Standard Grade Close Reading Support Sheet

Exam Question Types:
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Context Questions
Lots of Credit and General papers contain context questions.
For this type of question you are usually asked to use the context to explain the meaning of a particular word. In other words, how do the words round about help you to understand what the highlighted word means?

So how do you go about answering these questions?
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It is a good idea to take it in steps. 

1. First of all, find the word in the passage that you have been directed to and read that paragraph again.

2. Consider whether you understand the meaning of the word. If so, great. If not, look at the surrounding words and try to work it out.

3. Once you have worked out the meaning, then you should look at the context surrounding the word in question and pick out the words which have led you to your decision about its meaning. You must do this even if you knew what the word meant anyway.
4. Then in your answer you should give the DEFINITION of the word and QUOTE the words from the context EXPLAINING why they led you to your answer.
This sounds quite difficult in theory, but it is really quite straightforward once you have got the hang of it!
Have a look at the following example from a past paper which has been done for you.
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Credit  Prelim 2004. This passage describes a near-tragic childhood accident.
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 Explain how the context helps you to understand the meaning of “vicarious”
Paragraph 3 and 4:


“At first I was angry at him, frightened for him, but now suddenly I get this rush of joy, watching him race out there into the cold level space of the stilled river, free and warm and vivacious in that smoothed and frozen silence.


I think he’s done it, I think he’s across the river and safe and there’s a buzzy glow of vicarious accomplishment starting to well up within me, but then there’s a cracking noise and he falls…”
1. Do I know what it means?
If yes, fine. If not, then look to the context. The word “accomplishment” is right next to the word “vicarious” which tells us that something has been achieved. The fact that the narrator is watching his friend and that he says “I think he’s done it” shows us that the achievement is his friend’s. What does this tell us when we put all of this information together?
2. “Vicarious” must mean that the narrator is experiencing this achievement through his friend. So, generally, “vicarious” means to experience something through someone else. 
3. Remember that in your answer you must give the meaning and quote the words from the context which helped you to understand –even if you knew the meaning of the word anyway.

Answer:
The word “vicarious” means to experience something through another person. The word “accomplished” shows that something has been achieved and the fact that the writer says, “I think he’s done it” shows the reader that it is through another person that he is experiencing this incident.
Now have a go yourself using the following examples.

This example is from the 2003 Credit paper which is about the demise of the dodo.
Question 16. 

Explain how the context helps you to understand the meaning of “taxidermy” in Paragraph 10.
“When the London dodo died, the animal was stuffed and sold to the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. Taxidermy not being what it is today, over the next few decades the dodo slowly rotted until it was thrown out in 1755. All, that is, except the moth-eaten head and one leg”
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This example is from the 1993 Credit paper. It tells the story of Graeme and Martha, a young couple.
Question 12.


“…the quick adhesive of filial tolerance.” (Paragraph 14)
How does the context help you to understand the meaning of this expression?
“They got on well. They never had any difficulty talking. There were never any silences. They tore their parents to bits and put the bits together again with the quick adhesive of filial tolerance. They were two earnest adolescents, able to vary their solemn dialogue with a private joke…”
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Remember to follow the steps!
