
Achievement Standard 91473 (English 3.2)
Achievement Standard 91473 (English 3.2) involves the viewing and analysis of a visual text(s)  
and/or listening to and analysing oral text(s), and developing a critical response on a specified aspect, using 
supporting evidence. The response will be in essay form.

Before you begin, you need to consider the key understandings for success in Level 3 English. These are 
given under the heading Before you begin: Key understandings for success in Level 3 English on pages 1 
and 2.

What texts can I write about?
This year, you should have studied one or more visual or oral texts. It is important that your studied visual/
oral text has enough substance to allow you to respond critically, in depth and detail, to both ideas and 
aspects of crafting. The visual/oral text you have studied in class will have been specifically chosen to allow 
you to respond critically and write in sufficient depth and detail.

You will be expected to have a thorough knowledge and understanding of your chosen visual or oral 
text(s). You will do best if your answer shows that you have engaged with the text and understood its 
purpose(s).

Texts chosen for study may include part or whole visual or oral texts from New Zealand and part or whole 
world texts. You can answer on one or more texts from the list of text types following, or a combination of 
text types. For example, an answer could be on two short films by the same or different film-makers or on 
a feature film and a drama production (intertextual studies).

Oral/visual text types you could study include:

•	 film

•	 television programme

•	 drama production

•	 radio programme

•	 oral performance

•	 multi-media

•	 graphic novel

•	 digital

•	 online.

Achievement Standard 91473
Respond critically to specified aspect(s) 
of studied visual or oral text(s), 
supported by evidence

ENGLISH

3.2
Externally assessed 4 credits
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What is the assessment format?
The exam instructions require you to write an essay response. You should aim for 500–600 words.

Your essay must include:

•	 an introduction, stating clearly the focus and scope of your argument

•	 a range of appropriate points and explanation, supported by accurate and relevant evidence

•	 a reasoned conclusion.

Your essay should show accurate use and control of the conventions of academic writing. This means that 
you will need to use accurate grammar, spelling and punctuation. Your essay should be paragraphed, and 
quotations should be incorporated correctly.

It is also crucial that your essay provides an analysis of the techniques of the visual/oral text.

You must write a conclusion for ‘Achievement’ for AS 91473 (English 3.2).

If you are answering on all three external standards for Level 3 English, you are advised to spend 60 minutes 
answering AS 91473.

What will the questions be like?
There will be a number of essay statements provided. These will include opportunities to answer on more 
than one text type. In the 2015 and 2016 AS 91473 examinations, 10 essay statements were provided, and 
in the 2017 examination there were eight.

You will need to choose one essay statement and discuss the extent to which you agree with it.

You are expected to respond critically to the statement by making a close analysis of your studied text(s). In 
other words, you need to choose one statement that you can successfully develop an argument for, and 
provide evidence and analysis from your studied text(s) in support.

The statements will encourage you to show your detailed knowledge and understanding of some of the 
following aspects:

•	 purposes and audiences

•	 ideas (e.g. character, theme, setting)

•	 film language features (e.g. cinematography, mise en scène, editing, production design, sound, 
performance, rhetorical devices)

•	 structures (e.g. narrative sequence, beginnings and endings).

The chart following shows examples of essay statements which target some of the preceding aspects.

Specified aspect Example essay statement

Theme/ideas ‘We need to see ourselves or hear our own voices in a text to truly appreciate the 
ideas of its creators.’

Setting ‘Location, location, location! The setting of a visual text or oral text is central to 
how its audience responds.’

Characterisation ‘Successful visual or oral texts present characters who are both heroic and 
realistic.’

Positioning of the 
audience

‘It is the director’s purpose to manipulate the audience to a point where they feel 
uncomfortable.’

Structure ‘Narrative structure is a significant feature of films.’

Film language 
features

‘Even if the storyline is one we have heard before, a text can always be made new 
and refreshing if its creators use effective or original production techniques.’
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Whatever the statement or the aspect you begin writing about, you must always discuss the director’s 
techniques and ‘spiral out’ your ideas to discuss the writer’s purpose

Achievement criteria

Achievement Merit Excellence

Respond critically to specified 
aspect(s) of studied visual or oral 
text(s), supported by evidence.

Respond critically and 
convincingly to specified 
aspect(s) of studied visual or oral 
text(s), supported by evidence.

Respond critically and 
perceptively to specified aspect(s) 
of studied visual or oral text(s), 
supported by evidence.

•	 	Develop the focus and scope of an argument 
when discussing specified aspect(s) of the text(s).

• Integrate a range of relevant points.
• Communicate a clear and coherent argument.
•  Write a structured written answer that follows 

the conventions of an essay format.

•  Make a discerning and informed argument relating to 
the specified aspect(s) of the text(s).

•  Present a sound, well-founded opinion explained in 
detail to show your depth of understanding.

See the list of text as-
pects on page 40.

•  Make a sophisticated and insightful and/or original 
argument relating to the specified aspect(s) of the 
text(s).

•  Provide a mature, thoughtful argument, supported 
by carefully selected/relevant detail which shows 
insightful appreciation.

•  Aim to include explanation of how significant 
aspects of the written texts discussed communicate 
ideas about contexts such as the human experience, 
society and the wider world.

Use specific and relevant details to 
support your argument, i.e. examples, 
quotations, references to the studied 
text(s) and/or other sources.

How to develop a critical response to a visual text
See page 5 ‘How to develop a critical response to a text’.

How can I revise a visual text?
The revision Tasks focus on feature film because it is the most commonly studied genre for AS 91473 
(English 3.2). NCEA questions at the end of the chapter can be answered with reference to any of the visual 
and/or oral text types listed previously.

There are some specific aspects that you should aim to cover in your revision of the visual text that you 
have studied.

Conventions of genre
Some of the most common genres in film are war, romance, history, western, comedy, thriller, drama, 
science fiction, art-house, film noir. Conventions cover characters we expect to see, particular situations, 
moods, music associated with action, recurring motifs, stereotypes, etc.

It is important to have an understanding of the conventions of the genre of film you are studying, as the 
genre will affect many aspects of the text and how the theme/message is conveyed. Any departure from 
the typical conventions of a genre is also important to note.

Director’s background and style
It is helpful to have an appreciation of how the film you have studied fits into a director’s wider body of 
work. How is it typical of their style? How it is different?

Knowing the director’s background and personal reasons for directing the film can also help you to 
understand their larger purpose.
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Film criticism
It is also important to have some knowledge of how a film was received and what critics have said and 
written about it. This may be a lot easier to find for some texts than for others. Making reference to these 
secondary sources in your essay is another way of showing ‘scope’ and an appreciation for a director.

Social/historical/political context
A text’s setting in time and place is important. Because some writers comment on the society in which they 
live, research the social, political and historical context of the text (i.e. time in which it was written and/or 
set).

The place can be a microcosm of the wider world and it can be used to create important moods or 
emotions.

Understanding the social/historical context of a film can be crucial in establishing the director’s purpose 
and message. It is important to understand the context of a film’s setting, and it may also be important to 
understand the context of the time the film was released.

Setting
The ‘time and place’ setting of a film is crucial in establishing mood and atmosphere. The setting can 
be developed through a number of production techniques – set design, colour, lighting, camera work, 
costuming, etc. The important thing to note is the effect the setting has on the main characters – how it 
influences them to act and think in a certain way.

Structure
The way the plot is structured and the order of events presented to us can shape a viewer’s response and 
influence our emotions, in order for the director to achieve his/her purpose.

The opening of a text is always a vital sequence to view closely and analyse. The whole film is invariably set 
up here – characters, themes, settings, method of narration, symbolism, mood – are all introduced. The 
opening sequence or exposition can vary in length and include one or a number of scenes. In conventional 
narrative film structure, the exposition is completed when the key event that initiates the film’s main story 
occurs.

Key turning points, the climax and resolution of the film are also important.

Production features
Film is highly crafted. Not only is it important to understand film techniques in general, but it is also 
important to have an awareness of the key production features of your studied film.

Some directors have quite a distinctive style; for example, Baz Luhrmann. Viewing the opening sequence 
of three films by the same director is likely to show his/her distinctive style. Analysing style requires looking 
at the production features of a director’s work. You need to carefully consider what makes the writer’s use of 
film language distinctive.

Conventions of film-making
Discussion of the technical and artistic aspects of film-making and how they reveal/enhance aspects of 
theme, character or setting, will form the basis of your critical response.

Key tools at a director’s disposal
Cinematography – everything associated with the camera, and includes the following.

• Framing – close-ups, wide shots, etc.

• Camera movement – panning, tracking, dolly, handheld, etc.

• Use of angles – high, low.
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• Use of filters – colours, tints, bright, over-exposed or washed-out.

• Depth of field – distance within which the shot is in focus; narrow depth of focus (foreground is in focus 
but the background is not) long depth of focus (everything in the shot is in focus).

• Film stock – slow film stock gives high resolution, fast film stock gives grainy texture.

• Lighting – high-key lighting gives little contrast, low-key lighting gives high contrast and shadow.

Soundtrack – everything heard in a film, and includes the following.

• Music – can come from within the drama and is called diegetic sound (e.g. a character turns on a radio), 
or can be added as background (non-diegetic sound) to create a mood. Consider whether specific 
characters have theme music associated with them.

• Dialogue – consider how it is said, not just what is said. Has voice/dialogue been added post-
production, such as voice-over narration?

• Sound effects – e.g. creepy sounds in horror movies, gunshot sounds – backgrounded or foregrounded 
on the soundtrack?

• Movement sounds – e.g. footsteps, clothes rustling, breathing.

• Use of silence – consider why it is used and what sounds are ‘dropped into’ the silence.

Mise en scène – everything that can be seen in a shot (literally means ‘put on the scene’) and covers the 
following.

• Setting – time period, historical, geographical.

• Location – interior, exterior, constructed, natural.

• Costumes.

• Set and props – design, colour, particular style.

• Framing, placement and movement of characters in the shot – where they are standing, sitting, moving.

• Make-up.

Editing – takes place post-production and is the construction of the film’s shots, scenes and sequences. 
It involves the following.

• Ordering of the shots – the narrative is constructed here.

• Length of the shots – generally, the shorter the length of shot, the quicker the pace of the film. Has time 
been elongated or condensed by the length of the shots?

• Adding special effects.

• Decisions on transitions between shots – dissolves, cuts, fades.

• Decisions on order of scenes and sequences.

Narrative structure – the way in which the story is constructed. Elements and methods of narration include 
the following.

• Chronological or linear order.

• Use of flashback.

• First-person narration.

• Multiple viewpoints.

• Action and dialogue.

• Voice-over.

• Devices such as letters and diaries.

• Three-act structure.

• Use of sub-plots.

• Where the climax occurs.
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Characters
Often, the director’s purpose is to present a complex, interesting character whose actions make us 
think about the themes of the text. This character’s journey helps the reader to come to know them 
well and frequently helps the writer to present us with a moral message. It is important to appreciate 
characterisation – the methods used to create character.

Some characters are two dimensional. This is often because they are stereotypes of a personality type. Such 
characters generally are minor characters.

Three-dimensional characters are rounded characters and are credible or realistic. We believe they are real 
people. To achieve this, the writer must make the character multifaceted (i.e. many sides to them). Real 
people can be heroic but they will also have flaws. As readers, we may be asked to make a judgement 
about the character … and it may not be a black-and-white decision. The main characters will also change. 
The change they go through will also reveal the writer’s themes.

Camera work – angles and shots

Costuming and make-up Dialogue

Colour and lighting Acting – the way a character 
moves/gestures/stands

Film techniques used 
to develop characters 

in visual text

Themes/Messages
Themes are the ideas or messages that the director is conveying to his or her audience through his or her 
particular use of cinematography, soundtrack and other visual or oral techniques to develop plot, characters 
and settings. The film’s theme(s) will be the director’s ideas or messages about topics, such as aspects of 
love, attitudes to war and/or conflict, courage, coming of age, defying the odds, media manipulation; or, 
social/scientific issues like genetic engineering, resource use or climate change. For example, the topic of 
‘courage’ as shown in a character’s actions could be used to convey the idea that even a morally flawed and 
seemingly selfish person can act with great courage to save others from a terrible fate – an example is Oskar 
Schindler, a businessman and war profiteer and the main character in Steven Spielberg’s film Schindler’s List, 
who saves the lives of more than a thousand Jews interned in a Nazi labour camp.

Characterisation

Conflict between 
characters

Setting

Narrative structureCinematography

Mise en scène

Editing

Soundtrack

Using or manipulating key 
conventions of a genre

Key methods 
that reveal 

theme within 
a film
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What follows will guide you through the revision of a visual text you have studied this year, providing 
exemplars of what to write.

Revising a visual text
To answer an AS 91473 question using film as your studied visual text, you should have viewed a film often 
enough to become familiar with, and knowledgeable about, the preceding aspects and, in addition, you 
should have completed a detailed analysis / close reading of several key scenes.

Task 1: Revise conventions of film genre
Use the following exemplar to help you revise key aspects of the film genre that you have studied.

Exemplar
Film title: Atonement (2007).

Director: Joe Wright.

Genre: Historical romance/drama/war.

Key details: Adapted from the novel of the same title 
by author Ian McEwan. Screenplay by Christopher 
Hampton. Starring James McAvoy (Robbie), Kiera 
Knightley (Cecilia) and Saoirse Ronan, Romola Garai 
and Vanessa Redgrave (Briony).

Conventions of genre: Historical setting against 
backdrop of war, ‘boy meets girl, complications and 
obstacles follow, creating a range of emotions in the 
audience, but after all the drama there is reunion, 
marriage, happy ending.

Does the film depart from the expected 
conventions? How and why? 
Yes. For the majority of the film, the director 
follows these expected conventions and the 
audience, after an emotional journey, anticipates 
a reunion and happy ending. But, in the final 
minutes, Joe Wright turns our expectations on their 
head in a twist ending. This is the crux of the film, 
and where the director’s message is made clear. 
We realise that we have not really been watching 
an historical romance but the story of the novel 
Briony has written to ‘atone’ for her actions, to 
give our ‘star-crossed lovers’ Robbie and Cecilia, 
the happy ending they deserved but never got.

1. Film title:

2. Key details:

3. Director:

4. Genre:

5. Conventions of genre:

 

6. Does the film depart from the expected conventions? How and why?
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Task 2: Revise director’s background/style
Use the following exemplar to help you revise key aspects of the director that you have studied.

Exemplar
Other films directed by this director: Pride and Prejudice (2005) and Anna Karenina (2012) – both starring 
Keira Knightley; The Soloist (2009), Hanna (2011).

Typical features of director’s style: Pride and Prejudice, Atonement and Hanna all have long tracking 
shots in them. Atonement has a continuous 5 minute and 5 second shot of the Dunkirk evacuation.

1. Other films directed by this director:

2. Typical features of director’s style:

 

Task 3: Revise film criticism
Use the following exemplar to help you revise the key criticism of the film you have studied.

Exemplar
When was the film released? Atonement was released in 2007.

How was the film received? What awards has the film won and what for?

Very well received. The most nominated film of 2007. Seven Academy Award nominations, including ‘Best 
Picture’; winner two Golden Globe Awards, including ‘Best Picture’; 14 Bafta Award nominations including 
‘Best Picture’.

Write down several relevant quotes from film critics which could be woven into an essay.

‘What a clever, ambitious, compassionate picture it is … It’s a film which aims at big ideas, and it treats us 
like grownups.’ (Peter Bradshaw.)

‘There is nothing yesterday about “Atonement”. It speaks in fresh, startling ways to a new generation.’ 
(Peter Travers.)

1. When was the film released?

2. How was the film received? What awards has the film won and what for?

3. Write down several relevant quotes from film critics which could be woven into an essay.

 



Achievement Standard 91472 (English 3.1): Respond critically to specified aspects of 
studied written text(s), supported by evidence

2017 questions
The following essay is based upon STATEMENT 2.
2. It is the way that characters change in a text that makes it worth reading.

Every writer renders their view from a specific point of place and although many think globally 
in the twenty-first century, there is also a national accountability which forces them to speak 
with a local voice. Katherine Mansfield, the famous New Zealand writer, believed in merging 
those two worlds but also that, ‘…there is only today’ that counts. She sought to break free from 
the traditional restraints of her craft and did so through the way she painted her characters. 
Mansfield dared to delve into the subtle awakenings of a simple charlady in one of her remarkably 
sentimental (and well worth reading) short stories, ‘The Life of Ma Parker’. The main protagonist 
wrestles tirelessly through the short narrative with her lot in life. The reader is pelted with 
heartbreaking images and sentimental pathos-loaded flashbacks as we observe the shift in Ma 
Parker’s character arc towards an inner self-actualisation. Any story which forces the reader to 
question their value system and moral framework is ultimately worthwhile. Mansfield’s story subtly 
evokes within us the divisions wrought through social class and the pain felt through incessant 
loss. Human suffering is an eternal theme worth reading about to keep our social conscience on its 
toes and remind us of our collective responsibility to be vigilant against insidious social hegemony.

Adding in a quote from 
Katherine Mansfield shows 
a deeper understanding of 
context.

Answer the question. 
Paraphrase the question.

The text and question are both 
malleable – bend them to 
your argument.

The pathos which Mansfield deploys through the character arc of Ma Parker, early on, makes 
the narrative an unabashed tear-jerker. Her struggle, plight and transition speak of the resilience 
which is at the heart of the human experience. Ma Parker’s vernacular stands in stark contrast 
to vocabulary of the ‘well dressed literary gentleman’ who inhabits a higher social status within 
society. However, it’s a sad indictment on him and his ilk that when Ma Parker lost her grandson it 
was barely even noticed by her employer. Essentially, he couldn’t care less, yet felt inclined through 
some degree of forced social etiquette to make a minimal observation, after she returned from 
attending the funeral. ‘Overcome I suppose,’ was all the reader gleaned from the sudden switch 
in narrative perspective, before we were told he then returned to his primary focus, ‘he [then]
helped himself to the marmalade’ while a mentally and physically exhausted Ma Parker returned to 
cleaning his house. We cannot appreciate the tremendous shift and change in Ma Parker – which 
comes at the climactic point in the story – unless first off, we witness the pit of despair which she 
inhabits early on in the story.

With a statement like this 
which involves ‘change’ or 
transition in the character, 
it’s important to establish 
(early on) what and where the 
character is changing from.

However, a subtle transformation does occur within Ma Parker’s character and, as with many of 
Mansfield’s stories, the reader must be an active participant in the reader/writer experience if they 
are to fully appreciate why it is worthwhile. Like Bertha Young in ‘Bliss’ and Rosemary Fell in ‘A 
Cup of Tea’, Ma Parker’s transition has its beginnings in an almost throwaway remark made earlier 
in the text. When the Literary Gentleman questions his ‘old hag’, as to whether she threw ‘away 
any cocoa last time you were here – did you?’ the tone is patronising, condescending and loaded 
with gender and class bias. Essentially, he is trying to reassert his authority after letting down his 
guard by asking Ma Parker about the funeral of her grandson. However, what transpires is that he 
unwittingly dislodges a raw emotion in her character, which forces us as readers to reassess our 
relationship with the character.

Stay loyal to the essence of 
the statement.

It’s useful to showcase your 
knowledge of the other 
characters the writer has 
drawn. Remember – you have 
an academic knowledge of 
the author.

Sociological understanding 
of the text which makes 
it relevant for study in the 
twenty-first century.

Answers and explanations



After this unremarkable and brief exchange, the narrative perspective once again shifts from his 
pompous and ‘vigilant’ stance to Ma Parker absentmindedly going about her chores. However, she 
is once again overcome with, ‘the thought of little Lennie’. She was tormented by the innocence 
and the injustice of life and the thought became all-encompassing, like a growing fever. The ellipsis 
in the following paragraph introduces us to another vivid flashback where, on a sensory level, the 
reader is made to feel every wracking cough in his ‘little box of a chest’. The intense figurative 
language continues with the description, ‘his eyes bulged, his hands waved’. Ma Parker felt a 
degree of helpless guilt which was torturing her notion of self in the present. The need for self-
preservation cranks up a notch when she confesses that now, ‘she simply couldn’t think about it’. 
Ma Parker forces herself out into icy cold wind in the street to find some safe place to unleash her 
torrent of grief. However, the last simple sentence informs us that, ‘there was nowhere’. Moreover, 
the fact that Ma Parker was searching for a way out speaks delicately of the shift in her character 
arc. She was looking, perhaps for the first time in her life, to offload her burden. Tragically, there is 
no cathartic remedy allowed, that would be unrealistic and diminish the fragility of the situation. 
However, we can find some trace reward in the fact that Ma Parker embraced a spark of searching 
resolve. Mansfield gives us a minimalistic understanding that if change can occur in this pitiful 
downtrodden individual (who embodies the neglect of the Victorian underclass) than maybe there 
is a worthwhile hope for us all. 

In your argument there are 
a number of variables to 
consider when explicitly 
communicating an 
appreciation of style.

Communicate a knowledge of 
structure.

To conclude, this short story of Ma Parker composed in the 1920s is worth reading as it allows 
readers to primarily empathise with the ‘life’ represented within the story. We glimpse the inner 
turmoil experienced by the underclass. According to secondary scholar Lohafer, through wrestling 
with the solemn shift in Ma Parker’s character we learn what life was like for the ‘dissipated’ of that 
era. Mansfield framed the reading process so successfully that it becomes an ‘ideological product’, 
educating the audience and making it worthwhile to read. 

Secondary source knowledge 
communicates academic 
appreciation.

The following essay is based upon STATEMENT 3.
3. New Zealand writing gives us a lens through which we can see ourselves.

The work of one of New Zealand’s most conflicted and controversial poets, James K. Baxter, offers 
every young New Zealander the distinct opportunity to view themselves through the lens of his 
poetry. As we continue to embrace our uniqueness on the world stage, many of us still yearn for 
a sense of belonging through national identity. Murray Edmond, the acclaimed New Zealand 
academic and poet, believed of Baxter that his work stood, ‘at the threshold of poetry in this 
country ... so much in fact that now and in its future, it will be necessary for all New Zealand poets 
to work out for themselves where they stand in relation to Baxter’. Through a close critical analysis 
of two of his early pieces, ‘Returned Soldier’ and ‘Elegy for an Unknown Soldier’, not just poets but 
all New Zealand readers are offered the opportunity to grapple with the universal issues of loss of 
innocence, greed and misplaced loyalties. These aspects of New Zealand identity are as significant 
now as they were in 1948/49 when the poems were first written.

Establish an opinion early on.

Secondary source.

It is a widely accepted fact that Baxter spent most of his life searching for something profound 
and spiritual and although he did, in his early work, manage to capture the essence of the New 
Zealand landscape, it is when he is deconstructing the idea of isolation and societal woes that he 
is at his best. From the outset, the title, ‘Returned Soldier’, hints at a product brought back to the 
assembly line due to its lack of worth. This poem differs from ‘Elegy’ because it objectifies a soldier 
who does not lose his life. Instead, he has lost his quality of life. However, through the colloquial 
language of ‘cobbers’ we recognise it as being Kiwi. Essentially, the poem refers to typical wartime 
propaganda in ‘entitled now to call himself a man’, but the tone is sarcastic and bitter. Eighty 
years ago, young New Zealanders were encouraged to sign up for the war effort in order to 
attain a sense of worth and identity; today they are bombarded with a steady stream of consumer 
products that assault their notion of worth and strip them of self-confidence. In both cases New 
Zealanders suffer(ed). All too often we are being forced into an unattainable quest for connection, 
yet the voice of Baxter still resonates down through the ages. Recent Ministry of Health figures 
have revealed that a growing number of young New Zealanders are battling psychological distress. 
The thread that connects the two eras is the need to be accepted.

The marker is looking for 
insightful control. Use every 
weapon in your arsenal to 
make the reading experience 
vivid and enjoyable.

An adverb used at the start of 
a sentence can often denote 
authority in the marker’s 
mind.

Make your argument current 
and relevant.

Furthermore, ‘Returned Soldier’ develops the idea of loneliness. When we read that the soldiers 
attempt to console themselves by visiting the prostitutes, we quickly become aware that they in 
fact find that nothing consoles them. The girls mentioned further into the poem are a reference 
to the innocence of the past, however, which has become ‘buried’ and ‘blurred’. Both in the final 
stanza and the contrast in the first lines, a loss of innocence is shown. We can see that the soldier 
was very keen to join the war effort. He was underage at 17 and he volunteered but did he fully 
know what lay in store for him? There is a pattern of sound in each stanza, but the stanzas are 
not consistent with each other. The stanzas don’t even have the same number of lines, which 
contributes to the confusion the soldier felt in his search for self – a recognisable New Zealand 
endeavour. 
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