
 

16
06

98
 

 

 

External Assessment subject 
report 
English 
October 2016 

 



 

  

© The State of Queensland (Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority) 2016 

Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority 
PO Box 307 Spring Hill QLD 4004 Australia 
Level 7, 154 Melbourne Street, South Brisbane 

Phone: +61 7 3864 0299 
Email:  office@qcaa.qld.edu.au 
Website: www.qcaa.qld.edu.au 

 

mailto:office@qcaa.qld.edu.au


Contents 

Introduction __________________________________________ 1 

Overall commentary ___________________________________ 2 
Sample responses and commentaries ............................................................... 5 
Dimension 1: Understanding and responding to contexts .................................. 5 
Dimension 2: Understanding and controlling textual features ............................. 6 
Dimension 3: Evaluating meaning ...................................................................... 7 
Recommendations and guidelines ...................................................................... 8 
Sample responses .............................................................................................. 8 

Assessment instrument: The Crucible ____________________ 9 

Assessment instrument: Macbeth _______________________ 13 

Appendix 1: Instrument-specific standards matrix _________ 15 

Appendix 2: Glossary of terms _________________________ 16 
 

 



Introduction 
Queensland is working towards a new system of senior assessment and tertiary entrance that 
will include: 

• a model that uses school-based assessment and common external assessment 

• processes that strengthen the quality and comparability of school-based assessment 

• a move away from the Overall Position (OP) rank to an Australian Tertiary Admission Rank 
(ATAR). 

In Semester 1 2016, the Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority (QCAA) trialled 
external formative assessments in five subjects to: 

• provide an opportunity for schools to become familiar with the use of subject-based external 
assessments 

• test our processes for delivering external assessments. 

These assessments were: 

• aligned to existing syllabuses 

• an alternative to a task already being undertaken at participating schools 

• developed in consultation with subject experts from schools, subject associations and 
universities 

• administered under secure conditions and graded externally. 

The trial involved: 

• approximately 19 000 students from 249 schools 

• five Year 11 subjects: 

− Chemistry 

− English 

− Geography 

− Mathematics B 

− Modern History. 

In addition, more than 400 teachers took part in the online marking operation. 

This report provides information on the External Assessment Trial: English assessment 
specifications, the sample responses and the performance characteristics of students.  

The trial was conducted using the current syllabus, with Year 11 students and in a formative 
context. Commentaries and sample responses should be viewed in this context.  

Electronic versions of the assessment are available online.  

Claude Jones 
Director, Assessment and Reporting Division 
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Overall commentary  
The External Assessment Trial: English was a supervised written assessment developed by the 
Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority (QCAA) and conducted under supervised 
conditions. The assessment was based on one of two plays — Arthur Miller’s The Crucible and 
William Shakespeare’s Macbeth — and was completed by 10 459 students in 109 participating 
schools on Friday 27 May 2016.  

The supervised written assessment was devised from the English Senior Syllabus 2010 and 
assessed the objectives of the three dimensions of the syllabus: 

• Dimension 1: Understanding and responding to contexts 

• Dimension 2: Understanding and controlling textual features  

• Dimension 3: Evaluating meaning. 

Of the two set texts, 78 schools chose The Crucible and 31 schools chose Macbeth. Students 
chose from two unseen questions for the relevant text. Each question was designed to allow 
students to demonstrate the interrelated objectives of the syllabus across the range of standards 
within the time allowed and word length guidelines. The diversity of student responses observed 
is indicative of the many different and valid ways of demonstrating the objectives an extended 
response task enables.  

The following graphs indicate student performance overall, and according to gender and text 
selection. 

Note that the statistics in this report may be subject to rounding, resulting in totals not equal to 
100 per cent.  
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Figure 1: Overall student results 
 

 

Figure 2: Overall student results by gender 

 

Figure 3: Student results for The Crucible 
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Figure 4: Student results for The Crucible by gender 

 

Figure 5: Student results for Macbeth 
 

 

Figure 6: Student results for Macbeth by gender 
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Sample responses and commentaries 
This commentary is designed to: 

• provide schools with information about their students’ performance in relation to the syllabus 
objectives, as represented in the instrument-specific standards that accompanied the 
assessment 

• help teachers give students feedback about how to demonstrate the objectives in an analytical 
essay in response to an in-depth study of a literary text.  

Evidence from the responses included has not been corrected for grammar, spelling or factual 
accuracy. Reponses provided are a sample of responses only, and are not necessarily exemplary 
responses.  

Dimension 1: Understanding and responding to 
contexts 
It was evident that schools had provided students with a clear understanding of acceptable ways 
of using the analytical essay genre. The essays that most successfully demonstrated the use of 
genre patterns and conventions to achieve specific purposes provided a clear thesis or central 
idea in response to the question in the introduction. These introductions identified two or three 
main points for discussion in the corresponding body paragraphs.  

Responses that established a clear and considered thesis were more likely to develop an 
insightful argument overall. For example, the following thesis responds to Question 2 on 
The Crucible. 

Sample response 

Through an allegory, Miller invites the audience to see the social disharmony present in Salem 
as caused primarily by the oppressive social structure of the theocracy and the hypocrisy of 
the characters. 

This thesis responds to the question by identifying ‘at least one main cause’ of the disharmony. It 
names two causes and indicates that the essay will analyse ways in which the play invites the 
audience to view these causes, as prompted by the question.  

Another thesis example is in response to Question 1 on Macbeth. 

Sample response 

Shakespeare’s Macbeth communicates many different ideas about power, most notably the 
play may be read as a warning that an unbound desire for power, illegitimately gained, has  
far-reaching and disastrous consequences. 

This thesis directly addresses the question by choosing ‘one main idea about power that is 
communicated to the audience’.  

Both examples indicate a thoughtful response to the relevant play as a whole, and present 
parameters that signal a complex argument to follow. Some other thesis statements were simple 
and set parameters for a superficial discussion in the essay. 

External Assessment subject report 
English 

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority 
October 2016 

Page 5 of 16 
 



Sample response  

Macbeth is the illegitimate side of power and Duncan is the legitimate. 

Students who performed well usually established the role of the essay writer in the introduction 
through adopting an appropriate register to suit the identified audience: readers who have a deep 
understanding of the play. These essays sustained control over the relationship with readers 
throughout the response by: 

• maintaining the register and writing style established in the opening 

• directing the reader throughout the progression of the argument. 

The selection, organisation and synthesis of relevant and substantive subject matter was 
achieved when students provided a range of relevant evidence, whether direct or indirect, from 
across the play and integrated this evidence into a cogent response to support their opinions and 
perspectives. Some weaker responses relied heavily on one section of the play to support the 
ideas, which tended to limit the scope of the analysis.  

The number of direct quotations chosen had little bearing on the overall result. In quality 
responses, a student’s highly developed understanding of the play was revealed in the discerning 
selection of evidence used to support points raised and facilitate the overall argument. These 
responses revealed a quality synthesis through purposeful selection and combination of relevant 
subject matter to produce a coherent and complex whole.  

Dimension 2: Understanding and controlling textual 
features 
Cohesive devices perform the function of developing and emphasising ideas and connecting 
parts of the essay, allowing for clear organisation of relevant subject matter. While connecting 
ideas between paragraphs is essential, it is as important to develop and emphasise ideas within 
paragraphs and in relation to the overall argument introduced in the thesis.  

Quality responses allowed for a tight development of argument overall as points were: 

• advanced through reason 

• supported with indirect or direct reference to pertinent parts of the play 

• logically linked to the central idea.  

The most effective essays employed a range of grammatically accurate language structures, for 
example, varying sentence lengths and types in order to achieve specific effects. This allowed for 
fluency of the writing and controlling the relationship with readers throughout the response.  

Effective use of conventional spelling and punctuation also allowed students to achieve fluency. 
While student responses that contained spelling and punctuation errors were still able to achieve 
well overall, students performed poorly where these errors impeded meaning.  

A discerning use of vocabulary was achieved when a wide range of appropriate words were 
selected deliberately for specific effects, rather than when students attempted to insert complex 
language. The effective use of vocabulary enabled students to achieve in the Dimension 3: 
Evaluating meaning objectives, as it is through apt language choices that a student can clearly 
demonstrate quality analysis. This can be seen in the following excerpts from student work. 
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Sample responses 

Therefore, when he refuses to succumb to fraudulence, and cries out as a final gesture, ‘I see 
some shred of goodness in John Proctor’, he acts in accordance with his private conscience, 
which dictates that his now ‘white’ name symbolises truth and justice, and not the court’s 
instrument to legitimise witchcraft. 

 

Shakespeare utilises the tragic downfall of Macbeth to invite the audience to view the negative 
nature of power and its ability to pollute even the most reputable souls. Initially, the raw persona 
of Macbeth was described as ‘brave’ (1.2) and ‘[disdainful of] fortune’, thus reflecting his heroic 
and masculine characteristics. 

Both of these excerpts demonstrate purposeful language choices that support an efficient 
analysis of the ways ideas and values underpin the text for readers who have a deep 
understanding of the play. Using analytical words and phrases such as ‘Shakespeare utilises’, 
‘invite the audience to view’, ‘described’, ‘reflecting’ and ‘heroic and masculine characteristics’ 
reveals the student’s treatment of the characters as textual constructions in analysis rather than 
‘real’ people.  

Dimension 3: Evaluating meaning 
Dimension 3 objectives were achieved through analysis of the ways the text invites the audience 
to view particular ideas and characters. The prompt in each of the four questions directed 
students towards this analysis. To do this effectively, students analysed the ways ideas, attitudes 
and values underpin the plays and influence audiences and the perspectives and representations 
of concepts, identities, times and places.  

For example, students discussed the ideas associated with masculinity and/or femininity 
underpinning representations of characters in Macbeth or the values associated with personal 
integrity underpinning the representation of characters in The Crucible.  

Whether students centred their arguments on one main character or idea, or referred to a number 
of characters or ideas, effective arguments examined ways in which meaning is constructed in 
the texts. Students who simply retold the plot generally performed poorly in this dimension, 
revealing a lack of awareness of the audience and purpose of the response.  

Students needed to go beyond merely identifying aesthetic features in order to achieve in relation 
to this objective. High-quality essays integrated an understanding of the playwright’s language 
choices and use of aesthetic features into a developed response to the question. The following 
excerpt demonstrates this integration. 

Sample response 

When the court coerces him to reveal the person who informed Giles that opportunistic people, 
the likes of Putnam, were eradicating their neighbours for land, Giles is said to have remained 
‘silent’. This pressure to conform to their demands is symbolised by the rocks that press him, 
but fail to attain a confession. Though the rocks physically crush the life out of Giles, his 
faithfulness to himself and his neighbours renders him victorious in the ‘arena of morality’ and, 
protecting his personal integrity, he dies a ‘fearsome man’. 

This excerpt reveals an insightful point about Giles Corey that is linked to a main idea about 
personal integrity in response to the essay question. The student refers to the rocks as a symbol, 
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but rather than identifying and explaining this aesthetic feature, the student uses this to 
emphasise the point about the nature of personal integrity embodied in the character. 

Similarly, the following excerpt presents a thoughtful synthesis of subject matter. 

Sample response 

Lady Macbeth’s manipulative and masculine persona is established in her notable soliloquy, 
where she calls upon the ‘spirits’ (1.5) to ‘unsex’ her in hopes she may yield more power as a 
man so that she may escape the inhibitive constraints of her assigned gender. She questions 
Macbeth’s masculinity and claims he lacks the ‘illness’ (1.5) should attend to becoming King. 
Thus through the strong language observed in this soliloquy, it is evident Lady Macbeth is 
evading the ‘natural order of things’ by inverting the gender roles through her masculine and 
violent characteristics. 

Here, the student analyses the attitudes and values about gender underpinning the 
representations of Macbeth and Lady Macbeth. The interpretation of how the play invites the 
audience to view these representations is achieved through a synthesis of both direct and indirect 
evidence and a discussion of the effects of aesthetic features. 

High-achieving responses in dimension 3 revealed an in-depth understanding of the play studied, 
and a considered interpretation of the choices made by the playwrights in analyses focused on 
the question and thesis. 

Recommendations and guidelines  
Overall, the best responses showed that an in-depth, quality analysis is the vehicle for 
demonstrating the interrelated objectives. These responses revealed a deep engagement with 
the play and a considered interpretation.  

For students to achieve this, it is recommended that they are provided with opportunities to: 

• engage in a close and critical study of the play, enabling them to develop a reading of the play 
as a whole 

• learn strategies for discernment in synthesis of argument that is cogent, succinct and 
purposeful in its response to the question. This may be achieved through explicit teaching of 
sentence structure, effective quotation integration, and discernment in language choices  

• learn how to purposefully establish the role of the essay writer in an introduction and maintain 
this throughout. For example, students should avoid beginning with generic statements such 
as ‘William Shakespeare is an amazing playwright’ and start with a tone and register suitable 
to the role of essay writer that addresses the question. 

Sample responses 
Annotated sample responses for each text appear on the following pages. The responses have 
been selected as examples that, on balance, match the English Senior Syllabus 2010 objectives 
at A standard and do not indicate a preference for a particular way of approaching the 
assessment topics. 
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Assessment instrument: The Crucible 
Sample response: A standard 

 

The essay’s thesis is a clear response to the question. The thesis is developed as a reading of the play as a 
whole, with characters analysed in relation to the values underpinning the community represented in the 
play.  

Vocabulary choices are precise and focused on the essay’s purpose. There is a spelling error and commas 
are sometimes overused. However, this does not detract from the effectiveness of the response. 
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Each character is analysed to show what they represent in relation to the thesis concept. The concepts 
underpinning representations are discerningly explained, for example, where the essay states: ‘because he 
has aligned himself to the expectations of a fractious government’.  

Quotations and examples support the development of the central idea. The concise way in which quotations 
are synthesised enables the writer to include a wide range of relevant and substantive evidence to support 
the argument. Each paragraph focuses on a point of development of the thesis. 
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The concept of the ‘divide that exists between the individual and the community’ is a subtle and complex 
development of the thesis.  

Aesthetic features and their effects are discerningly analysed throughout the essay. This is evident when 
the essay highlights the significance of Proctor’s name and the act of tearing his confession. 

External Assessment subject report 
English 

Queensland Curriculum & Assessment Authority 
October 2016 

Page 11 of 16 
 



 

The synthesis is discerning. For example, when characters are used as evidence, they are analysed with 
reference to other characters and the play’s representation of ‘social disharmony’. The writer has 
successfully developed and supported the thesis with discerning analysis, reinforced in the concluding 
paragraph. 

The essay often uses densely packed, nominalised sentences to support a discerning analysis of concepts. 
On balance, this response matches descriptors at an A standard. 
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Assessment instrument: Macbeth 
Sample response: A standard 

 

The response focuses effectively on the question. The introduction signals the constructed nature of the 
representation of power through vocabulary such as ‘is characterised as’, ‘are considered’ and ‘is displayed 
as’. The central idea is discerningly established by contrasting divine and supernatural power. This central 
idea is developed through focused argument.  

The essay’s interpretation based on the concept of the divine right of kings is supported by discerning use 
of evidence from the play, pointing out how the characters use the language of divinity in reference to 
Duncan. 

The first body paragraph develops the pivotal concept of divine power as it underpins the play. In this 
paragraph, there is strong engagement with the specific ways the play’s textual features construct 
representations.  
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The opening sentences of the second body paragraph directly address the question’s focus on how the 
audience is invited to view the idea of power. The writer creates a relationship with the reader of the essay 
in using the expression ‘we as the audience’. There is strongly embedded analysis of the effects of 
aesthetic features, such as the recognition that the witches’ ambiguity builds psychological tension. 

Quotations are incorporated without disrupting the fluency of the argument and indirect evidence is used 
discerningly. The argument is developed by analysing the change in the representation of Macbeth, 
highlighting the implications of his loss of humanity. The conclusion is a reinforcement of the central 
argument that has been supported by close analysis of the text. 

There are some spelling and punctuation errors, but on balance this response matches descriptors at an 
A standard. 
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Appendix 1: Instrument-specific standards matrix 
 A B C D E 

 The student work has the following characteristics: 

U
nd

er
st

an
di

ng
 a

nd
 

re
sp

on
di

ng
 to

 c
on

te
xt

s • exploitation of genre patterns and 
conventions of an analytical essay to 
achieve specific purposes 

• effective control of genre patterns and 
conventions of an analytical essay to 
achieve specific purposes 

• use of genre patterns and conventions 
of an analytical essay to achieve 
purposes 

• use of aspects of genre patterns 
and conventions of an analytical 
essay to achieve some purposes 

• use of aspects of genre patterns 
and conventions of an analytical 
essay 

• discerning selection, organisation and 
synthesis of relevant and substantive 
subject matter to support opinions and 
perspectives 

• effective selection, organisation and 
synthesis of relevant subject matter to 
support opinions and perspectives 

• selection, sequencing and organisation 
of relevant subject matter to support 
opinions and perspectives 

• selection and organisation of 
subject matter to support opinions 
or perspectives 

• selection of some subject matter 
to state an opinion 

• manipulation and control of role of the 
essay writer, and relationship with 
readers 

• establishment and control of role of the 
essay writer and relationship with 
readers 

• establishment and maintenance of role 
of the essay writer and relationship 
with readers 

• establishment of role of the essay 
writer relationship with readers 

• use of role of the essay writer 

U
nd

er
st

an
di

ng
 a

nd
 c

on
tr

ol
lin

g 
 

te
xt

ua
l f

ea
tu

re
s 

• a discerning combination of a range of 
grammatically accurate language 
structures for specific effects, including 
clauses and sentences  

• control of a range of grammatically 
accurate language structures to 
achieve effects, including clauses and 
sentences  

• use of a range of mostly grammatically 
accurate language structures to 
achieve purposes, including clauses 
and sentences  

• inconsistency in the use of 
grammar and language structures 
to meet a purpose 

• grammar and language 
structures that impede meaning 

• discerning use of cohesive devices to 
develop and emphasise ideas and 
connect parts of the analytical essay, 
including paragraphing  

• effective use of cohesive devices to 
develop and maintain ideas and 
connect parts of the analytical essay, 
including paragraphing  

• use of cohesive devices to link ideas 
and connect parts of the analytical 
essay, including paragraphing  

• use of some cohesive devices to 
connect parts of the analytical 
essay, including paragraphing  

• some connections between 
parts of the analytical essay 

• discerning use of a wide range of apt 
vocabulary for specific purposes 

• effective use of a range of apt 
vocabulary for specific purposes 

• use of suitable vocabulary for purposes • use of vocabulary that varies in 
suitability for a purpose 

• use of vocabulary that distracts 
from purpose 

• discerning use of written features to 
achieve specific effects 

• effective use of written features to 
achieve effects 

• suitable use of written features to 
achieve purposes 

• use of written features that vary in 
suitability 

• written features that distract 
from meaning 

• conventional spelling and punctuation • conventional spelling and punctuation • conventional spelling and punctuation • conventional spelling and 
punctuation 

• conventional spelling and 
punctuation 

Ev
al

ua
tin

g 
m

ea
ni

ng
 • discerning analysis of the ways ideas, 

attitudes and values underpin the play 
and influence audiences 

• effective analysis of the ways ideas, 
attitudes and values underpin the play 
and influence audiences 

• analysis of the ways ideas, attitudes 
and values underpin the play and 
influence audiences 

• identification of ideas, attitudes 
and values that underpin the play 
and influence audiences 

• identification of some ideas, 
attitudes and values in the play 

• subtle and complex evaluation of 
perspectives and representations of 
concepts, identities, times and places 
in the play 

• effective evaluation of perspectives 
and representations of concepts, 
identities, times and places in the play 

• evaluation of perspectives and 
representations of concepts, identities, 
times and places in the play 

• identification of some perspectives 
and representations of concepts, 
identities, times and places in the 
play 

• identification of some concepts, 
identities, times and places in 
the play 

• discerning evaluation of aesthetic 
features and their effects in the play 

• effective evaluation of aesthetic 
features and their effects in the play 

• identification and explanation of 
aesthetic features and their effects in 
the play 

• identification of aesthetic features 
and some effects in the play 

• identification of some aesthetic 
features in the play 
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Appendix 2: Glossary of terms 
Term Definition 

analyse to break up a whole into its parts, to examine in detail to determine the nature of, to 
look more deeply into and to detect the relationships between parts1; 
identify components and the relationship between them; draw out related 
implications2 

assume take for granted or without proof; suppose as a fact1 

communicate impart or convey knowledge and/or understandings to others3 

convey communicate; impart; make known3 

develop elaborate or expand in detail3 

establish set up on a firm basis3 

respond to answer; to reply; to react to a person or text3 

support give something greater credibility by being consistent with it or providing further 
evidence4 

Sources: 
1 The Critical Thinking Community, Glossary of Critical Thinking Terms, 

www.criticalthinking.org/pages/glossary-of-critical-thinking-terms/496  
2 Board of Studies, Teaching and Educational Standards (BOSTES) New South Wales, A Glossary of Key 

Words, www.boardofstudies.nsw.edu.au/syllabus_hsc/glossary_keywords.html 
3 Macquarie Dictionary online, Macquarie Dictionary Sixth Edition, www.macquariedictionary.com.au. 
4 Queensland Curriculum and Assessment Authority 
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