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Writing Task (WT)

The Writing Task complements the other subtests by testing students’ abilities to produce a piece of
continuous English prose about 600 words in length. Students write in response to written and visual
stimulus material on an overall concept or theme. Each piece of stimulus material evokes a different aspect of
the overall concept. Students can respond to the concept in any form or style except poetry.

This section describes the 2015 testpaper and provides comments on the writing that students produced.
The comments are based on an analysis of a statistically significant random sample of student responses.
The breakdown of student responses according to stimulus pieces selected and genres of responses is
provided. Copyright restrictions do not allow the testpaper to be reproduced in this document.

WT 2015 Overall concept: What feeds us

The overall concept linking the 13 separate stimulus pieces on the 2015 Writing Task testpaper was What
feeds us. The concept allows for a range of possible interpretations. Markers needed to be alert to the
possible interpretations of the overall concept as they made their judgments on the criterion of
Responsiveness.

Students were free to deal with the term ‘feeds’ literally, that is, what it is that actually provides food for all or
for oneself. Equally acceptable were the many metaphorical ways in which students might interpret the word.
These include: drives us, in the sense of competing or winning; gives meaning to our lives; makes it possible
for us to thrive or flourish, or spurs us on, gives us purpose, and fulfils us spiritually. Students interpreted the
word ‘us’ in the overall concept from personalising it to refer to oneself or an individual, to expanding on it to
refer to a group, a community, society or all of humanity. Some of the contexts that students chose for their
responses included: self-actualisation, for example, by considering what can drive us to be what we really
want to be; responding to a need, or desire, or deficiency; and ambition, for example, by focusing on what
spurs us to the heights.

Whichever interpretation was chosen, the overall concept allowed for a range of responses in a variety of text
types: expository, imaginative, persuasive and reflective. Students also managed to produce creditable
responses in a variety of genres. These ranged from a straightforward kitchen recipe, to a newspaper
editorial, to a media interview, to a personal reminiscence or recount.

The most successful responses to the Writing Task are those that demonstrate higher achievement in the
criteria identified in the marking guide (page 68). The criteria are: Central idea (Cl); Vocabulary (V);
Responsiveness (R); Grammar, punctuation, spelling (GPS); Structuring & sequencing (SS); and Length (L).

Each response is marked by three independent markers. Each marker assigns either four criteria-based
standards, or three criteria-based standards and a judgment about Length. Different combinations of
judgments are required of the three primary markers. Referee marking occurs as required. Markers consider
the contribution to the holistic worth of the response of each of the criteria they are considering. On the
marksheet, they record each of their judgments as a standard (from 1 to 6) with a qualifier (+,0,-) and, if
required, they indicate a judgment about the length of the response.

The marking guide is included here to show the criteria and standards used to grade responses. Finally, a
selection of student responses has been included to exemplify successful writing as defined by the task
criteria.
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Diagram of the testpaper

The testpaper includes 13 separate pieces of stimulus material relating to the concept.

Stimulus pieces

The following diagram shows the percentage of students who indicated that they selected a particular
stimulus piece (or pieces) as the starting point or resource for their writing. In reality, most students used a
combination of two or more stimulus pieces in developing a response to the concept, thus opening up a
greater variety of possibilities for their writing. For this reason, the percentages shown in this diagram add to
more than 100%.

Indication of stimulus pieces as starting point or resource
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WT commentary

Students were required to compose a response that demonstrated a clear connection to the overall concept
and to one or more of the stimulus pieces.

The following commentary is based on the assumption that students used only one of the stimulus pieces as
a starting point or source of ideas for their responses to the overall concept of the testpaper. The reality is
that many, if not most, would have drawn ideas from two or more stimulus pieces. Therefore, the commentary
suggests only a narrow view of the possibilities, and that there would be a much greater variety in the
responses than is mentioned here.

1 Ingredients

The written text in this stimulus piece suggests an explanation for the composition and development of a
human being. The image accompanying the text reinforces the idea that what each of us becomes will be a
composite of the characteristics we have inherited from our ancestors, together with the effects of our
experiences. Responses to the ideas in this piece elicited biographical or autobiographical accounts,
reflections on personality and analyses of the deliberate development of character. Responses also included
expositions on the evolution of living creatures and the biology of humans. Some students, who knew
enough about the nature/nurture debate, developed a discussion or a persuasive response on this subject.
The stimulus piece prompted both factual and imaginative pieces.

2 Greed

As arule, greed is not looked on very favourably. In the Christian faith, greed is regarded as one of the seven
deadly sins; for Buddhists it is one of the three ‘poisons’; Hindus believe that greed is not acceptable; Islam
views greed as something that leads to evil. However, in this stimulus piece, the words appear to praise
greed. The speaker, the character Gordon Gekko in the 1987 movie, Wall Street, points out that he refers to
greed ‘for lack of a better word’. When he explains the kind of greed he is referring to, we realise that it is
perhaps not what we usually think of as greed. Gekko lists some of the human hungers and desires that he
claims have led to what he calls ‘the upward surge of humanity’.

There were saw many persuasive pieces written in response to this stimulus piece. Some students provided a
synonym — the ‘better word’ that Gekko was searching for. These students argued that this kind of greed is
necessary if humans are to gain greater knowledge, become happy people and make the world a better place.
There were also reflections and stories that illustrated this kind of greed in practice.

3 Scientific discoveries

This stimulus piece provided opportunities for students interested in science and technology to share their
knowledge. Some have seen, and in some cases used, a blood glucose monitor like the one shown. It was
evident that some had personal knowledge and experience of diabetes and other significant illnesses.
Although this stimulus piece prompted some to write expositions, it also provided a starting point for
personal and reflective responses, and narratives, factual or imaginative, in which the writers focused on our
dependence on scientific and technological developments for our survival and for many improvements in the
quality of our lives.

4 Maslow

Although Maslow’s hierarchy of human needs may not be well known to all students, the simple diagram
provided was clear and informative enough for them to use it as a source of ideas for their writing. Responses
included reports, analytical expositions, reflective and imaginative pieces that used the contents of the
diagram to explore the ways in which these needs motivate us and contribute to our wellbeing.
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5 Joy

The written text in this stimulus piece and its accompanying images are clear and strong. They tell us that
what we want most in life is joy. The images of activities and experiences suggest that life is an adventure,
prompting some students to write about their own memories of the travel and leisure activities that have
been adventures for them and that have fed their need for joy in life. Some students analysed the nature of
that joy and why we need it. For others, the images prompted short stories and other imaginative texts that
focused on what brings joy to people.

6 Food for the soul

This stimulus piece makes a clear and simple statement, one that prompted some students to respond with
expositions on how music feeds us by enriching our lives. There were descriptions of favourite music and
expositions about the work of certain composers or artists. The image of the concert ticket prompted some to
describe a real or fictional concert or music festival. Some students explained their reasons for enjoying a
particular style of music. Others shared their own experiences of performance. Imaginative responses
included fictional reflections and accounts by a musician like the one shown on the concert ticket.

7 Faith

Faith is a word for trust in someone or something. This can be trust in a person, a principle, a community, an
institution, the universe as a whole, or in oneself. Such trust or confidence, whether or not it is rational, can
support a belief in the ability to achieve a goal and this can increase the power to do so. Responses to the
stimulus piece included expositions that explored the nature of faith, and persuasive texts on the benefits or
dangers of faith. There were real and fictional reflections on, or accounts of, the influence and effects of faith
on human action.

8 Just food

The image in this stimulus piece is emotive. The tiny chick held in someone’s hands suggests the fragility of
life and draws attention to human connections with other creatures. The juxtaposition of the delicacy of this
image with the cynicism of the blunt question, ‘It’s just food, isn’t it?’ is confronting. This led some students
to recognise an ethical dilemma that we face in using other creatures for food. Some chose to respond to this
stimulus piece with expositions or persuasive texts. Others personalised the situation in reflections or
imaginative texts such as short stories.

9 Bite and chew

The familiar warning, ‘Don’t bite off more than you can chew’ has clear connections with the idea of greed. It
gives advice not to overreach, but rather, to be moderate about ambitions. This is turned on its head by the
advice in this stimulus piece to bite off as much as you possibly can and then ‘chew like mad’. This suggests
that one should be aggressive and enthusiastic in going after what it is that is wanted. It praises ambition
and hunger for achievement. The sporting image that accompanies the words suggests competition. The
stimulus piece exhorts us to be ambitious, work hard and aim for success. Some students used the field of
competitive sport as the context for persuasive and expository pieces. Some wrote personal accounts of their
successes and failures, in all sorts of areas. Some responded in biographical accounts of achievers in history.
Of course, the ideas here also provided inspiration for a range of stories of action and endeavour.

10 Plain old conversation

This stimulus piece, with its image of a message on a phone, prompted responses that focused on the role of
electronic communication in making and keeping friends. For those who agreed with the written statement, it
provided ideas for persuasive pieces about the value of communication in friendships, and also, the pleasure
of talking face to face with friends. Students used the words to begin a story or reflection focusing on a
particular friendship. This piece provided a starting point for expositions that analysed the importance of
having friends or persuasive pieces that assessed the power of technology in the development or destruction
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of connections and relationships with others. The words and the image provided ideas for stories and other
fictional pieces that featured conversations.

11 Without art

Like the previous stimulus piece, this one comments on the value of intangible elements in life. This time,
there is a reminder of the importance of art in making life more palatable. An artist is shown, surrounded by
the devastation caused by war as he sits in a trench and draws. There is no indication of which is more
important, creating art or viewing art. The message is just that art is essential. It is clear that art can comment
on or can suggest alternatives to some of the realities of life. This piece prompted persuasive and expository
responses in which students supported the statement with examples of works of art of all kinds that lift the
spirit and made people appreciate the fact that they are alive. Some students chose to tell the story of the
man shown in the picture and some told the story of finding the drawing.

12 Hungry

The focus of this stimulus piece is the basic need for food, drink and shelter. While the quote from the Book
of Matthew in the Bible is a simple statement, the emotion communicated is one of gratitude. This is
especially implied in the words, ‘you welcomed me’. This piece was used in many ways, as material for short
stories, accounts and personal reflections on experiences, and expositions or persuasive writing about
current events. It prompted some students who had perhaps come to this country from elsewhere to write
about aspects, good or bad, of becoming part of a community in a new country.

13 Improve your lot

This stimulus piece focuses on the need for education, learning and knowledge if people are to achieve their
hopes and dreams. The written text points out that self-improvement is all important and depends largely on
a decision to gain an education. Some students used ideas from the cover of Malala’s book to discuss her
remarkable actions, instrumental in effecting changes for the better, for girls in particular. The other titles
shown serve to reinforce the idea that all people have in their own power the means to achieve what they
want. Some students wrote inspirational speeches to persuade an audience that each person is responsible
for the future they want. Others wrote real or fictional accounts of the life of one of the other authors
indicated or of people these authors may have written about.

Stimulus pieces: Visual, written or combination?

Students have the option of responding to the visual images, the written texts, or a combination of both. This
year, 49% of students responded to both visual and written stimulus pieces. An additional 41% responded to
only written stimulus pieces and a mere 7% responded to only a piece of visual stimulus. Stimulus pieces for
the WT are selected to maximise appeal for a wide cross-section of the Year 12 population. The material
chosen is designed to engage students and prompt ideas for their writing. When considering a stimulus piece
(or pieces) and what to write, students should remember that, by the time they reach Year 12, they have a
wealth of personal and subject-based knowledge and experience that they can draw upon.

When students use ideas from the written stimulus pieces, there is a danger that they may quote large
portions of text directly. This can affect markers’ judgments of Length (words from the stimulus pieces are not
counted) and the Central idea (if the ideas being presented are not the student’s own). Direct quoting can
also detract from a response when the language style of the quoted material differs from the student’s style,
or when quotations are used out of context or incorrectly (affecting Structuring & sequencing, Vocabulary,
and Grammar, punctuation, spelling).
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Choice of text type

Student responses to a WT testpaper may be categorised, according to their purpose, into four major text
types: imaginative, expository, reflective and persuasive.

In 2015, the most popular text type for students was the expository response, with 36% of students writing
in this form. This was closely followed by imaginative pieces, written by 31% of students. Persuasive
responses accounted for 19% of scripts and 14% of responses were reflective.

When determining which text type to use, students need to consider the ultimate purpose of their writing. Do
they wish to entertain their audience (imaginative)? Do they want to convey information (expository)? Would
they like to recall, contemplate or share experiences (reflective)? Is it their intent to convince their audience of
a particular viewpoint (persuasive)? Understanding this can help students to plan effectively and give focus
to their writing.

Choice of genre

Within the broader categories of genre, students may write in whatever genre they wish, with the exception of
poetry. This enables them to draw on their knowledge and strengths, and to match their ideas from the
stimulus with a suitable style of response. They need to decide which genre will allow them to demonstrate
their best writing. They should keep in mind, as they plan their response, that some genres, e.g. the speech
and the essay, can have a variety of purposes such as exposition or persuasion. Also, when they choose a
genre, they need to be sure they can control its conventions. A short story, for example, should cover a short
span of time; a media article should have short paragraphs.

As shown in the diagram here, in 2015, the most popular genre report 1%
was the essay, the next most popular the short story. Personal drama script 1%
recounts, reflections and speeches were the next most i arﬁdele;f: 1%
popular. It is worth noting that, while genre conventions are

not assessed specifically (although they may affect Structuring
& sequencing), students should aim to make use of, and
indeed exploit, these conventions for effect. Students should
be encouraged to discover in which genres they write most
confidently and competently. This should allow them to
produce their best writing.

journal 1%

critique 0.5%

speech 12%
essay 38%

personal
recount/reflection
12%

Essay short story 28%

The definition of the essay is vague, as it has become a genre
required in many school subjects. Perhaps the simplest
definition is that it is a piece of writing that usually expresses

the author’s personal point of view. Popularity of genre: total sample

The essay was a popular choice. This is perhaps because essay writing lends itself to a range of different
topics, is a writing style that students use across the majority of subject areas, and has elements that are
similar to several other genres. The most successful of these responses were very clearly focused on purpose
and audience and developed a clear thesis. Essays that were well written followed a clear structure,
consisting of: an introduction (including a thesis statement); a body of writing (containing development and
explanation of main points); and a concluding paragraph (presenting a summary).

Short story

The short story was one of the most popular genres and, not surprisingly, stories covered a wide variety of
topics. The most successful were those that drew on students’ own knowledge and experiences and made
effective language choices such as varied sentence length and use of description (including metaphor and
personification). Also, successful stories tended to be written with a goal in mind from the outset — that is,
there was an effective establishment and development of ideas, a clear resolution and a compelling
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conclusion. Students should be wary of some strategies that are likely to have a negative impact on
achievement. An example is the story that ends with the narrator waking to find it was all a dream or one that
is written in the first person with the narrator dying at the end. This is significant to the criteria of Central idea
and Structuring & sequencing. Many such stories indicated a lack of planning and, consequently, a lack of
direction. Other common problems were inconsistencies and inaccuracies in using tense and narrative
perspective.

Personal recount/reflection

Students can elect to write about themselves. They may produce a piece that recounts or reviews a personal
experience or a piece that reflects on their lives or their ideas. This genre is reminiscent of some sorts of blog
entries on the internet. The popularity of this genre is not surprising.

Speech

Speeches ranged from the informative to the persuasive. Having a clear understanding of the purpose and
audience of the speech is crucial for success. This can be achieved by creating a context that establishes the
speaker’s credentials and the audience’s potential interest. This means students need to ensure that their
topic is suitable for this genre; that is, it should be a topic that is not contrived and that would interest the
intended audience.

Media article

This genre includes texts such as feature articles, editorials and journal articles. Predominantly expositional
in nature, media articles require students to have a reasonable knowledge of their topic. Therefore, students
should carefully consider their own background knowledge and expertise when selecting this approach to
respond to their chosen stimulus piece/s. They should also consider the conventions of the genre. For
example, feature articles usually have shorter paragraphs than do essays.

Letter

Letters can often provide challenges in Vocabulary and in Structuring & sequencing. To be successful,
students should ensure that the purpose, and consequently, the content of the letter is substantive enough
to justify the choice of genre and also meet length requirements.

Drama script

There was only a small percentage of drama scripts this year. Students who write in this form need
knowledge of the specific conventions of the genre, and need to be able to use them to effect.

Report

A small percentage of students chose to write a report. Many of these were scientific, perhaps suggesting
that students were aware of the genre best suited to their knowledge and experience. The genre conventions
of a report should be used. Reports should make use of features such as subheadings as well as sections
including, for example, objectives, conclusions and recommendations, to add to the authenticity of the
writing and, consequently, the authority of the writer. It would not be a good idea to write up a scientific
experiment with just a list of materials and procedures. Rather, the writing should focus on a discussion of
the findings.

Journal

Journal writing included texts such as a diary entry and were usually reflective in style. This genre is often
difficult for students, because writing ‘as themselves’ may limit opportunities for selecting and
demonstrating a wide or discriminating vocabulary. Also, they tend to lose focus as they are writing, which
can affect the criteria of Central idea and Structuring & sequencing. If students do choose to write a diary, the
entries should not be short as the result can be a rather disjointed response. Paragraphs are still essential.
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Critique

Many of the students who wrote in this genre chose to write reviews about books or films that have had an
impact on their lives.

Achievement in specific criteria

In discussing specific criteria, reference is made to selected student responses which begin on page 70.

Central idea

When assessing this criterion, a marker is essentially asking what the response is about. That is, what is the
student writing about and how well has the student deliberately and clearly developed this idea to reach an
intended conclusion? The most successful responses will demonstrate direction — whether explicit or implicit
— and resolution. Responses suffer in the criterion of central idea when there is uneven development of the
idea or when there are several, perhaps vague, ideas present. A lack of resolution often results from lack of
direction and, consequently, this has a negative impact on the judgment of this criterion.

Vocabulary

Many believe that ‘the bigger the word, the better’. However, this is not necessarily the case. It is never a
good idea to sacrifice meaning for style. Success in Vocabulary is determined by word choices: words that
have been selected deliberately for effect and exactly fit their location within the text. While students should
aim to demonstrate a knowledge and range of vocabulary, their control of language is also crucial. Incorrect
and/or inappropriate word choice, lack of variety, and language that gets in the way of meaning will all
influence a student’s success in this criterion. Trying too hard to use complex vocabulary can also detract
from a response. The biggest word is not always the best word, and sometimes, something as simple as
using the wrong preposition can destroy meaning.

Making use of language devices such as metaphor and personification, as well as using ‘technical’ language
suited to the context, proved to be very effective for many students. Less effective was the often jarring use of
exaggeration and hyperbole, tautology and sweeping generalisations. Maintaining an awareness of the
purpose and audience of the writing is essential for success in this criterion.

Responsiveness

The piece of writing that a student produces must clearly be a response to the testpaper on the day, showing
a connection to both the overall concept and the stimulus piece/s. Therefore, of all the criteria,
Responsiveness is the one weighted most heavily. Achievement will suffer where the connection is weak, or
where the student responds to either the concept or stimulus, but not to both. The higher achieving scripts in
this criterion will exhibit a strong and sustained connection to both. It is important to be aware that simply
repeating the concept, What feeds us, several times is not demonstrating the criterion of Responsiveness.
Evidence also suggests that responding to too many stimulus pieces reduces a student’s likelihood of
achieving well in this criterion. This is because a piece of this kind tends to make only passing or glancing
reference to the concept or the stimulus pieces.

Students may benefit from a different approach in their planning. Rather than looking at the testpaper and
asking, ‘What can | write about?’, it may be better to ask, ‘What do | know a lot about that | can relate to
something on this testpaper?’

Grammar, punctuation, spelling

Within this criterion, grammar is deemed more important than punctuation which, in turn, is more important
than spelling. This is because each one of these can affect meaning more than the next. To achieve a high
standard, students must consistently demonstrate precise and effective use of grammar, punctuation and
spelling with few errors. This includes exploiting the conventions of writing for specific purposes and effects.
Student achievement in this criterion will be affected by the degree to which errors detract from meaning.
Proofreading is vital.
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Regardless of achievement level, this is the criterion in which students performed most poorly. Some of the
most frequent problems evident in responses were:

e inconsistencies with tense

e errors in antecedent agreement (particularly with singular, plural and indefinite pronouns)
e omission or incorrect use of punctuation, e.g. failing to end questions with question marks
e absence of apostrophes to identify possession or adding apostrophes to plurals.

Structuring & sequencing

This criterion requires markers to consider the architecture of the piece, that is, the way in which the ideas in
the response are arranged. To be successful, the writing must demonstrate controlled structuring and
deliberate sequencing of ideas. The writing needs to be fluent, logical and flexible. Achievement is hampered
where there are weaknesses evident, such as gaps in logic, poor paragraphing or randomness in the
arrangement of ideas.

Some of the problems with Structuring & sequencing arise when students do not clearly establish the context
of their writing and, consequently, the development of ideas is less sequential. Also, poor editing can have a
negative impact, particularly when students include information that is superfluous to the purpose, thereby
weakening the response. In short stories, this often results from including too much unnecessary
description. Of course, one thing that students can do to contribute to a well-structured response is to plan a
clear strategy that is best suited to their individual writing abilities.

Students should consider their choice of genre when thinking about the structure and sequence of their
writing. Although poetry is the only genre that is specifically forbidden, they should think about whether
their genre choice will allow them to develop an idea in a clear sequence. For example, writing a 600-word
grocery list would be a very bad idea. Students need to consider and discuss what genres or forms will allow
them to develop and demonstrate their best writing in about 600 words of continuous prose.

Length

This subtest requires students to produce a piece of continuous prose, approximately 600 words in length.
Penalties are applied for too short, far too short, too long, and far too long responses. While each criterion is
considered and assessed independently, Length has the potential to have the greatest impact on
achievement in other criteria. In terms of overall performance, scripts that are far too short are the most likely
to be among the lower achieving responses.
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Criteria and standards
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Selected student responses

The responses that follow were selected from those that met the standards for successful writing as defined
by the criteria and standards for judging student responses. These responses appear in their original
handwritten form. They may contain errors in expression and factual inaccuracies but, for the sake of
authenticity, they have been published as they were written.

With respect to handwriting, students should be aware that legibility is important. Markers will make a
committed attempt to read poor handwriting but they cannot ignore errors due to missing or indecipherable
letters. In schools, teachers may become familiar with a student’s handwriting and may guess at their
meaning or their spelling. Markers of these responses cannot do this. They must assess what they see. While
there is no specific criterion that applies, it is inevitable that illegible handwriting will affect the judgments
that can be made in all the criteria.

The selection of the examples here does not indicate a preference for any particular form of writing; nor are
the sentiments expressed in these responses necessarily endorsed by the QCAA. Before publication, the
QCAA attempted to establish, but cannot guarantee, the originality of the writing in the responses.

Response 1

Painting Memories is a short story in which a daughter visits her mother in a care facility. She brings with her
the paints and brushes that her mother once loved to use and watches her come alive again as she paints. As
she arrives for her visit, the daughter is ‘fighting against the coil of dread in her stomach’; later, as her
mother becomes absorbed in her painting the daughter is ‘smiling happily’. The change in the daughter’s
emotions is used effectively in the development and resolution of the central idea of this simple story. The
links to the overall concept and to stimulus piece 11 are subtle but strong.

Response 2

In the defense (sic) of fangirling uses stimulus piece 11 as a starting point for a persuasive feature article that
encourages readers to enjoy, rather than dismiss this new form of storytelling. It argues that rather than
being trivial and unrealistic, it can, like some earlier forms, satisfy the need to escape from the realities of
life and has the potential to inspire us with hope for mankind. The control of language shown in the
conversational style of the writing contributes to the success of this response.

Response 3

The Culinary Composition of Life represents the writer’s life as being food. In this novel approach to the
events and to the associated discussion, it develops the metaphor as it deals with the various chapters of the
writer’s life. The links to the overall concept and to stimulus pieces 1 and 12 are overt throughout.

Response 4

The Fundamental ‘Food’ of Humankind is a formal essay that suggests how it is that we become individuals.
It develops its thesis by referring to the works of poets and writers, and then to the psychoanalytical
theories of Freud, Lyotard and Maslow. The discriminating selection of vocabulary in this discussion
indicates a clear understanding of the subject matter that has been used and adapted to result in a strong
response to the overall concept and to stimulus pieces 1 and 4.

Response 5

Tiers of Humiliation is an engaging and humorous reflection on what is presented as being real-life
experience for the writer. It is presented as a narrative of ‘the first step on the bumpy path to self-
improvement’. The chronological structure has allowed for the development of the suspense that drives the
response. There are clear connections to both the overall concept and to the ideas in stimulus piece 13.
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