Standard Grade Close Reading Support Sheet

Exam Question Types:
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Some questions will ask you to look at the writer’s sentence structure and to comment on the effect that the writer is trying to create.

This can seem very difficult at first, but it’s just a case of knowing what to look for!

When tackling a sentence structure question you should try to remember the following list of ideas to go through:

1) Look at the length of the sentence.

· Has the writer used a long or a short sentence and what is the effect?

· Is it a very long sentence to show a list of something? Or is it to show lots of ideas jumbling around in someone’s head? To show confusion?

· Is it a very short sentence to show that someone is angry or that something has happened suddenly? Or to emphasise an idea, to make it stand out? (Remember to say why the writer would want it to stand out).

· Is it even a sentence? Remember that a sentence should make complete sense on its own and it must contain a verb. Why would the writer use a non-sentence? Is it to show shock or surprise?

2) Look at the punctuation of the sentence.

· Is there any particular punctuation mark on which you could comment, for example, colon, semi-colon, comma, brackets etc?

· Do you have lots of commas which create a list?

· Do you have brackets so that the writer can make a comment, perhaps for humour or for criticism?

3) Look at the function of the sentence (what kind of sentence you are dealing with).

· A statement – indicated by a full stop.

· An exclamation – indicated by an exclamation mark.

· A command – indicated by a full stop or an exclamation mark.

· A question / rhetorical question– indicated by a question mark.

4) Look to see if there is any repetition in the sentence (or in more than one sentence) in the paragraph.

You should look to see if there is anything unusual about the sentence structure and then make a comment on why you think the writer has done this.

Remember that this is a just a guide and you will have to read the question very carefully to see exactly what the question is asking you to do.

Task:

Now have a look at the following examples from actual past papers which have been done for you.

General 2001
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This passage discusses the new enthusiasm for car boot sales.

Question 9

In Paragraph 8 the writer introduces the idea of giving practical advice. How does the sentence construction at the beginning of paragraphs 9 to 14 help to show this?

9
“Go as a buyer first, if you can. Have a good look around. Some pitches are better than others….

10
Go early if you are selling. Many car boot sales that advertise an opening time of 10am are being set up by seven or eight in the morning….

11
Beware of antique dealers. They will surround your table…

12
Invest in a cheap wallpapering table ….

13
Don’t sell old electrical goods: they can be dangerous, and you can be in trouble with the law for doing so.

14
Take a lot of food and drink with you: sandwiches, chocolate bars, flasks of tea and coffee, cans of soft drinks.”

Looking at the opening sentence of each paragraph you should be able to see that there is repetition as each sentence is a command with the writer telling us what to do.

Sample answer:

 There is repetition in that each sentence begins with a word which tells us what to do.

Or:

Each sentence is a command.
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Credit Prelim 2004
This passage describes a near-tragic incident in winter.
Question 1a) and 1b)

“Strathspeld is everywhere white.”

a) What is unusual about the structure of this opening part of the sentence?

b) What effect does this create?

Looking at this sentence you can see that it the word order is unusual. We would not expect the place name to come first here. We would expect this to read, “Everywhere is white in Strathspeld” or perhaps “White is everywhere in Strathspeld”. So, we know that the word order is inverted, but what it the effect of this? Because the word order is unusual, the writer is clearly trying to emphasise one or more of the words. Here, he is emphasising the words, “White” or “everywhere” to give the impression of the blanket coverage of the snow.
Sample answer:

a) The word order is inverted as we would not expect the sentence to read with the place name first.

b) It emphasises the words “white” and “everywhere” to show just how much snow had fallen.
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Task:

Now have a go at the following examples. Don’t worry if you find them difficult, just refer to the list.

General 2002
This passage is taken from a short story.

Question 12b) “Gingerly, he tried to reopen…flap ripped jaggedly.”

How does the structure of this sentence emphasis the man’s care in reopening the envelope?

“Gingerly, he tried to reopen the envelope but it was stuck fast and the flap ripped jaggedly.” 
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Credit 2004
This is an extract from the novel “Captain Corelli’s Mandolin”. In this section Pelagia is confronted in her own home by someone she initially believes to be a stranger.
Question16

“Pelagia was astounded.”

How does the sentence structure in the rest of this paragraph develop Pelagia’s sense of astonishment?

“Pelgia was astounded. Psipsina was afraid of strangers, and how did this ghastly ruin know her name? Who could have told him? She wiped her hands on her apron for the lack of any sense of what to think or do, and said, ‘Mandras?’”

Credit 1998

In this extract the writer gives his impressions of an area of Montana called the Badlands.

Question 6
“The road…tapered to infinity…”

Explain how the STRUCTURE of the second sentence in Paragraph 3 helps to make the meaning of this expression clear.
“The road ahead tapered to infinity, in stages. Hill led to hill led to hill, and at each summit the road abruptly shrank to half its width, then half its width again, until it became a hairline crack in the land, then a faint wobble in the haze, then nothing.”
