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ENGLISH 3.8 Internally assessed 
4 credits

Develop an informed understanding of literature 
and/or language using critical texts

Surveying texts and developing research questions

Language and/or literature texts
You may select written, visual or oral texts to study as your language and/or literature text(s). The text(s) you 
choose will be your primary source(s). Any of these text types may be the subject of your ‘developed understanding’ 
through the use of critical texts. For example, if you are studying a non-Shakespearean play for the externally 
assessed AS 91472 (English 3.1), you could ‘develop an informed understanding’ of that play’s exploration of a key 
theme through an investigation of the critical texts and commentaries that deal with this subject.

Critical texts
Critical texts are selected by you and may be written, visual or oral texts.

You will use at least two critical texts to inform and develop your understanding of the text or topic. These critical 
texts will be your secondary sources.
• You will need to choose a literature text or language topic  – this might come from a text or language study 

you have studied in class.
• Your task is to identify and read a range of critical works such as articles, reviews, commentaries and 

documentaries about your literature text or language topic.
• You will then be assessed on how well you show an informed understanding of the primary text or topic 

using the critical texts you have researched.

Assessment for AS 91479 (English 3.8)
Your assessment work for AS 91479 (English 3.8) will typically be completed in class and in your own time. 
Expect to be required to meet checkpoints during this time when, for example, you may have to submit notes 
and/or written records of your investigation process. Checkpoints support your progress and ensure authenticity – 
i.e. that the work you produce for assessment is your own, and has been completed by you independently.

You can present your ‘informed understandings’ in a range of ways – oral (a spoken presentation); visual (a visual 
format, e.g. a digital essay); written (an essay or report format), or any combination of these.
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A word on rigour
Critical material used in this Achievement Standard needs to be of a rigour that fits with Level 8 of The 
New Zealand Curriculum – your teacher will be able to guide you to making an informed judgement about the 
level of rigour your critical texts offer. The ideas and language need to be sophisticated enough to generate the 
kind of discernment and insight required at Year 13.

A word on reliability
Your teacher or school librarian may be able to provide insight into which critical texts are more reliable than 
others. An important aspect to consider as you make your selection is the provenance of the texts.

The provenance of your critical texts

Where do your critical texts come from?

Are there ulterior motives for your critical texts being produced?

Can your critical texts be trusted?

For what purpose were your
critical texts written? Who is the target audience? 

What is each critical text promoting
in terms of response? 

Are there evident biases or any
obvious gaps in the information

provided in each critical text?
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Here is a short extract from an essay written for an AS 3.8 essay on the effects of attachment parenting in 
Guillermo del Toro’s 2006 film Pan’s Labyrinth. The writer is student Dasha Solevyeva. In the extract, Dasha 
explains what made one of her critical texts reliable.

Example: Assessment of provenance

The first article, by Maria Power, is called ‘Attachment and Parenting Styles’ Influences on Adult Relationships’, 
and was published on 17 November 2011. The article is posted on ‘Applied Social Psychology’, which 
is a student blog for Psychology, thus it is logical to assume the author is also a student. This does mean 
that she is learning her subject and thus has no experience backing her up, or is not a master at it, and so 
the data presented in this may not be very reliable. However, the writer does include quite a few references 
to other more established, reliable and well-known texts and articles, such as the one by K. Bartholomew 
and L.M. Horowitz (1991), the authors of which have obvious psychology and psychiatry backgrounds.

The tone of the article is serious, and the author is explaining the concepts of parenting and 
attachment styles’ influences on adult relationships with links to her own background and findings.

The writer does not seem biased, and openly states a bit of her own background that relates to the 
topic, namely her own attachment style as a consequence of the parenting style of her parents. This 
works to further give her more trustworthiness, as it seems like she has considered that her own 
upbringing could possibly have an effect on her writing and the way she views others.

Activity 2: Recording responses to a range of critical texts
Use the chart below to record the details of your search. This chart gives room for four critical texts, and you may 
use your own paper to record the details of any extra critical texts you read.

Remember to record the publishing details and date of publication of any books and the web address, author, 
uploading date and your retrieval date of any material that you have sourced online. (See pages 30–32 on 
referencing your sources.)
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Using literary theories
Exploring and responding to at least two critical text sources can be a means of developing new understanding 
of your chosen literature or language topic. This is the approach taken by this book up to this point. There are 
also other ways to develop new understanding of your topic. One of these is using your understanding of two (or 
more) literary theories – or lenses – to shape your new and fresh appreciation of your literature or language topic.

Literary theories
Literary theories provide different ways of shaping meaning in a text. Every time we show understanding of 
a text, be it of a work of literature or of any language text, we (even without realising it) are making assumptions 
about what the purpose of the text might be and where that purpose might be found.

By exploring your chosen literature or language topic through the lens of specific literary theories, it is possible to 
decide whether you feel the central meaning of that topic derives from:

1. the author
2. the context within which that text has been produced, or
3. the reader.

It can be rewarding to develop your own interpretation of your chosen topic based on the application of a literary 
theory.

Your job remains the same, however; that is:
• to apply that literary theory (this is akin to exploring a critical text in our previous method)
• to respond to that literary theory (this is akin to responding to a critical text in our previous method)
• to apply new understanding of your chosen literature or language topic 
• to evaluate the usefulness of that literary theory in your newly emerging understanding of your chosen 

literature or language topic.

You will need to apply TWO literary theories – just as, in the previous method, you might have made use of TWO 
critical texts.

Where is meaning located in a literature or language text?
Different literary theories have different approaches to the search for meaning in a literature or language text. 
Following is an overview of the approaches taken by some main literary theories.

Liberal humanism
The main ideas of liberal humanism are that:
• the purpose and meaning of texts are pre-determined by the meaning given to each text by its original 

author
• to understand the intended purpose of a text, the reader must decode that text by approaching it precisely 

as the author would have: that is, there are existing themes in each text. Characters must be understood in 
certain ways: again, as originally intended by the author.

An important question arises: How can we ever really understand and appreciate the author’s original mindset, 
feelings and attitudes?
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Feminist literary criticism

Key questions my chosen 
literary theory poses

1.  Does this text make assumptions based on the roles and values attached 
to being female?

2.  Is there an implicit or even explicit conflict experienced by the female 
characters because of their femininity?

3.  Does this text make assumptions about the values of being male and are 
these values being challenged?

What questions does my 
chosen literary theory make 
me ask specifically in relation 
to my primary source? (That 
is, what do I wonder about 
in respect of my chosen 
literature or language topic?)

What new understanding 
of my primary source 
have I gained through the 
application of my chosen 
literary theory?

How useful has each of my 
literary theory approaches 
been in developing new 
understanding of my 
literature or language topic? 
In what ways (how) has this 
understanding developed?

Have there been problems 
associated with these different 
approaches? Have the 
approaches been too narrow, 
or limiting in some way? 
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Organising your informed understanding and writing 
a report
Apply your research by developing new understanding of your literature text – your primary source – and 
evaluating your critical texts.

What to remember as you begin to present your argument
Your own response to your hypothesis or research question will be developed by:
• identifying critical views from your chosen critical texts that are relevant to your hypothesis or research question
• evaluating the usefulness of the critical views put forward by each critical text.

It is in this report that you will develop:
• the new understanding of your chosen topic, gained from comparing your critical texts
• the evaluations you have made regarding how much you agree or disagree with each critical text, and how 

useful you find each critical text.

And you will consider:
• how each critical text adds to your own understanding of your chosen topic or element.

Remain aware that:
• your job is to show how the understanding that you have gained of your chosen topic has been influenced 

by each of your two critical texts.

You must ‘engage in dialogue with’ your critical sources – showing how and why you agree – or disagree – with 
the stance taken in your critical sources.


