How to Study for National 5, Intermediate 2 and Higher English
When studying it is important to be selective. Firstly identify how long you have and then decide what you want to achieve in your study session. If you aren’t specific then you will waste your time.

Below is a range of activities which cover close reading and critical essay elements of the course; some can take as little as five minutes, others much longer. Some may not work for you but give them a try.
Lastly, remember that a little extra focussed study can make a huge difference when it comes to the final exam.

1. Read as much and as widely as possible

Your close reading/reading for understanding, analysis and evaluation will be non fiction texts and many of these come from quality newspapers. Reading the comment/opinion sections of these will get you used to the style of these texts and help to prepare you for this in the exam. 

Reading fiction will help you to study other texts by thinking about character development, identifying the themes and describing the structure of the story, for example.

Reading also helps you to improve your writing. Try imitating some of what you have read or using this to stimulate your own writing.

2. Talk.

Talk through what you have learned. This can be really useful if you share this with someone who wasn’t in the class or doesn’t really know much about what you are studying. Encourage them to ask awkward questions and challenge you – this will test your own understanding of what you have learnt and often clarifies things for you. If there is something you find you aren’t quite clear on then go back to your teacher and talk it through with them.

3. Attend study group or create your own

This is another chance to talk and share or check your understanding. This is particularly useful if you create a group from different classes as some members may have learned in a way that really works for you. It doesn’t matter if you are not studying the same text or are not up to the same part. The skills and knowledge which underpin critical essays are the same no matter which text you study. Why not compare your characters or the opening chapters, for example.

 4. Choose the correct critical essay
Go through your course materials and select the questions you could answer for each text. You may wish to differentiate between prefect questions and questions you would answer if you have to.  This is also an opportunity to identify the questions which are essentially the same but just worded differently. 
5. Prepare an introduction

It is possible to pre-prepare the opening sentences of an essay so that you can get stuck in straight away when you are in the exam. Make sure you include the title, author/director, setting and a brief summary of the text. The only thing you will have to add or work in is your reference to the question.
6. Create quote lists
Quote are essential in essays to evidence your points. However, if you are revising four texts that is a lot of quotes to learn! Instead, identify 10 quotes from a text which can be used to illustrate a variety of things e.g. character and key incident, theme and setting. Write a brief explanation of what they show and how. 
7. UAE quotes

When revising a text it is useful to U, A E quotes:

U – Write a sentence which explain what the quote shows (be clear about the technique or key aspect you are looking at e.g. characterisation, word choice, structure)

A – Write a few sentences explaining how it shows this and/ or what it suggests and why 

E – Explain how this links to the theme, how the reader responds and how effective you feel this to be.
8. Revise close reading formulas
If you are a sciency-minded person, or just someone who likes a clear, formulaic approach to things, then learning the formulas to close reading questions is the way forward. Write out the steps you need to take on flash cards and get someone to test you. When you approach close reading papers, use this cards to help you remember the process you need to go through.

9. Time yourself

Part of the English exam is doing things in timed conditions. Why not try some of the following:

· Give yourself ten minutes to choose two questions from a past paper and plan them

· Allow ten minutes to thoroughly read (actively) and then skim read the close reading text
· Write one essay in 45 minutes or two essays in one and a half hours (for current higher pupil)

· Attempt a close reading paper in one hour (N5/Int 2) or 1 hour 45 mins

10. Read actively

When reading a passage from a close reading paper, a newspaper article, an extract from a novel or even a page from a Geography text book, read actively. This involves identifying key points or anything that stands out as interesting or important; it also involves asking questions of the text and of yourself – who is that character? Why did he do that? What do I think of that point?. The best way to read actively is to mark the text, using a combination of highlighting and underlining and making notes. DO NOT be afraid of getting it wrong. These are notes to yourself to investigate further later, to remind you and help you to answer the questions. Take every opportunity you can to practise this – even in other subjects! (Though don’t say your English teacher told you to colour in the text books!)

11. Create your own close reading questions
Select an appropriate text  - e.g. an opinion column from a quality newspaper – and create a set of questions which cover all the close reading question types. Be sure to make it clear how many marks are available and create a mark scheme to go along with it. If you have trouble either creating specific questions or  the mark scheme for them then you need to revise that question type.

12. Contextualise your texts

In class you will have been given some background information about the writer and historical context of your text. Why not go a little bit further and find out more about these things? It can also be interesting to find out about other texts produced by the writer. This can help you to comment more meaningfully on the writer’s style or identify any themes or motifs which are carried through different texts.
If your text belongs to a specific genre, make a point of finding out about (and reading where possible) other examples. This will help you understand the genre better and you will be able to evaluate the writer’s choices with more confidence. 
13. Plan Essays

Planning essays can be just as useful as writing them out. When you are first getting the hang of writing critical essays take as long as you need to plan your response. Make sure you are totally focussed on the question and that you are discussing key aspects of the texts  (characterisation, theme, mise-en-scene) in each paragraph. Once you get better, time yourself.
14. PEEE!

Once you have planned an essay, instead of writing the whole thing out just write a PEEE paragraph. Make sure that you include each of the following:

Point – this establishes your argument, linking the aspect of the text you are discussing with the questions
Evidence – include your evidence (quote/close reference), making sure it is punctuated correctly and contextualised

Explanation – how does your evidence prove your point?

Evaluation – how effective is this? How does it contribute to the theme of the text/writer’s purpose? How does the reader react/feel?

Your teacher may have taught you a slightly different version of this. If so, go with that. The point is still the same!

15. Re-read the text

The more familiar you are with the text, the more confident you will feel answering any question asked.

16. Organise your notes

Re-write your notes under the key aspect headings (these can be found in the past paper questions – they are in the box at the top of each genre section). This will ensure that you focus on each key aspect and have sufficient information to write about each (quotations, comments etc.) If you identify a gap then you know that you need to find out about that aspect of the text.  Doing this also helps you feel more confident about writing a paragraph about any given aspect of the text.
17. Revise your literary techniques

There is a ‘knowledge about language’ list in your course materials. This includes parts of speech and other terms which you need to know and be able to recognise. The second column in particular focusses on techniques which writers use to create particular effects. Make sure you can spell these words correctly and know what they mean. When you read a new text you can always play ‘spot the technique’ too!

18. Create a pop quiz on your text

Create a set of questions which test the contestant’s knowledge of the text across the key aspects (e.g. characters, setting, key incidents). As well as creating the answer scheme you might like to have some bonus questions which are analytical or evaluative e.g. how do you feel about this character at that point? What theme does this relate to and what does it show?

19. Use the Understanding standards website

This SQA website will help you to familiarise yourself with the marking criteria and apply it. You will get a chance to mark real candidates scripts and an explanation of why candidates got the marks they did. This is an extremely useful task as understanding what the examiners are looking for and how to get the marks is the key to success.
20. Go over previous essays/close reading responses

Look again at what you were successful at and where you went wrong. For critical essay look at the mark scheme too and make sure you understand why you got the mark you did. Look at the comments and try re-writing a paragraph or section of the essay, making the suggested improvements.

In close reading, look at where you dropped a mark and see how easily you could pick it up. Try and identify patterns, e.g. I lose most marks on word choice questions or because I don’t write understanding questions in my own words, and use this to focus your revision. 

