• What is so important about Wladek Szpilman?

• Will Szpilman survive the horror of World War II?

• Will the war kill Szpilman’s love of music?



 Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied visual or oral text(s), supported by evidence 47

2.
2

  ISBN 978-1-990038-54-9 © Copying or scanning from LearnWell books is subject to the provisions of the Copyright Act 1994.

Antagonist

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5. 

Characters’ actions reveal a lot about their personalities. By examining what they do in the visual or oral 
text, it is possible to make judgements about the characters’ personalities and their role in the visual text. 

For example, for The Pianist:

Key actions of the protagonist How is it important to the storyline?

Wladek continues playing the piano in the radio 
station studio while bombs explode outside in 
Warsaw.

We understand that music will be at the heart 
of Wladek’s story – perhaps it will be his way to 
escape from the horrors of war.

Task 2
Using the plot summary (from Tasks 3, 4 and 5 in Writing about theme(s) or ideas), choose three 
moments when the protagonist acts in a way that changes or modifi es the storyline.

For each example, comment on why the moment was important to the storyline.

Key actions of the protagonist How is it important to the storyline?

1.

2.

3.
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 Questions: Analyse a visual or oral text 

The exam questions for the Achievement Standards that require written responses – that is 91098 
(English 2.1) and 91099 (English 2.2) – are similar in their focus on how different elements reveal the ideas 
in the text(s).

All the questions ask you to discuss the importance of the author’s ways or methods of making an impact 
on you through their text – this is signalled by the questions’ key word, how. Knowing your text’s theme 
is not enough – your answer needs to analyse how a specifi c aspect is used in the text, whether it be as 
specifi c as, ‘How does setting develop the theme?’, or as seemingly open as, ‘How is language used to 
affect you as a reader or viewer?’

The questions typically focus on the relationship of important/key moments, setting/situation, character, 
techniques (visual or language) and the heart of the text – its ideas/issues or themes.

The following questions come from the most recent NCEA Level 2 English exams on visual or oral texts.

Note: Previous years’ questions are always good to use for practice, but you should not expect exactly the 
same paper each year. You must be prepared to adapt to changes in styles of questioning.

INSTRUCTIONS
Write an essay on at least ONE visual or oral text that you have studied, in response to ONE of the 
questions below.

Give the details of the text(s) in the box below.

Written text type(s):
Tick (✔) your selection

 Film    Drama production   Oral performance

 Television programme  Graphic novel   Digital/online text

 Radio programme

QUESTIONS (Choose ONE)
1. Analyse how ideas in the text were made relevant to New Zealand today.

‘Ideas’ may refer to character, theme or setting. 

2. Analyse how language features were used to explore the idea of ‘heroes and villains’. 

3. Analyse how special effects were used to enhance the purpose of the text. 

4. Analyse how key themes were revealed through moments of confl ict. 

5. Analyse how your understanding of a main character was infl uenced by the setting.
‘Setting’ may refer to physical places as well as social and historical contexts.

6. Analyse how the structure of the text helped deepen your understanding of one or more characters.
‘Structure’ may refer to the order, organisation or conventions of a text. 

7. Analyse how language features enhanced your appreciation of the text. 

8. Analyse how sound and/or silence was used to develop a particular atmosphere.

9. Analyse how stereotypes were presented for a particular purpose.

10. Analyse how language features were used to create a powerful emotional moment.

Ans. p. 105
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 Analysing the ideas and language features in unfamiliar texts
Achievement Standard 91100 (English 2.3) requires you to read and analyse the content of three written text 
extracts given and analyse verbal features that help the text communicate its ideas. The assessment will use:

• Prose fi ction

• Non-fi ction

• Poetry.

The Achievement Standard 91100 exam should take approximately one hour (60 minutes).

Achievement criteria

Achieved Merit Excellence

Analyse signifi cant aspects of 
unfamiliar written text(s) through 
close reading, supported by 
evidence.

Analyse signifi cant aspects 
of unfamiliar written text(s) 
convincingly through close 
reading, supported by evidence.

Analyse signifi cant aspects 
of unfamiliar written text(s) 
perceptively through close 
reading, supported by evidence.

Understanding the achievement criteria

Achievement
‘Analyse signifi cant aspects of unfamiliar written text(s)’ involves making developed interpretations of how 
signifi cant aspects of texts create meaning.

To achieve, you should be able to:

• show understanding of the text, though it may lack some depth

• respond to the question with a formulaic approach – e.g. ‘This technique was used because …’

• link your discussion of the language’s effect to the writer’s purpose.

Merit
‘Analyse signifi cant aspects of unfamiliar written text(s) convincingly’ involves making reasoned and clear 
interpretations of how signifi cant aspects of texts create meaning.

To achieve with Merit, you should be able to:

• show convincing understanding of the text with some clear analysis

• respond to the question, using discussion, then develop your ideas with commentary on effect

• reveal a developed idea with multiple pieces of evidence and analysis to answer the question.

Excellence
‘Analyse signifi cant aspects of unfamiliar written text(s) perceptively’ involves making insightful and/or 
original interpretations of how signifi cant aspects of texts create meaning.

Achievement Standard 91100 
Analyse signifi cant aspects of 
unfamiliar written text(s) through close 
reading, supported by evidence

ENGLISH

2.3
Externally assessed 4 credits
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 Question Two: Prose
In this extract, the writer reacts to situations involving people around her.

Feets and Wheels 

Feets walks past my window. Every day she tap-tap-taps down that sidewalk and up to the
front door of the building like she just bought and paid for it. Makes me sick. Clackityclack
up the stairs to her apartment and through the rooms right above my head all night.
Does she sleep in those damn skyscraper heels of hers?! She must have at least a hundred
pairs; every time I see her she’s wearing different shoes. She mocks me with her whipcrack 5
footfalls on the pavers outside, the stark comparison of my silent rubber wheels that roll
soundlessly across the smooth wooden fl oor of my fi rst storey apartment and very few
other places. Even with a blanket over my lap, they stare. I can feel it every time I go out.
The legs are missing. I know, believe me. I was there. Adults, they’ll sneak peeks, shoot
sideways glances across. Assessing. How bad is it? What do you think happened? Maybe 10
she was born that way, who knows. Some tragedy I bet. But children? Nah. Children have
no fi lter, no sense of decorum. Take the kid at the chemist the other day. No more than
eight years old, standing there in the middle of the fl oor with his fi nger jammed so far
up his nose he was in danger of losing it forever, and gawping at me like I was his own
personal sideshow freak. As I wheeled up to him I saw his mother realise and start tugging 15
on his sleeve, but no way, no sir, he’s not budging; he’s got eyes locked with me now as I’m
getting closer and I lean down to him and I say ‘Wanna know what happened?’ His eyes are
like dinner plates already and I’m watching them get bigger and bigger as he slowly nods
and I grin and I tell him ‘Well son, I stuck my fi nger so far up my own damn nose one day
it cut the circulation to my legs clean off and the damned things just withered right up and 20
fell bang on the fl oor!’

Can you imagine? You should have seen the look on his face. Bet he never picks his nose
again.

Source (adapted): D. F. Smale, ‘Feets has feelings too’, takahē 89, April 2017, found on https://www.takahe.org.nz/t89/df-smale/

 Year 2020 
Ans. p. 112
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Analyse how the writer’s attitude to other people is revealed. 
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help readers understand this idea, ‘and even then you carried 
the anthem under/your breath/only tearing up your passport 
in an airport toilet/sobbing as each mouthful of paper/made 
it clear that you wouldn’t be going back’. Confusion is felt 
by the readers on behalf of those going through this awful 
experience. How can one feel proud of their country, yet 
want to leave it? Here the reader is provided, quite carefully, 
with the paradox that those refugees must also feel. It is 
overwhelming to allow yourself to be fully in the experience 
of this poem. 

The metaphor of carrying the anthem shows how refugees 
want to be proud but the words ‘under your breath’ show 
how they are forced to hide their connections with their 
home. This evidence from the poem is moving as it forces 
the reader to understand the loss of identity experienced. 
The pun on ‘tearing’ shows how emotional this has been 
for them; that destroying their passport and completely 
disconnecting from their home country is something they are 
forced to do. The language features in these lines help Shire 
to show the reader the specifi c trauma refugees experience 
and the ways this trauma comes about from not having 
anywhere safe to be and from the loss of identity and loss 
of connection that the refugees go through. We feel the 
refugees’ pain and confusion as they are forced to do what 
no one should have to. Furthermore, Shire has created the 
poem without a lot of punctuation, showing the stress of the 
narrator, and the intensity of chaos felt by those travelling 
to new countries while escaping their own ‘home’. Where 
Shire uses punctuation, these moments stand out and make 
the moments much more powerful, forcing the reader to 
pause in amongst all of the chaos. The lack of capitalisation 
of the pronoun ‘I’ spelt as ‘i’ in Shire’s poem, adds to the 
overall tone of the poem – here Shire is highlighting the 
exclusion felt by those who are refugees. They are unable 
to see themselves as a part of society, as an ‘I’, and are 
rather observing from the outside looking in, not quite fully 
themselves. Shire engages the reader for the purpose of 
exposing these signifi cant, and diffi cult, truths.  

Refugees have experienced trauma in their home country, 
but it doesn’t stop there. Even when they have immigrated 
to a new country for a fresh start and can fi nally feel safe, 
they have to live with the racism infl icted on them by the 
people who have no understanding of or sympathy for what 
they have been through. Shire continues to engage the 
reader to stop and to feel. This unsympathetic approach is 
embarrassing, unnecessary, and, more importantly, painful. 
Shire uses the repeated parallel construction of ‘no one’ 
throughout the poem to show how people – including you, 
us, the readers – don’t understand and how refugees had 
no choice but to leave their homes. Shire writes, ‘no one 
could stomach it/no one skin would be tough enough/the/
go home blacks/refugees/dirty immigrants/asylum seekers’. 

Answers and explanations

If there is no answer provided for a Task, it is because the 
answer(s) will vary.

Achievement Standard 91098 (English 2.1):
Analyse specifi ed aspect(s) of studied 
written text(s), supported by evidence
 2.1 NCEA exam questions

• ‘Achievement’ – must make some specifi c references to 
the text; details must relate to the question you chose to 
answer and must include some analysis of text.

• ‘Merit’ – must answer the question fully and with detail 
from the text, quotations and references that respond 
specifi cally to the question. Style of writing – confi dence 
with using terminology appropriate to the text, including 
a personal understanding of the text and ideas being 
discussed.
You must analyse convincingly.

• ‘Excellence’ – must answer the question fully, with a range 
of apt detail from the text. Style of writing is confi dent and 
insightful, revealing a personal understanding of the text 
and the way the author has crafted the text. May evaluate 
and draw inferences based on the text and possibly move 
beyond the text. Your analysis must be convincing and 
insightful.

2. Analyse how language features were used to intensify your 
reaction.

Not many people could truly understand the trauma of 
being a refugee. Warsan Shire has written the poem ‘Home’ 
to give an insight into the terrible experiences that refugees 
go through. Shire wants the reader to respond, to feel. This 
poem has used language features to highlight ideas Shire 
wishes the reader to think about. Ideas such as the trauma 
unique to refugees, the racism they face, and the sexual 
violence experienced by many. Through the use of language 
features, and the exploration of subsequent ideas, Shire 
causes signifi cant reactions in the reader. We are forced to 
consider our own thoughts, emotions and responses to the 
experiences of the refugees.

Many people experience trauma, but the type of trauma 
specifi c to refugees is like no other. Shire uses the metaphor 
‘home is the mouth of a shark’ to describe the mixed-up 
emotions refugees have. She juxtaposes the noun ‘home’, 
with its connotations of safety, welcome and calm, with 
the words ‘mouth of a shark’, a place where death would 
be almost certain. The combination of this is used by Shire 
to force the reader to pause, to consider how upside down 
and back to front it is that your safe place, your home, is 
suddenly gone. We feel confused, uncomfortable, and, more 
importantly, concerned that this is the case for refugees 
around the world. Shire continues to expand on this and to 

p. 30



This use of lineation and listing of labels and racist slurs shows 
the terrible way some people treat refugees. How can this be 
a reaction of those who witness the refugees’ arrival in their 
new country? Quite simply, those who react in such a way 
see the country as ‘their home’ and this is confronting. The 
reader feels confl icted here as it is understandable that people 
feel protective, but to be so short-sighted and not consider 
the strife of others? That is an embarrassing and humiliating 
exposure of humanity. Shire highlights the terrible things 
refugees have experienced to show the reader that they have 
been through too much already, that calling them these 
nasty slurs is horrible and the way they can be mistreated is 
dehumanising. Unacceptably, the trauma refugees experience 
continues even when they fi nally fi nd a safe country to live 
in. Shire wants readers to feel the shame and pain here – we 
must not respond in this way to refugees who arrive seeking 
asylum. 

The journey to fi nd a safe country to live in is dangerous. 
Refugees must take horrible risks just for basic human rights 
and a safe home. They will still never feel secure as they now 
must live in fear of going to prison or getting deported back 
to the war-torn place they came from. The reader continues 
to feel sympathy and concern for those who have arrived 
in this new land – the problems should be repaired now, 
yet they are not. Unfortunately, refugees can be treated 
with little to no respect in their new land. It is shameful and 
discomfi ting that we cannot see humans as humans and 
allow kindness and compassion to lead the decision. The 
possibility of prison, however, is still potentially better than 
what has occurred; Shire writes, ‘because prison is safer/than 
a city of fi re/and one prison guard/in the night/is better than 
a truckload/of men who look like your father.’ Neither option 
is good; one is just not as bad as the other. The juxtaposition 
used in ‘prison is safer’ shows how something most people 
would perceive as terrifying and dangerous is not as terrible 
as the place these people have had to escape. The sexual 
violence addressed here also shows the way refugees may risk 
it all to have something only slightly better than their current 
situation. Signifi cantly, the use of the second-person pronoun 
‘your’ forces the reader to think more personally about this. It 
is uncomfortable to think about an event, a lifestyle, a series 
of choices that are not your own, fuelled by pain, fear and 
uncertainty. However, this is precisely what Shire is intending 
– the more we choose to grapple with such diffi cult topics, 
the more likely we will be to bring about change. 

‘Home’ by Warsan Shire uses many language features to 
help Shire show the reader the terrible things that refugees 
experience. At the forefront of this poem is the need for 
readers to immerse themselves in the words, the imagery 
and the experiences. Through doing so, we feel shame, 
discomfort and sympathy. Shire highlights the fact this is an 
ongoing, and forever problem, unless we choose to react and 
respond with humanity as the focus. (E)

10. Analyse how past settings were used to comment on aspects 
of society.

Allusions to past places and events offer the reader a clearer 
sense of the world they are entering when reading a text. In 
the novel, A Soldier’s Tale, written by M.K. Joseph, the past 
settings of the biblical Garden of Eden and World War 2 
France that the text portrays are used to infl uence our 
understanding of humanity’s capacity for kindness and 
cruelty. Isabelle’s garden is contrasted with the outside world 
in order to give us an idea of how much the war has changed 
the world and refl ects the way people treat each other when 
struggling to survive. Later on, we can see how the war has 
changed other places such as the French church and how 

the priest and nuns at the church react to Isabelle and Saul’s 
search for protection, which shows the change that war 
brings to people’s values and humanity. Joseph’s novel clearly 
comments on society’s loss of empathy when faced with the 
pressures of wartime.

The setting of Isabelle’s garden is juxtaposed with the outside 
world as it is described as an idyllic place ‘that smelt good, 
of earth, grass, and the promise of fruit’. This picturesque 
description along with ‘thick grass under the apple trees’ 
has strong allusions to paradise and the Garden of Eden. 
This shows her house as essentially being the calm before 
the worst of the storm in this war as it is a perfect place 
and is juxtaposed with the ‘garden which looked trampled 
over and neglected’ that is outside it, beyond the hedge. 
The image of the dead cows, which are a ‘blackened mass’ 
outside the garden, taints the safe, romantic garden image. 
The image of ‘foully bloated’ cows ruins the picture, thereby 
showing how even in their little utopia in the middle of a 
war, the characters are never far away from the dangers and 
horrors that it brings. Next to this paradise that has been 
constructed in Isabelle’s garden, we can see the destruction 
that people infl ict during war through the description of the 
dead cows and the trampled fi elds. This symbolises how the 
war has changed the rules for how individuals behave and 
treat other people’s animals and land. It highlights how death 
is omnipresent during wartime; there is nowhere that you 
can go to where you are not very close to it, or where you 
can’t see the impact of it on people’s behaviour. You are not 
even safe in this Garden of Eden-like paradise, which – if it 
were not wartime – would be completely peaceful. Joseph’s 
comment with these contrasted elements in the setting is to 
capture how consideration for others’ lives and well-being 
is ignored when people feel their own lives are at risk. The 
deliberate clash crafted by the destruction of the animals in 
such a beautiful setting captures how inhumanely the siege 
mentality makes the soldiers and local villagers behave in this 
time and place.

During World War 2, the sanctuary you might previously have 
found in a church setting was eliminated through distrust and 
anger. Throughout the text, we fi nd that Isabelle is searching 
for protection from the local French Resistance, which 
explains why she so easily allows Saul to enter her home and 
sleep with her. Saul attempts to fi nd her a ‘sanctuary’, to fi nd 
protection from the Resistance – but even the church, the 
holiest of places, which is commonly associated with being a 
sanctuary for everyone, does not offer her protection and has 
changed due to the war. This church is now working in the 
best interests of the war effort rather than in the best interests 
of people. This is fi rst evidenced when they approach the 
church and see ‘whitewashed walls’ and a ‘double iron gate’. 
The whitewashed walls are used to show that the church is 
indifferent or clinical in its approach to the needs of Belle. It is 
emotionless and does not care for her needs. The double iron 
gates suggest that the church no longer welcomes everyone, 
and Isabelle is one of those who is not welcome – the gates 
are locked when Saul and Isabelle approach the church. This 
harsh message is reinforced by the fact that the gates are 
made out of iron, which is a resilient material and would 
not allow them entry. ‘There are no sanctuaries left.’ Isabelle 
recognises the lack of kindness and empathy in the villagers 
after seeing that her one possibility is closed to her. There 
is nowhere for her to run to for protection other than the 
sanctuary that she fi nds in Saul’s presence. The church rejects 
Isabelle as a collaborator and tells her that it cannot help her 
despite Saul’s arguments about the mercy of God, which the 
priest rejects due to his position where he now ‘speaks as a 
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