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ENGLISH
INTERMEDIATE 2
Close Reading

Answer all questions.

30 marks are allocated to this paper.

Read the passage carefully and then answer all the questions, using your own words as far as 
possible.

The questions will ask you to show that:

 you understand the main ideas and important details in the passage—in other words, what 
the writer has said (Understanding—U);

 you can identify, using appropriate terms, the techniques the writer has used to get across 
these ideas—in other words, how he/she has said it (Analysis—A);

 you can, using appropriate evidence, comment on how effective the writer has been—in other 
words, how well he/she has said it (Evaluation—E).

A code letter (U, A, E) is used alongside each question to identify its purpose for you.  The number 
of marks attached to each question will give some indication of the length of answer required.

N A T I O N A L
Q U A L I F I C A T I O N S
2 0 1 3

F R I D A Y ,  1 7  M A Y
1 . 0 0  P M  –  2 . 0 0  P M



WHY REALITY TV WORKS

In this passage, the writer explores some of the reasons for the popularity of reality TV shows 
such as “The X Factor”.

It is a Saturday night in the northernmost fringes of London.  Outside an anonymous 
building with blanked-out windows, a discarded plastic bag swirls in the breeze. 

At first glance it seems a miserable place.  But in fact this is where dreams are made and 
broken.  Because this is where, every weekend, The X Factor goes live.

The X Factor, brainchild of Simon Cowell, is the most popular programme on Saturday 
night.  Each week, hundreds make the pilgrimage to be part of the live audience, and 
millions of us tune in at home to watch.  

As a result, many of us will spend more time in the virtual company of the contestants 
than we do with our real-life friends and family.  In a modern world in which local 
communities have become increasingly fractured, where relatives live further apart 
from each other than ever before and where one in five of us will never speak to our 
neighbours, Cowell’s creation seems to be filling the void.  

And yet despite the fact that more of us seem to be tuning in than ever before, relatively 
little is known about who watches and why.  All we know is that The X Factor—whether 
it signifies the reinvigoration of weekend family viewing or the disintegration of civilised 
society—is a reality-television phenomenon.  

So why, after a decade of phone-in rows, vote-rigging accusations and celebrity-hungry 
wannabes with bloated egos, does the British public remain so in love with reality 
television?  

By now most of us know that the version of reality on offer is one shaped by a  
multimillion-pound business with slick production values, and yet we willingly suspend 
our disbelief week after week, month after month, in the name of entertainment.  Is 
there something lacking in our daily lives that draws us so inexorably into Cowell’s web?

We do get swept up in it, wanting to be behind somebody, wanting them to do well.  
That’s why producers will make the hard-luck story—those little snippets of someone 
struggling in a dead-end job—because that enables us to feel we have a sort of connection.

And perhaps, in a world increasingly dominated by Facebook and Twitter, where 
friendships are made and broken at the click of the computer mouse, we feel more 
comfortable engaging with someone on the other side of the screen rather than chatting 
to them over the garden fence, as our grandparents might once have done.  If we are 
already sharing the details of our private lives in Tweets and status updates, are we also 
becoming more accustomed to the notion of putting our intimate selves on display for 
the entertainment of others?

It’s no coincidence that our love affair with The X Factor is so potent right now, more 
than ever before, as Britain endures a period of relative austerity.  In a time of economic 
hardship, we are seeking out the simple and cheap—family entertainment that makes 
us feel part of something bigger.  But the popularity of such shows may be traced back 
even further—to the emergence of 19th-century periodicals which relied on reader 
contributions.  Reality TV is merely a manifestation of a very, very old craving.  We 
love sentimental stories, such as Dickens’ Little Nell; we love a tear jerker, and shows 
like The X Factor are no more crass or exploitative than cheap sensational 19th-century 
fiction.

Yet it seems that 21st-century viewers are looking for more than just simple entertainment.  
Part of the attraction is the sense of control The X Factor gives us:  the sense that we 
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can put right wider social wrongs by voting for our favourite contestants and that 
although our lives are being shaped by forces beyond our control—such as government 
cutbacks, widespread job losses or social deprivation—the ability to have a say in what 
happens to others in reality TV shows gives us back a much-needed sense of power.  

The most popular contestants almost always have a backstory of personal triumph over 
adversity which enables us to feel that we are helping them succeed, that we are giving 
them a break even if no one else will.  And perhaps this is why Susan Boyle, who grew 
up in a council house and was bullied as a child for her learning difficulties, has proved 
such an enduring figure.  

Of course there are less noble motivations for watching, too:  for every Susan Boyle there 
is a caterwauling teenager who cannot hold a tune and yet remains convinced he or she 
is destined for stardom.  A part of us just loves it when people are awful and embarrass 
themselves—but human nature is contradictory like that, and reality television allows 
us to have it both ways.  

In fact, most of us know we are being manipulated and that our emotional buttons 
are being shamelessly pressed every time there is a lingering close-up of a tear-stained 
contestant’s face recounting the traumatic time their grandmother’s budgerigar died.  
But because we have become so accustomed to such televisual shorthand, we are 
increasingly willing participants in the charade.  We become, along with the contestants, 
part of the performance.

Do we care that reality television is not actually real?  That question misses the point.  
Reality television is a completely constructed premise.  None of the people would be in 
it if we were just showing their normal lives.  But what it does do is take human flesh and 
blood and challenges it in situations that bring out a person’s true personality.  That’s 
why shows work, because the public is after authenticity . . .  They want to support 
people with talent and for them to win, but they punish pretension and two-facedness.  
On the whole, the public are positive, but they are judgemental.

Perhaps this, in the end, is the key to Cowell’s success:  he acknowledges that we crave 
the appearance of reality, but that we also want the reassurance of a happy ending for 
those who deserve it and retribution for those who do not.

Either that or we just want to laugh at the man with the comb-over singing an out-of-
tune Mariah Carey song.

Adapted from an article by 
Elizabeth Day, in The Observer
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Marks Code

 1 U/A

 2 E

 2 U

 2 U

 QUESTIONS

 1. Explain why any one example of the writer’s word choice from 
paragraph 1 (lines 1–2) helps to give the impression that the place she 
describes is “miserable”.

 2. Explain how effective you find the expression “pilgrimage” (line 6) as an 
image or metaphor.

 3. (a) Show how another expression in the immediate context helps us 
understand the meaning of “virtual” (line 8).

  (b) Explain in your own words one of the reasons why there is a “void” 
which “Cowell’s creation seems to be filling” (line 12).



 QUESTIONS (continued)

 4. Explain fully why any two components of the expression “celebrity-hungry 
wannabes with bloated egos” (lines 17–18) convey a tone of disapproval.

 5. Look at lines 20–23, and then explain what is suggested by the writer’s word 
choice of either “slick” or “web”.

 6. Explain fully the function of the words in dashes (the parenthesis) in  
lines 25–26.

 7. Look at lines 27–33, and then

  (a) explain in your own words what is meant by “engaging with someone 
on the other side of the screen”;

  (b) explain in your own words why people do this;

  (c) explain how well the content of the sentence beginning “If we are” 
reinforces the writer’s argument;

  (d) identify an aspect of the structure of this sentence which helps the 
writer get the content across.

 8. Look at lines 34–42, and then explain in your own words two reasons the 
writer gives in this paragraph for “our love affair with The X Factor”.

 9. Explain fully why the sentence “Yet it seems that 21st-century viewers are 
looking for more than just simple entertainment.” (line 43) works well as a 
link at this point in the passage.

 10. Re-read lines 43 –53, and then explain in your own words why the writer 
chooses Susan Boyle as an example to support her argument.

 11. Look at lines 54–58, and then explain how the writer achieves a wry or 
humorous tone in these lines.

 12. The word “charade” (line 63) usually refers to a pretence, something that is 
false or fake.

  Explain how an expression used by the writer earlier in this paragraph 
prepares us for the word “charade”.

 13. Look at the last two paragraphs (lines 72–76), and then explain how they 
help to provide an effective conclusion to the passage.

  You may wish to consider such aspects as word choice, ideas, structure 
and/or tone.
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Marks Code

 2 A

 1 U

 2 A

 2 U

 1 U

 2 E

 1 A

 2 U

 2 A

 2 A

 2 A

 2 U/A

 2 A/E

[END OF QUESTION PAPER]

Total (30)



[Open out for Questions]
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ENGLISH
INTERMEDIATE 2
Critical Essay

Answer two questions.
Each question must be taken from a different section.
Each question is worth 25 marks.

N A T I O N A L
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2 0 1 3

F R I D A Y ,  1 7  M A Y
2 . 2 0  P M  –  3 . 5 0  P M



Answer TWO questions from this paper.

Each question must be chosen from a different Section (A–E).  You are not allowed
to choose two questions from the same Section.

In all Sections you may use Scottish texts.

Write the number of each question in the margin of your answer booklet and 
begin each essay on a fresh page.

You should spend about 45 minutes on each essay.

The following will be assessed:

•	 the	relevance	of	your	essays	to	the	questions	you	have	chosen

•	 your	 knowledge	 and	 understanding	 of	 key	 elements,	 central	 concerns	 and	
significant details of the chosen texts

•	 your	 explanation	 of	 ways	 in	 which	 aspects	 of	 structure/style/language	
contribute	to	the	meaning/effect/impact	of	the	chosen	texts

•	 your	evaluation	of	 the	effectiveness	of	 the	chosen	texts,	supported	by	detailed	
and	relevant	evidence

•	 the	quality	and	technical	accuracy	of	your	writing.

Each question is worth 25 marks.  The total for this paper is 50 marks.

SECTION A—DRAMA

Answers to questions in this section should refer to the text and to such relevant features as:  
characterisation, key scene(s), structure, climax, theme, plot, conflict, setting . . .

 1. Choose a play in which the breakdown of a relationship between main characters is an 
important feature.  

  Discuss the cause(s) of the breakdown and show how it goes on to have a significant 
impact on the rest of the play.

 2.  Choose a play which deals with an important human issue. 

  State what the issue is and explain how one or more of the characters in the play deal 
with it.

 3. Choose a play in which there is a scene which could be described as a turning point in 
the fate of one or more of the characters. 

  Show how this scene could be described as a turning point and explain how it 
increased your understanding of the character or the characters in the rest of the play.
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SECTION B—PROSE

Answers to questions in this section should refer to the text and to such relevant features as:  
characterisation, setting, language, key incident(s), climax, turning point, plot, structure, 
narrative technique, theme, ideas, description . . .

 4. Choose a novel or a short story in which there is conflict between two characters.

  Examine the nature of the conflict and explain to what extent it is resolved.

 5. Choose a novel or a short story with a message which is still relevant today.

  Show how the author’s portrayal of events and character(s) highlight the author’s 
message.

 6. Choose a novel or a short story or a non-fiction text or group of texts which made a 
strong impact on you.

  Explain how the writer’s use of language creates this impact.

SECTION C—POETRY

Answers to questions in this section should refer to the text and to such relevant features as:  
word choice, tone, imagery, structure, content, rhythm, theme, sound, ideas . . .

 7. Choose a poem which describes a place or an incident.

  Briefly state where or what is being described, and go on to explain how the 
techniques used in the poem make the description memorable. 

 8. Choose a poem which takes a particular form, such as sonnet, ode, ballad, elegy,  
monologue … 

  Explain how the distinctive features of this form contribute to your appreciation of the 
poem.

 9. Choose a poem which has an ending which you found surprising or interesting or 
satisfying or inspiring. 

  Consider the whole poem, and by reference to the poet’s use of content and poetic 
techniques explain why you think the ending is particularly effective.
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SECTION D—FILM AND TV DRAMA

Answers to questions in this section should refer to the text and to such relevant features as:  
use of camera, key sequence, characterisation, mise-en-scène, editing, setting, music/sound, 
special effects, plot, dialogue . . .

 10. Choose a film or TV drama* where conflict between characters is central to the plot.

  Explain the reasons for the conflict and show how media techniques intensify audience 
involvement at particular scenes.

 11. Choose a film which is an example of a specific genre such as horror, romance, action 
or comedy.

  Explain how the film makers have used the features of the genre to create a successful 
film.

12.  Choose a film or TV drama* which highlights a particular moral or political or social 
or environmental issue.

  Identify the issue and show how media techniques are used to persuade us to adopt a 
particular view or to explore the issue more fully.

  * “TV drama” includes a single play, a series or a serial.

SECTION E—LANGUAGE

Answers to questions in this section should refer to the text and to such relevant features as:  
register, accent, dialect, slang, jargon, vocabulary, tone, abbreviation . . .

 13. Consider the use of persuasive techniques in a series of advertisements run in 
newspapers or magazines, television, radio, the internet or in public spaces.  

  Show how the persuasive techniques have been built up over the series, and explain 
how such features are successful in helping to sell the product.

14.    Consider features of language which help to give a particular group of people a strong 
sense of identity, or belonging, or tradition.

  Explain what some of the key features of your chosen language are and go on to show 
in what ways this language is so important to your chosen group.

 15. Choose an aspect of communication (television, radio, internet, etc) which you feel has 
recently made an impact on every day language in either a positive or a negative way. 

  Explain what you consider the key areas of impact to be and show how negative or 
positive this impact has been.

[END OF QUESTION PAPER]
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