
© ESA Publications (NZ) Ltd  –  ISBN 978-0-908315-99-4  –  Copying or scanning from ESA workbooks is limited to 3% under the NZ Copyright Act.

LEVEL 2 WRITTEN TEXTS Externally assessed
4 credits

 An approach to analysing written texts
There are many ways in which reading literature and telling stories help us to understand ourselves, our world 
and one another. 

At NCEA Level 1, a text study generally covers plot, character, setting, theme, and style – techniques or form. At 
Level 2, study focuses more on how these different aspects relate to one another. Often exam questions have 
two parts, such as exploring the relationship between characters and ideas in the text, or how language is used 
to convey or reinforce the author’s purpose. Wide reading, for which Level 2 students are expected to present 
personal responses for assessment, also refl ects more of an acknowledgement of you, the reader – of your own 
responses to and ideas about what you are reading. It creates an opportunity for a response that is perhaps more 
personalised than the type of response expected in the formal essay. 

At NCEA Level 2 many assessment tasks require you to analyse. This is a step up from ‘describe and explain’ – 
although analysis does also include these two elements. Analysis involves ‘taking a text to pieces’, closely and 
critically examining the components, and assessing what makes each of them work. 

Even though literary study at this level may appear daunting and somewhat complicated, understanding stems 
from the words on the page and the stories that they tell. You need a solid knowledge of the story of your novel. 
Authors are storytellers. Only if you have a thorough understanding of the story can you get to a sense of the 
author’s intentions, piecing the puzzle together. 
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Close reading skills
Reading a text closely requires a detailed examination of the writer’s purpose and ideas, followed by a 
consideration of the way the text has been crafted. Writers make a deliberate series of choices about the style, 
structure and language they use to have a particular impact on their readers. You need to develop the skills of 
critical analysis to write an analytical essay response to the questions asked in the AS 91098 (English 2.1) exam. 

Using prior knowledge to 
understand ideas

Analysing how language 
features convey ideas

Interpreting ideas in the 
text

Critical analysis

Analysing the impact on 
the reader

Analysing how structure 
and narrative voice 
convey ideas

Analysing details to 
identify the writer’s 
purpose
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Prose texts
The focus in this section is on novels and short stories. A case study of a selected text is given on pages 4–6 to 
assist you with your own study.

 Reading the text

 Prose reading journal 
Use the following template for your journal entries. You can use a soft 1B5 lined book or any other suitable 
notebook. Make sure you comment on the opening and conclusion of the novel or short stories, as well as on 
other sections you regard as signifi cant. It is not necessary to write out full quotes, but ensure you note the page 
numbers of quotations so they’ll be easy to fi nd again later. 

Section/chapter/pages read: 

Aspects to consider My notes My quotes 
(use page references)

Overview

What stands out in this 
section?

How does it link to a 
previous section?

Characters

Comment on interesting 
actions, choices, 
attributes, relationships 
and confl icts.

 

Setting

Comment on time, 
place, type of society, 
cultural values. How do 
the characters interact in 
that environment?

Plot/Structure

Comment on how 
events unfold. Are there 
fl ashbacks? Who tells 
the story? 
What other devices are 
used to reveal events 
and actions?

continued on next page
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Language

What do you notice 
about the author’s style 
of writing? Is there an 
aspect you really like, 
or is there anything you 
fi nd confusing? 

Themes

Draw diagrams, fl ow charts, mind-maps or pictures here to represent your thoughts on the ideas, messages 
and themes emerging as you read the novel.

 

Following is an example from a student’s journal entry on The Great Gatsby. You will notice that the language 
is fairly informal and that the student gives opinions, not just summaries of information. The quotes match the 
comments closely.

Section/chapter/pages read: The Great Gatsby, Chapter 6

Aspects to 
consider

My notes My quotes (use page 
references)

Overview

What stands out in 
this section?

How does it link to 
a previous section?

This chapter begins with reporter looking for 

Gatsby and the story of Gatsby and Dan Cody 

and how he got his money – which he tells Nick 

much later. He seems to have re-invented himself, 

going from James Gatz to Jay Gatsby, all to get 

Daisy back. Tom goes to one of the parties with 

Daisy – and Nick comments on this, so it must be 

important. Chapter 3 is the fi rst party we’re told 

about.

Also, Gatsby tells Nick at the end of the chapter 

about his fi rst kiss with Daisy fi ve years before.

‘James Gatz, that was 

really, or at least legally his 

name’ p. 77.

‘It stands out in my 

memory from Gatsby’s 

other parties’ p. 83.

‘when he kissed this girl 

… she blossomed for 

him like a fl ower and the 

incarnation was complete’ 

p. 89 (google incarnation).
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Characters

Comment on 
interesting actions, 
choices, attributes, 
relationships and 
confl icts.

Daisy, Tom and Gatsby’s meeting is important.

Daisy’s husband, Tom, is defi nitely disturbed 

by Gatsby – who is he, why is he interested in 

Daisy? Tom wants to fi nd out more about this 

mystery man. Looks like there will be some sort of 

major confl ict coming out of this – Tom is VERY 

possessive and violent (he broke Myrtle’s nose!), 

and he’s having an affair. Very ironic. 

Gatsby defi nitely longs to be with Daisy but she’s 

more a symbol to him than a real person.

‘I wonder where in the devil 

he met Daisy. By God, I 

may be old-fashioned in 

my ideas, but women run 

around too much these 

days to suit me.’ p. 82.

‘He talked a lot about the 

past … wanted to recover 

something of himself that 

had gone into loving Daisy.’ 

p. 88.

Setting

Comment on time, 
place, type of 
society, cultural 
values.

How do the 
characters 
interact in that 
environment?

Seems very decadent, all these extravagant 

parties. People don’t even know Gatsby, but they 

come for the booze, food and fun (Ch. 3). Money 

seems to be an important thing to have, and Tom 

thinks Gatsby gets his by bootlegging (must 

google this). Tom and Daisy have inherited their 

wealth, and their house seems more classy.

Daisy really despises West Egg – very conscious 

of class differences (Ch. 1).

‘A lot of these new rich are 

just big bootleggers’ p. 86.

‘The rest offended her … 

she was appalled by its raw 

vigour’ pp. 85/6.

Plot/Structure

Comment on how 
events unfold. Are 
there fl ashbacks? 
Who tells the 
story? What other 
devices are used to 
reveal events and 
actions?

Nick (Daisy’s cousin) is actually telling the story 

as a memory but there’s a lot of information from 

other sources, like Jordan telling him about Daisy 

and Gatsby (Ch. 4). It seems like a bit of a puzzle, 

with pieces slowly fi tting together. The story of 

Dan Cody is revealed here by Nick but it was told 

to him much later by Gatsby, not on the night of 

the party. Unusual but interesting way to reveal 

the plot.

‘I suppose he had the name 

ready for a long time’ p. 78.

Language

What do you notice 
about the author’s 
style of writing? 
Is there an aspect 
you really like, or is 
there anything you 
fi nd confusing? 

Daisy – often described as a fl ower – beautiful on 

the outside but not long-lasting? A hint that she 

won’t be with Gatsby but stay with Tom? 

Sometimes it’s confusing keeping track of the 

information about Gatsby.

Same quote, p. 89.

continued on next page
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Themes

Draw diagrams, fl ow charts, mind-maps or pictures here to represent your thoughts on the ideas, messages 
and themes emerging as you read the novel. 

Gatsby  the past  trying to recapture it through Daisy  his green light

Daisy and Tom  social snobs  inherited money  class consciousness  West Egg vs East 

Egg

1920s  carefree time  lots of money and bad behaviour  people not caring about each 

other, only about having a good time

Unfamiliar words

bootlegging – selling alcohol illegally during the Prohibition in the USA during the 1920s – guys used 

to hide fl ask of booze on their legs.

incarnation – some sort of spirit embodied in fl esh (e.g. incarnation of Christ). Doubt that Daisy lives 

up to that.

 Plot and structure
The narrative structure is the structure or shape of the storytelling, and comprises the ways in which 
elements of the plot or storyline are arranged. There are many possible arrangements:
• conventional, linear, chronological structure – an exposition of characters and situation, a confl ict with 

tension building to the climax, and some sort of resolution
• circular structure – an event, situation or setting from the opening is revisited or echoed at the end; this 

structure often serves to emphasise change
• framing narrative – an introductory narrative or scene that the main story fi ts into, and to which it is 

connected or somehow explains
• fl ashbacks
• multiple points of view
• use of chapters and ‘books’ within the text.

Having read the full text, you should record the signifi cant events to understand the narrative structure. Key 
events or moments are critical in the development of the ideas and characters in novels. 

What counts as a signifi cant event or moment? 
• Something that happens in the opening of the text that sets up the main events and direction of the text. 
• Something that changes the story’s direction, known as a turning point. 
• A decision or choice made by a character that has an impact on the events. 
• The revelation of something unknown until now that helps the reader understand the various characters’ 

motives and behaviour. 
• When the main characters are caught up in exciting, dangerous or life-changing events and actions. 
• When a climactic point is reached because of the events and actions leading up to it. 
• Something at the end of the text that links with the beginning and connects the various strands of the story. 

Examples
Patterns in the way a book is structured can refl ect the content of a text. For example, Alexander Solzhenitsyn’s 
A Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, which is literally the story of one day, has no chapter breaks, emphasising 
the monotony of life in the Siberian gulag labour-camp system. Mark Haddon’s The Curious Incident of the Dog in 
the Night-time has chapters alternating between the telling of the main story and apparently unrelated recounts 
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of things such as mathematical problems, refl ecting the unusual thought patterns of the narrator Christopher. 
Marianne Wiggins’ John Dollar is a retelling of William Golding’s classic novel, Lord of the Flies, but with girls 
stranded on an island instead of boys. It uses a circular structure and the story is told through the multiple 
perspectives of many different characters.

 Timeline 
Choose one signifi cant event or moment in each chapter or section of your text to fi ll in the timeline below. Use 
the list opposite to help you write notes about the event or moment. This provides you with an excellent revision 
tool as well as specifi c details as supporting evidence to use in your essay response in the exam. 

The journal you completed earlier should make this task easier. 

Chapter/ 
section 

Page 
number(s) Key event or moment 

Importance or signifi cance in the 
structure of the story

continued on next page
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Chapter/ 
section 

Page 
number(s) Key event or moment 

Importance or signifi cance in the 
structure of the story
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Timeline
1.  Using your chapter or section summary, create a chronological timeline of the main events of your novel.
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2.  Is the story told in chronological order? Comment on the writer’s choice of structure and its effect in your 
text. 

3.  How does this plot structure relate to the author’s purpose?

 Setting and context
The time, place, context and cultural values shown in the text infl uence the behaviour of the characters, their 
relationships and the events that take place. The setting may also refl ect the author’s commentary on that 
period and that community, but with universal applications to all human behaviour. It can also create a particular 
mood or atmosphere. Setting is important as it affects the main characters’ actions and personalities. It also 
infl uences other characters’ attitudes, morals, problems and issues. It creates a mood or atmosphere that could 
be relevant to the mood displayed by the characters. 

Specifi cally, setting helps the reader understand the characters, their actions and their relationships, as well as 
the main themes. The setting involves where and when the events of the story take place, but there is much 
more to it than that.

The setting of the novel is its time and place, and – importantly – its social or cultural background. The social 
setting of any place can change very quickly, in circumstances such as war or natural disaster; and within a single 
city, town or institution, different groups will experience events differently, giving varying specifi c social settings 
within a broader context. The timespan of a story can also vary – the events of a whole novel can take place in 
less than a single day, or the novel can be a saga stretching over many generations, or a story can be based on 
one timeframe with multiple locations.

Just as, in real life, we are affected and changed by our environment, the events, beliefs, social codes and 
circumstances of their setting have an impact on characters in fi ctional texts.

The setting of a story gives it a context; also it often forms part of a theme. For example, in the case of Khaled 
Hosseini’s The Kite Runner, one of the main concerns is to allow readers to gain an understanding of life in 
Taleban-ruled Afghanistan. Chaim Potok in his novel, The Chosen, gives readers access to experiences of Hasidic 
Judaism in New York in the 1940s to educate about the culture. This aims to build empathy and understanding. 
Science-fi ction texts can pose a ‘What if?’ question in their portrayal of futuristic and often dystopian settings, as 
George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-four did when it was written in 1949.
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Prose texts
 Characterisation (page 15)
1. Full name – Zachary Lincoln Taylor; shown singing, dancing; in military; 

friendly; responsible – cleaning up the mess from the brood frames; 
physical description of broad shoulders, a narrow waist, short-cropped 
hair, black, handsome. 

2. Light-hearted, caught in a funny moment of dancing to ‘Viva Las Vegas’ 
when he thought he was alone; an all-American good guy, enjoying 
iconic American pop-culture; patriotic, named after not just Zachary 
Taylor, but Lincoln as well; outgoing, relaxed – ‘Yeah, so I’ve heard’; 
served country in the military. 

3. Lily prefaces her description with ‘He was not what I expected’. Then 
she comments later, ‘I was shocked over him being handsome.’ This 
shows that Lily’s own assumptions and expectations were fl awed, and 
based on prejudice. The description of Zach is that he is seemingly 
perfect, yet she had expected otherwise. Lily is quick though to 
acknowledge ‘how wrong we’d all been’, as she is rapidly becoming 
aware of her own racist attitudes. 

 Symbolism (page 26)
a. Religious destruction; religious hatred; fear; danger. 

b. Loss of vitality; approaching death; vulnerability.

c. Violence; hatred; abuse; evil.

d. Cleansing; baptism; renewal. 

e. Power; evasion; cunning; manipulation.

Poetry texts
 Content and purpose (page 53)
Holman expresses his immediate response to the earthquake by listing both 
the devastation and the feelings experienced after the earthquake. The 
repetition of ‘After’, which is also in the title of the poem, reinforces the 
multitude of mixed emotions and events that occurred immediately after the 
earthquake happened, such as the terrible ruins and weeping. However, the 
poet alternates the negative aspects with the positive ones, including the 
kindness and comfort offered to the victims, to show that the disaster also 
brought out the best in people.

 Theme (page 54)
Holman shows that though there is a chain of unusual events after the 
earthquake, at some point people do stop to enjoy a very simple act of 
survival and appreciate the moment, as shown in the concluding line: ‘we 
stand and we drink from a glass of water’.

 Diction (page 55)
a. ‘supplication’: as if the tree is raising up its branches to beg, but in 

vain.

b. ‘sap shall not rise’: the fertility of the tree will be destroyed forever, 
with no hope of survival or reproduction

c. ‘monstrous sun’: the nuclear explosion is a destructive force that burns 
and destroys.

 Form (page 58)
1. The poet shows how the earthquake has affected other creatures, 

such as the fl y buzzing around him, by structuring the poem into three 
stanzas of unequal line lengths without any punctuation to refl ect 
the fl y’s continuous circular fl ight pattern. He ends with an ironic 
punchline that emphasises the advantage of the earthquake to a small, 
insignifi cant creature such as the fl y. 

2. Writing from the fi rst-person perspective, the poet focuses on how the 
fl y might view the earthquake positively as ‘a business opportunity’ 
because of the available decayed matter, instead of focusing on the 
‘human disaster’. 

 Bringing it all together (page 64)
1. a.  offence, failure, defect, lack, a leak in an electrical current, a 

disturbance of the earth’s crust causing a break in the continuity 
of the rock masses, being in the wrong, causing a problem, being 
to blame. 

b. mistake, error, penalty, defect, blame, weakness, break down, 
discontinuity, displacement, vice. 

2. 

Words that describe a fault Everyday activities 

A defect, a small disappointment. 
(line 4) 

A summer day / laden with ... (lines 
4–6) 

Someone to blame. (line 7) 
A sparrow / rests lightly on the 
hand of a statue. (lines 7–8) 

A weakness ... communications 
break down. (lines 8–9) 

A telephone rings into silence. 
(line 10) 

dis-/continuity, lateral displacement 
(lines 10–11) 

A woman / leaves a café, checks 
both ways, crosses the street. (lines 
11–12) 

An unthought response. A vice. 
(line 13) 

Students / repeating the phrases – 
Good Morning ... (lines 13–14)

3. a.  Hyphenating dis-/continuity highlights how the earth cracked and 
broke as the earthquake occurred, causing a lack of continuity in 
the earth’s surface. Hyphenating Good/-bye emphasises that the 
word is cut off to show that people did not have a chance to say 
a full goodbye because the earthquake struck so suddenly. 

b. Enjambment.

4. The caesuras (full-stops) within lines, alternated with the enjambment, 
create an irregular, shuddering rhythm reminiscent of an earthquake. 
Frequent use of sibilance (the alliterative ‘s’ sound) in the poem creates 
a hushed mood to emphasise the quietness before the earthquake 
struck.

5. By structuring the poem in this manner, the poet shows that people 
were going about their business as normal on this quiet summer’s day 
of the earthquake and could not anticipate the terrible events which 
were about to unfold like a list of faults when the earthquake struck at 
‘twelve fi fty-one’. 

 ANSWERS
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 Questions – ‘Lament’ (page 67)
1. Nouns: turtle, burden, eggs, nest, cormorant, veil, shadow, ocean’s 

lap, Ahmed, soldier, gunsmith, armourer, fusilier, farmer’s sons, turtles, 
dugong, dolphin, whale, tern, gull, wader, migrations, dying, sun, stink of 
anger, earth, sun, ocean, well, vengeance, ashes of language. 

 The poem is a lament for the suffering caused to all living things and 
to the environment by the war. The word ‘for’ is used in each stanza 
to indicate what and who are being lamented. The nouns following 
the ‘word ‘for’ in every stanza represent everyone and everything 
that suffered: the environment, the ocean, animals, birds, and human 
beings. In addition, the poet laments and mourns for the desire for 
vengeance that caused the Gulf War. 

2. The metaphor, ‘nest of sickness’, indicates that the eggs will not hatch 
normally since they have been laid in sand contaminated by the oil 
spills. 

3.  The poet uses a metaphor, ‘the cormorant in his funeral silk’, to show 
that the black oil in which the bird is covered will kill it. The oil is like 
black silk; black is the colour worn to funerals, and ironically it looks 
beautiful and is as soft as ‘silk’ but the effect of it on the bird is deadly. 

4.  This is a typical Middle-Eastern name and it has been chosen to show 
that it refers to an ordinary person who is suffering as a result of Iraq’s 
invasion of Kuwait for its oil, and the burning of the oil tanks in the 
Gulf War in 1991. 

5.  The phrase, ‘the soldier in his uniform of fi re’, conveys a horrifi c image 
of a soldier ablaze as a result of the constant bombing in the war. 

6.  Examples:

 Detail 1: the ‘veil of iridescence’ on the beach and sea casts a soft 
sheen of light but is, in fact, a ‘shadow’, indicating its bleak effect on 
the environment and showing the spreading stain of oil from bombed 
oil wells.

 Detail 2: the ‘ocean’s lap with its mortal stain’ shows how the oil spill 
on the ocean covers it like an enormous, ugly and deadly mark.

 Detail 3: ‘the burnt earth and the sun put out, the scalded ocean’ 
conveys how the fl ames from the burning oil reach so high into the sky 
they seem to put the sun out. The fl ames also destroy the surrounding 
land, and the burning oil on the ocean’s surface kills all life in the 
ocean. These metaphors powerfully evoke a sense of death hanging 
over this once beautiful, natural environment, which has been ravaged 
by the effects of the Gulf War, conveying the poet’s deep grief. 

7. burnt Earth; scaled ocean; blazing well

8. The three adjectives together convey powerful images of the raging oil-
well fi res that have the ability to destroy living creatures both on land 
and in the ocean. 

 Questions – ‘The Flower-Fed Buffaloes’ (page 69)
1. Lindsay conveys the message that both animals – such as the buffalo 

– and indigenous peoples – such as the Pawnees and Blackfeet – can 
be brought to the point of extinction. This happens if there are no 
controls or restrictions on colonisation and ‘progressive’ technologies, 
as exemplifi ed by the railways at the time he wrote. 

 Evidence: ‘The fl ower-fed buffaloes of the spring / In the days of long 
ago, / Ranged where the locomotives sing’ and ‘They trundle around 
the hills no more: / With the Blackfeet, lying low, / With the Pawnees, 
lying low’. 

2. Lindsay links the buffalo and the Native American people in the last 
four lines of the poem: ‘They trundle around the hills no more: / With 
the Blackfeet, lying low, / With the Pawnees, lying low, / lying low’ to 
show that both the animals and the people fell victim to the impacts of 
colonisation. These impacts include the building of railways across the 
range of the buffalo, and the spreading of diseases that caused illness 
and death. 

3. The repetition of words and phrases, such as fl ower-fed buffaloes; 
spring; long ago; wheels; no more; lying low, ensure that these words 

remain in the memory of the listener or reader as they provide an 
overall summary of the main theme of the poem, namely that in times 
gone by, buffaloes roamed freely, eating fl owers in spring, but with the 
arrival of colonisation, people and the railways, their habitat and way 
of life were destroyed.

 The rhyme gives the poem a lyrical, song-like quality that is easy on the 
ear and also easily remembered. The rhyme also links important ideas, 
such as ‘buffaloes in the spring’ with ‘locomotives sing’, showing that 
the arrival of the locomotives was welcomed by people but affected 
the animals and their environment. 

 The multiple use of commas and dashes in the poem slows the pace 
and creates a song-like quality. Commas are also used to list the effects 
of the arrival of Europeans who planted wheat at the expense of the 
fl owers that fed the buffalo: ‘The tossing, blooming, perfumed grass / 
Is swept away by wheat’. 

4.

Words/phrases describing the 
buffalo 

Words/phrases describing the 
environment 

Flower-fed

Ranged

Left us, long ago 

Gore no more 

Bellow no more

Trundle no more

Prairie fl owers lie low

Tossing, blooming, perfumed grass

Swept away by wheat

Spring that still is sweet

5. The poet admires the beauty of the environment as it was before being 
overtaken by the planting of wheat, although he implies that spring 
itself is still ‘sweet’ even without the perfumed grass. There is a tone of 
regret in the repetition of the words ‘no more’, showing that the poet 
mourns the loss of the fl ower-fed buffalo. 

6. Each of these words is mentioned only once, but they both reveal that 
it is the building of railways (technology) and the planting of wheat to 
feed the settlers who arrived from Europe (colonisation) that caused the 
extinction of the buffalo. 

Drama texts
Students’ answers.
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