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Introduction

The following collection of writing samples is provided for teachers and students as further support in VCE English/ESL Area of Study 2 – Creating and presenting, Units 3 and 4. The samples are not exemplars or templates.
The samples were written by teachers of the new VCE English/ESL study at the end of Semester 1 2008; the teachers wrote each text within a short timeframe, as if doing an in-class task. The samples therefore reflect some of the ways in which students can respond in Area of Study 2 when creating their own written texts. There are many ways that students might explore ideas and/or arguments encountered in their study of texts from Text list 2 as they undertake writing tasks in the coursework. The collection of samples reflects a diversity of approaches to the writing. The collection also illustrates various ways in which the Written Explanation can be used to allow students to reflect on language use and to explore ideas. 
From each text and its Written Explanation, it is possible to extrapolate a prompt for use in preparing students for the examination; possible prompts are indicated in bold. 
In School-assessed Coursework tasks, the piece of writing does not have to be based on a prompt, and students do have to provide a Written Explanation. In the examination, students’ writing is based on a prompt, and students are not invited to write an Explanation.
Area of Study 2, Outcome 2
The writers of the following samples were ‘drawing on ideas and/or arguments suggested by a chosen Context’ to create a written text for an anthology of writing for an adult audience, discussing and analysing ‘in writing their decisions about form, purpose, language, audience and context’ (Outcome 2). Their specific task was to create ‘one sustained written text…with a written explanation of decisions about form, purpose, language, audience and context’ (Study design, pages 28 and 32). The chosen form of each piece is noted in its heading.
Sample 1
Context: The imaginative landscape
Text: Robert Frost poetry (Mending Wall)
Task: Write a personal reflection 
Personal reflection on an experience 
In his poem Mending Wall, Robert Frost describes the neighbourly relations of two farmers who share adjoining land and must, every now and then, repair a stone wall that marks their boundary. The speaker, the owner of an apple orchard, is somewhat disdainful of his neighbour, whose land is planted with ordered rows of pines. Nevertheless, he knows the value of ‘good neighbours’ and though he would goad his friend who he thinks of as rather too fastidious about mending a wall which keeps nothing in (‘my apple trees will never get across /And eat the cones under his pines, I tell him’), he submits to the sentiment that ‘Good fences make good neighbours’. Central to the poem is the idea that the neighbours inhabit quite different worlds despite their common ground, and each experiences the same land in their own way. The nourishing image of the apple (‘I am all apple’) with its connotations of sweetness and health is set against the brooding stiffness of the pine (‘he is all pine’) and it is very easy to align oneself with the speaker and see the neighbour as ‘an old stone age savage’. But there is a hint of respect too, in the tone of the speaker – respect for the dogged determination shown by the neighbour, to do things in ways that are consistent with tradition. It is this grudging respect that leads the speaker to go along with the ritual of mending the wall.

This idea of people having quite different experiences of the land they call their ‘place’ is alive and well in my world too. Living next door to a large block of flats, my family has to deal with many more neighbours than most. On several occasions now, our household has been the centre of un-neighbourly disputes which have revealed that our view of the landscape, in this instance, of a garden, is quite at odds with that of others. It’s true, our garden is a bit wild for a city garden. It rambles, ivy is uncontrolled despite half-hearted effort to keep it in check, trees flow over fences. But my Mum’s vegetables and herbs and roses all mixed in together bring some admiration from visitors. So I have become used to the idea that ours is a lovely garden. In the far back corner there is a very large, very old peppercorn tree with a chook pen underneath. It takes four children spreading their arms wide to circle the trunk. I climbed this tree when I was younger, and from the high platform built by my dad, I could count the spires of four churches and the minaret of one mosque. I could leap back fences with my eyes and finally rest them on the tall tall buildings of the city.

The owner of the flats next door was grumpy with us as children. He complained when we used our skate boards on the expanse of concrete at the front, we were not allowed to play sevens against the brick wall with a tennis ball, and he scooted us away if he saw us with a basketball. We might have had plenty of space in our own back yard, but we did not have the good playing surfaces that his flats offered, with not one piece of earth exposed to the light. It should have seemed logical then, that one day he would complain about the trees along our boundary line – dropping leaves into his spouting, for example; overreaching the fence – and the peppercorn at the back cracking the corner of his building. ‘If you want garden like that, go live in the country’, I heard him tell my parents. 

Then one day my parents received a lawyer’s letter demanding the removal of the peppercorn tree, and war was waged. We kids joined in – and I remember one game of timing how long we could occupy his territory before we were sprung. We kept records and celebrated our feats. We spied on the hapless old man and his wife, and were brazenly rude.
I don’t need to tell the details of the ‘negotiations’ that followed, nor of my parent’s distress as what they thought of as an outrageous suggestion grew into a court case which lasted for days. There were no winners. The evidence was disputed by opposing expert witnesses, and the magistrate’s attitude challenged our assumption that any right thinking person would see the case as we did. The tree stayed. The cracks were fixed. The court costs were astronomical. No-one could honestly claim glory.

In recent times I have begun to think of that court case as opening my eyes, and furthermore, I have become aware that our family’s view of the world, and of landscape in particular, is just that – a view of the world. This is a pretty scary thought. The British thought they were free to develop a settlement in Australia – but is that because they simply couldn’t imagine the consciousness of the Australian Aborigines? And what about my family? Should we have been so sure of ourselves, and of our views about land use?

In Malouf’s Fly Away Peter, Jim Saddler enlists to fight in the war because he realises that if he doesn’t ‘he would spend his whole life wondering what had happened to him and looking into the eyes of others to find out’. He had to see the war for himself, and that altered his consciousness irrevocably. Like the speaker in Robert Frost’s poem he is aware that he sees what he knows. My neighbours were immigrants from southern Italy who worked without break to establish themselves in their new world. They were no strangers to vegetable plots, or to beauty, or to the love of a small plot of land. But here in Australia they knew that a block of flats with a concrete drive was a sign of success; they saw what they knew – concrete as a sign of ‘self-improvement’; they had a view of land use that was very different from ours. 

I’m now thinking that my neighbour’s behaviour is explicable, even if I don’t like it. If the court case led me to this position, I was certainly blind to it at the time. But reading Robert Frost, I admire that grudging respect for another person’s experience of the world they inhabit, I admire the way he accepts the other person’s different perceptions within their shared landscape. 

1070 words
Written explanation
In this piece I set out to explore an idea that we’ve discussed in class as we have been thinking about The imaginative landscape. It is an idea that first emerged in our discussions as we watched the opening sequence of Ten Canoes (a supplementary text chosen by our teacher for The imaginative landscape). When viewing that film it becomes clear that the landscape we inhabit is an integral part of our consciousness, and thus of our way of seeing and experiencing our world. The camera is held high over the landscape in the opening sequence, moving across it so that the features beneath appear like a dot painting. Our perspective is altered. This idea, that if we want to understand another’s view of the world, we must do all we can to step into their consciousness, helped us to think about Fly Away Peter, and several of Frost’s poems. In this writing, I am using this idea to help me reflect on a past experience in a new way.

My piece is based on my retelling of a personal experience. In the anecdote, I tried to enliven the anecdote by using dialogue and interesting verbs as Malouf does in Fly Away Peter (‘scooted us away’, ‘climbed’, ‘leaped’). As the events in my anecdote become more tense, I used shorter sentences to enhance the sense of tension (‘There were no winners … The tree stayed. The cracks were fixed. The court costs were astronomical.’) The piece is framed by a short discussion of Mending Wall as my introduction, and a reflection on the central meaning that connects my experience with two of the texts we studied, as my conclusion. 

280 words
Sample 2
Context: Whose reality?
Text: The Shark Net, A Streetcar Named Desire
Task: Write a persuasive essay 
We all need to see our version of our reality reflected back to us by others. It takes an exceptional person to retain their understanding of their identity when others question it, deny it or even set out to destroy it. Many of us cannot withstand such an assault on our sense of self, submitting to the strong, dominating personalities who want to shape the world in their own image. However, it is not only others who have the capacity to bring our fragile sense of reality undone; maintaining one’s self belief also requires withstanding the doubts of self.

Confusion about our identity and self doubt can arise when those to whom we look to validate our perception of who we are refuse to confirm this perception. Blanche du Bois believes herself to be a Southern belle. She is cultured, sensitive, self-indulgent, vain, yes, but her sense of who she is depends very much on having the image she has of herself confirmed. From Belle Reve, she has journeyed to a place which in her terms ‘only Mr Edgar Allan Poe! – could do … justice [to]!’ Blanche’s world is one of art, poetry and music, a place where refinement and ‘tenderer feelings’ are worth cultivating. This is not the world that she has entered. From the opening scene we see Blanche so out of place in a world in which everyone else is so at ease. The audience sees her appear in a white suit, pearls, white gloves and a hat, very incongruous in the cosmopolitan city of post-World War II New Orleans. She only asks that those she looks to for protection and support accept her version of her life. As she so blithely sings ‘It wouldn’t be a paper moon if you believed in me’. But Stanley and ultimately Stella refuse to see her this way. As Stanley says, ‘Wasn’t it all okay? Till she showed here. Hoity-toity, describing me as an ape’. Stanley sees her as the hysterical intruder into his home, encouraging disloyalty in his wife and he has to destroy her. There is no way that the Blanches of this world stand a chance against the Stanleys. 

People like Stanley have no problem in asserting their view of the world and their place in it, even when questions arise from others that could lead to some self questioning. ‘Stanley’s the only one of his crowd that’s likely to go anywhere,’ argues Stella. To Blanche he is bestial. The Shark Net’s Royce, or Roy, another World War II veteran, far removed from the Southern USA, also asserts his version of reality on those around him. He cares not that those close to him might suffer as a consequence, as he is ‘Mr Dunlop’. ‘“I’m a Dunlop man,” he’d proudly say to people,’ and his wife plays her role as Mrs Dunlop, propping up and supporting her man. Two personas emerge. There is Roy who is ‘usually all right’. But young Robert states that ‘the one to look out for was Royce. Royce was Roy when agitated’. The young boy dutifully recalls events surrounding his father. What is witnessed is a man around whom the family has to watch themselves, a man who is a hypocrite, who stands for one way of life, but who indulges in another life completely, taking the moral high ground, but quickly and secretly reading The Mirror before burning it. This is the man who boasts of his flying low over Dorothy’s house, spelling out messages of love. What he had buzzed, to Robert’s uncle, not his mother was ‘TIT’ and ‘BUM’. Just as Stella has to believe in her man, ‘I couldn’t believe her story and go on living with Stanley’, so Dorothy stays with Royce. There are several incidents when it is clear that Dot is far from happy. Robert tells her, unwittingly, of the lift that his father gave to a buxom, ‘quite old’ woman, which ends in a row and his father never forgiving him. There is the comment that she hurls to Robert that what he has done in fathering a child is worse than adultery. Even when she is buried, the funeral is an all Dunlop affair and Robert feels that ‘they were burying Mrs Dunlop’. Dorothy has ceased to live her own life, so totally consumed is she in the roles imposed on her by others and accepting of the reality of her husband’s views. It is not Robert alone who contributes to her unhappy life. As an adult Robert comes to see his father for the man he is; he wonders if he wants the blessing of his oldest child when he re-marries. Robert states, ‘We’ll be there’. Neither Royce, nor Stanley seems to suffer when their concepts of who they are challenged. They stand firm and seek endorsement. They each receive it. 

It is not only others, however, who question our concept of who we are. Perhaps it is more difficult to withstand the doubt within oneself. Robert Drewe writes his memoir, linking the crimes of the serial killer Eric Cooke to his own story. The memories of his youth are infused with the guilt that he feels for having been instrumental in his mother’s death. Is he a murderer he asks himself, and the doctor who is far from reassuring. His failure to abide by the teachings of the Moral Agent lead to his girlfriend’s pregnancy. He describes his marriage as ‘a celebration of flagrant immorality’ from his parent’s point of view. His concept of himself having contributed to his mother’s death weighs heavily and provides him with insight into the mind of the killer Cooke. There is sympathy for a man who has lived his life as a social outcaste, who dies without his family even noting the time. It is Robert who is ‘watching the clock’. Robert prefaces the memoir with a quote from Ionesco, ‘You can only predict things after they have happened’. Looking back on his life, he now thinks he sees a boy who could have been more observant, the signs were all there. So keen was he to live his own life that he failed to really consider what the effects might be on those that he loved. Even though his mother seems to do little more than hover on the margins of the pages, we sense Drewe’s insistent remorse. As a young boy, he did not really know his parents. He is aware that his mother also had different personas, Dot and Dorothy and there is the growing realisation that Dorothy has suppressed Dot in order to be a wife and mother, according to the dictates of husband and society. His taking her so much for granted, his failure to be the son that he now feels he could have been, lead to the depiction of himself as in need of finding out who he really is. There is the feeling that he will be able to get back in touch with himself in the last line of the memoir as he sets out with the sunset at his back across the desert.

To hold firm to our sense of who we are when others question us and seem determined to shape us into who they want us to be takes great strength. Often people crumble when assaulted by those whose view of themselves and their world is one that has been established more firmly. Sadly it sometimes takes a stranger, rather than a loved one, to quell our self doubts. At other times we are the ones who doubt ourselves and the structures that we have set up for ourselves may indeed be shaken and found wanting. Our view of our world, our place in it and our belief in ourselves is indeed a fragile one, but nevertheless it is one worth questioning and confirming. Ultimately to see our belief in our reality reflected back from others is important for our mental well being. 

1321 words

Written explanation
I chose to write an essay that would enable me to explore the difficulty of maintaining one’s sense of self and of one’s reality in the world in which one lives. I was questioning what happens to those whose belief in themselves, and in the reality of their own ‘world view’, is undermined by others. Who are able to withstand this assault on self? When are people most vulnerable to self doubt – perhaps in times of social/physical dislocation and in marriage? Why might it be women, rather than men? Do time and place affect one’s ability to firm up one’s sense of self? What happens also when one doubts oneself? My reading of A Streetcar named Desire and The Shark Net was suggesting to me that one’s sense of who one is, is important to one’s emotional well being and is constantly being threatened. Often those who are in most need of self examination are firmly attached to their version of who they are and never allow self doubt. 

Both texts are looking at families who have been dislocated and this may explain in part why there might be a vulnerability in some characters that reveals a crack enabling others to cast doubt on who they are. Drewe’s father and Stanley both had a very clear concept of who they were and where they fitted in their world, whereas the women seemed to be forced to reinvent themselves and this led to unhappiness. Stella is prepared to sacrifice her sister’s sanity to preserve her own world. Dot does very much the same, sacrificing herself to be what others want her to be, only rarely showing that there is another self, no less real, but mostly hidden. I wanted to explore this idea.

I was also aware from reading both texts that self doubt can be equally corrosive. 

I have chosen to argue my case by closely examining the characters in the two texts. Are we sympathetic to Blanche or to Stella? How does an audience respond to Stanley? I wanted my audience, which would include readers from18 to 40, to think carefully about their view of themselves and how that view might impinge on others’ views of themselves. I wanted readers to think carefully about some of the sacrifices that we might be requiring from others so that they fit into our concept of who they should be. 

Those reading the essay who may have felt sympathy for Stanley or Royce Drewe might think about their effects on the women and children in their lives with a little more understanding. Overall, however, I wanted readers to reflect on who they are and to have the confidence to analyse and to protect that important sense of themselves, valuing the rights of others to do so too. 


467 words
Sample 3
Context: Exploring issues of identity and belonging
Text: Witness
Task: Write a newspaper article 

Shared humanity across the divide
	This is the second instalment of our series of articles by members of cultural minorities within our community. Today Nathaniel Wotherspoon, a man who has lived with the Pennsylvania Amish all his life, explores some of the ways that people come to know what is in their heart of hearts.


Ever seen a bully taunt a pacifist? Ever seen someone big-noting himself in front of his friends by humiliating someone they know won’t fight back? I have lived with the Pennsylvania Amish people all my life, and I want to tell you about Daniel.
Daniel was a bully’s victim. Daniel is a big, athletic, good-looking fellow who could easily hold his own in any fair contest of physical strength. He could swat a braying idiot and rid himself of the irritation in a moment. But Daniel, when confronted one day by just such a braying idiot, sat there smouldering, letting the fellow taunt him and dot his face with ice-cream.

Daniel allowed this to happen because he is Amish – committed, unwavering and completely secure in his sense of himself and his beliefs. Part of him – his baser self – cried out to respond physically, brutally. But Daniel maintained his integrity and turned the other cheek. It helped that we were there too, watching and vicariously experiencing his mortification. He knew that we would celebrate his restraint later when we had returned to the farm, just as we would mourn any failure of his to uphold our teachings.

Human beings are innately social. They want to belong to communities and have allegiances to groups. They develop group identity by distinguishing their group as separate from others. Many tourists visit the Pennsylvania town where Daniel’s incident occurred, to peer at we Amish, to 

treat us as though we are exhibits, to invade our privacy, insult us and sometimes to assault us. They are mesmerised by our ‘otherness’ – our ‘strange’ costumes, our ‘different’ language, the old-fashioned technology that we cling to, our ‘quaint pacifism’ – and have no respect for, or perhaps no inkling of, our human feelings.

For all of us, whether we are Amish or anything else, much of our identity, our sense of who we are in our own and other people’s eyes, is dependent on the groups to which we belong and those from which we are excluded. However, each of us also has a sense of ourself as an individual or separate being, one with an inner core, a heart of hearts so private that it is impossible for others to ever really know it for sure. Discovering and crystallising this innately personal identity is a formative process and one that can occupy much of adolescence and early adulthood. A difficult time for teenagers and their families, adolescence is when we emerge from the formative influence of our family to establish ourselves as independent people. Teenage growth pains reflect the need to experiment with different identities. Such experimentation is often acted out through allegiances to different groups, and it enables teenagers to explore who they are and what is important to them as individuals. We all need to weigh up whether the values of a certain group are aligned with our own values, as we know them to be, in our heart of hearts.

People who live within the Amish community in Pennsylvania do not escape this process. After all, if we never have a sense of the need to weigh up whether or not what a group offers us is worth what it demands from us, whether it is in synch with what we know in our heart of hearts to be our most cherished values and beliefs, aspirations and dreams, then we are living an unexamined life. 
Sometimes it is possible to abdicate from one’s group and, as an individual, cease to follow the cultural practices with which the group is associated, casting off anything that identifies you as part of the group, changing your name and appearance as well as your ways of living. Individuals who are members of strongly-focused groups such as the Amish, do face dilemmas if they decide to opt out of the group like this. In opting out, they suffer a brutal change in their identity, even if they try to deny that.

Many people try to blend into the amorphous mainstream, reckoning that the likelihood of them ‘being themselves’ is greater if they do not identify with minority or marginal social groups. Many people do this as a way of avoiding prejudice, because groups such as the Amish do tend to attract prejudice – I know quite a lot about that! I doubt that blending into the mainstream is the way to fulfilment though; the people I have known who opt out of a strongly-focused group such as ours seem to suffer a great deal. 
Sometimes situations unexpectedly arise that make even confident and secure people question their sense of themselves, who they are and what they stand for. These situations can cause a crisis of conscience, when a person has to weigh up the cost of honouring values and commitments or behaving in ways that contradict those things. Being dotted with ice-cream mightn’t do it, but if the fact of belonging to one group precludes you from expressing aspects of your identity that you desperately want to nurture, then you have decisions to make about your identity and your deepest values and desires, to examine your heart of hearts. 

Daniel has been through it. He had questioned his religious beliefs. He rejected his family’s teachings and way of life. He left the community in Pennsylvania, swapped his plain clothes for more fashionable garments and completed a degree in Engineering at a University in Canada. But he returned to us of his own free will after a long period examining his heart of hearts. He found that he could not accept the brashness and commercialism, the greed and competitiveness of modern Western society. In the city he felt assaulted by the headlong pace. He was alienated by the rudeness of the people, their self-absorption, and the violence that always seemed to threaten. When he came back he knew who he was and what his values were and he was able to live honourably and happily, achieving a great sense of fulfilment. 

1077 words

Written explanation
I have written this piece as a newspaper article. I have tried to shape my text to show that a person’s experience of identity has two elements: a sense of belonging and a sense of being separate. I adopt the persona of an Amish man who is writing the article as part of a series published by the newspaper which wants to promote harmony within a pluralist community by showing commonalities of human experience across the different groups.

I have begun the article with an anecdote drawn from Witness, as though I were a participant in this scene. I have written this in a direct and conversational way, beginning with questions to draw the reader in. I come back to a consideration of Daniel’s case at the end of the article which I hope gives the writing some shape and a feeling of craftedness. 
Much of the article is made up of an exploration of the components of my idea that people experience identity as both a sense of belonging and a sense of being separate. I have tried to explore the notion of separateness through identifying the existence of one’s ‘heart of hearts’, a commonly understood idiomatic expression. My argument is that if the person’s heart of hearts is compatible with membership of a group, then that is the way to a life lived with integrity and the possibility of fulfilment. I think these ideas are at the centre of the Context and I wanted to try to explore them in this writing. 

I am aware that there are ideas mentioned that are not explored very deeply, ideas linked to Witness such as: falsifying one’s identity, and the idea of a crisis of conscience affecting people who have integrity and self-awareness. This is an obvious reference to the situation faced by Rachel and Book but I wanted to avoid discussing the most obvious element in the film, so I tried to make the anecdote about Daniel the centrepiece of the article. 

The writing is not always conventional (‘Ever seen a bully taunt a pacifist?’). It tries to be engaging and direct and I try to give a sense of an individual voice speaking directly to the reader. I have copied some of the language features of ‘journalese’, such as repetition using tricolons, and sentences that do not always follow the rules of standard written English. I have also used formal English because this is more suited to conveying some of the complexities of my argument – that people might experience fulfilment from belonging to a clearly differentiated group.

430 words

Sample 4
Context: Whose reality?
Text: A Streetcar Named Desire
Task: Write a personal, imaginative essay 
Nourishing the human spirit?
I can remember waking one morning to find that the guinea pigs cages had been overturned in the back garden. The door was open and there were no animals inside. We’d had the guinea pigs for quite a while and the original one had been a present for our daughter’s seventh birthday. As is often the case with such animals, the one we bought was already pregnant and then interbreeding took place among the litter so, for the price of one, we ended up with five little cavies to care for. So, it was a concern that the cage was open and empty and that no animals were to be seen. None to be seen, that is, until bits of carcass and guinea pig guts and fur were found strewn down the side path. We’ve speculated since that it may have been a fox attack or even next door’s dog but we never found out for certain. It was a gruesome sight and not one that our daughter ought to see so, after a frantic period cleaning up the mess, we came up with a story to explain the disappearance of the pets. It involved them having got out of the cage and run into the long grass in the back lane where they would have plenty of fresh grass to keep them happy and healthy. Our daughter accepted this fabrication and soon seemed to have forgotten the guinea pigs altogether.

Why did we feel the need to make up such a lie? ‘A lie?’ you ask. ‘Surely this isn’t a lie. Or at least it’s a white lie, a falsehood which has a good reason for being told.’ This is certainly true but why did we feel the need to hide the truth from our daughter? The answer is quite clear. It’s because we thought that the truth was too unpleasant for her to know. The savage dismemberment of the family pets is not something a parent deems fit for a child’s consumption. In this instance, a lie was better than the truth. We thought that the reality of the situation may have an adverse effect on our daughter and that the truth might devastate or upset her.

When else is it acceptable for a parent to lie to their children and why are some lies even cemented into our folklore? Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny and the Tooth Fairy are the sorts of traditional mythical stories which, although embedded deeply into our culture, do not stand up to the most rudimentary examination by even the least inquisitive of minds and therefore can be seen as falsehoods. So why do we tell these stories? The answer is obvious: it is that we want to offer hope and magic to the next generation, especially the transformative and energising power of hope. We want them to have a world where there is good reason to continue living.

In A Streetcar Named Desire, Blanche says that she lies because she wants to provide magic for people. She says that she tells ‘what ought to be the truth’ rather than what actually is the truth in order for people to have a better opinion of her. Essentially, she alters the reality of her past in order to ease her situation in the present as her true past is one which she finds unpalatable and unpleasant. Blanche uses her created past as a crutch to help her to survive. Without her jewels, wardrobe of fine clothes and her high society habits, such as bathing to soothe her nerves, Blanche would be unable to face the world. She needs these crutches to lean upon as the alternative is unthinkable: her spirit would not be able to cope and she would be crushed.

In the same way that Blanche needs to create ‘magic’ to disguise the unpleasant reality of her life, as parents, we seek to introduce ‘magic’ into the world of our children by creating exciting and diverting lies. Every Christmas, a fat man in a red suit drops off presents if you have been good; should you lose a tooth, a fairy will pay you money for it so that she can replace a dying star in the sky; and, perhaps most unlikely of all, at Easter, a large rabbit passes through your house and garden concealing chocolate eggs for you to discover and eat. These fables are so deeply embedded into our culture that they are accepted without a second thought by most people and passed on to the next generation as a matter of course. They provide the thrill of anticipation, the excitement of receiving gifts and the magic of a connection – however small – with something inexplicably benevolent and almost supernatural. We do not burden our children with the humdrum details of parents sneaking into bedrooms with money to slip below pillows or carrots bitten through with identifiably human teeth or late night egg hiding sessions in the garden. We like to add something special to our children’s lives so that they will be uplifted and given hope for the future. This is the sort of ‘magic’ Blanche claims to be providing for others by telling ‘what ought to be the truth’.

In a similar way to Blanche who can’t face the truth of her aging face and disgraced past, we protect our children from any unpleasantness in their lives. We know that some truths are just too heavy for the young human spirit to bear and that it is better to fabricate a different reality for the time being. In time, our children will become resilient and hardy and be able to deal with most of the hardship and unpleasantness the world has to offer.

In the meantime, however, like Blanche, we place paper shades over the harsh light globes of reality that threaten the ‘magic’ of our children’s lives. It is to be hoped that, unlike Blanche, our children learn to face this harsh light as they grow and are able to avoid the crushed human spirit which may come from being unable to face the world in all its different guises.

Only three years after the disappearance of the pet guinea pigs, our daughter was able to face and cope with the death of her Nanna without the need for cover stories or euphemistic fables. The time and the occasion had come for her to be faced with the truth and to cope with its unpleasantness. And cope she did: perhaps because she lacked full understanding of the import of what had happened, or perhaps she had reached a level of maturity that Blanche Dubois was never able – or willing – to attain.


1122 words
Written explanation
In my personal essay, I examine how reality has the ability to crush the human spirit and, in particular, the reason why adults feel the need to create a whole labyrinth of illusions for their children. My piece is reflective in style and could be published to an adult audience in a weekend magazine type of publication such as Good Weekend.

I have used personal experience both as a child and as a parent to examine the strange ritual of perpetuating these fantasy stories. Using the obvious examples of the Tooth Fairy, Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny, I argue that it is the job of an adult to present the world to their children in as palatable fashion as is possible without simply denying that unpleasantness and misery occur. My argument is based on the assumption that including hope in children’s learnt repertoire of coping mechanisms will insulate and protect them against events in their life that have the potential to crush their spirits.

I make reference to Blanche Dubois’ insistence that she provides magic for people and that she tells ‘what ought to be the truth’. What motivates her is that she appears more favourable and desirable in the eyes of others; however, parents, when they tell stories about tooth fairies and Santa Claus, are trying to create for their children the illusion that we exist in a world which is not too much or too unpleasant to bear. Our interest is in providing the next generation with hope without promising them that life will be easy. We do this because we are aware that reality (or the events in a person’s lived life) does indeed have the ability to crush the human spirit. We want to equip our children with ways to underpin their life with hope. 

222 words
Sample 5
Context: Whose reality?
Text: Enduring Love, A Streetcar Named Desire
Task: Write an imaginative piece 
Assignment for Nursing students requiring them to review Case Notes.
Course: 
Diploma in Psychiatric Nursing

Subject: 
Clinical Notemaking 

Assignment: 
1.
Review the clinical notes in Appendix 1 ‘Nurse’s report on Blanche 


Dubois’ and Appendix 2 ‘Nurse’s report on Jed Parry’

2.
Comment on the ways in which these case notes show the 


difficulties that the nursing staff is having relating to the world 


view of their patients.

Appendix One: Nurse’s report on Blanche Dubois

Entry to Waverly Hills Sanatorium, Louisiana

Miss Dubois entered the institution in an extremely agitated state. The nurse and orderly who were dispatched to achieve her transfer reported difficulty in attaining her compliance. Only when they entered her delusional state and acted the role of characters in her drama did they gain her cooperation. Apparently recent events had so disturbed her, that she was unable to maintain socially acceptable behaviour. 

Her sister reports that she had been highly anxious for some period of time, but that her mental state had declined when both Miss Dubois’ brother-in-law and suitor had questioned the validity of her account of recent events. 

Two weeks into treatment

Miss Dubois is observed to have a purpose. So involved is she with her fantasy that it governs her daily behaviour. Upon arising she undertakes an elaborate grooming ritual. This involves bathing, applying cosmetics, carefully pinning each curl into place, spraying cologne and powdering her face. What we know is that she is intent on making herself appear younger than her years. We know from her birth certificate that she falsifies her age, what we don’t know is why.

Four weeks into treatment

Miss Dubois has had no visitors but speaks frequently of the people she expects to call upon her. She mutters frequently about one ‘Shep Huntley’ who will apparently take her away on his yacht. Indeed it seems essential to this patient that she be rescued. Her personal belongings and address book show nothing to indicate that he is anything more that a figment of her imagination. This invented ‘knight in shining armour’ was fabricated long before she entered Waverly Hill. Much as the staff probe, the subconscious need for his invention remains a mystery. The orderlies tire of her insistence that he is coming for her. They have been instructed to firmly correct her and have been told not to indulge her fancies. 

Six weeks into treatment

This patient has made little progress, indeed she sinks further into her malaise. She plays out a scene which no one can understand. This involves backing herself into a corner and making plaintive defensive cries. Miss Dubois turns her face from side to side then eventually falls into a passive state. Her admission file has been checked and there is no record of any attack upon her person. Indeed her sister and brother-in-law recently had a baby, making the whole scenario even more inexplicable. 

Appendix 2: Nurse’s report on Jed Parry

	First week after admission

Jed Parry was admitted to care following his unchallenged plea of not guilty by virtue of insanity to a range of charges including trespass, kidnapping and attempted murder. The patient can be observed writing letters. These letters are long declarations of love and are composed with great care. Part of the court order is that Parry is not to contact the object of his desire, so the correspondence remains piled neatly in date order. Parry seems convinced that eventually he will be able to deliver these letters. This expectation is completely out of the bounds of what he could rightfully expect, but inability to see reason is a part of his condition. 

Two weeks after admission

Parry has recently been observed composing his letters into a tape recorder. Today he was heard to dictate: 

Joe, you have hurt me deeply by refusing to acknowledge your feelings. You know that I needed to deal with Clarissa because you would not, I was doing it for us. You cannot defy God’s plan, he brought us together under the balloon and we are obliged to follow his order.
Parry’s purported purpose in the writing of the letters is divine, yet unlike other patients suffering delusions of grandeur, he has no explanation for how God passed on this sign or imprimatur. 

Four weeks after admission

The orderlies and nurses are finding the care of Parry difficult; his convictions are unwavering and no amount of correction whether subtle or frank causes even a moment’s pause. deClerambault’s Syndrome has no cure or even recommended course of treatment. The staff is unused to patients who have so little contact with reality and are so unshaken in their conviction. I have asked the Chief of Abnormal Psychiatry to run an education session for the staff on Parry’s condition to better prepare them for caring for him. I hope that such education will help them understand that Parry will remain convinced that the love he imagined between himself and his victim is internally sustainable. Parry does not need external confirmation of his perceptions, in fact he turns any challenge to his world view into further proof. 

Six weeks after admission

Parry’s case notes formed the basis of the staff discussion. Those who provide the daily care were surprised by the strength of Parry’s self belief. While many have significant experience in caring for highly disturbed patients, the details of Parry’s psychopathology are extreme. Most illuminating were the details of his belief that his victim had signalled messages by positioning the curtains in a particular manner, and by touching particular leaves on hedges to form a pattern. This helped the staff to accept that they would never understand Parry or be able to effectively interact with his reality. 


952 words


Written explanation
In exploring the idea that one person’s reality can make perfect sense to them, but little sense to anyone else, I invented the pretext of an assignment for nursing students requiring them to review case notes. This form allowed me to deal with both Blanche Dubois and Jed Parry. It also enabled me to write in the voice of an observer who has access to the intimate details of each character’s behaviour. I selected the case notes of nurses because this supposed a degree of formality while being grounded in the observations of daily behaviour. 

For the first section on Blanche Dubois, I have used the vocative ‘Miss’, showing an old-fashioned regard for a woman having a nervous breakdown. The description of Blanche reliving the rape is mystifying for her carers, reflecting the notion that this was denied by all. The description of her backing ‘into a corner’ and making ‘plaintive defensive cries’ is designed to show Blanche as a defenceless creature. 
The constructed case notes on Joe Parry refer to him simply as ‘Parry’, this creates a curt tone reinforcing his status as incorrigible criminal. Some psychological terms are used such as ‘deClerambault’s Syndrome’, ‘psychopathology’ as well as some of the terms associated with psychiatric hospitals including ‘nurses’, ‘orderlies’, ‘Chief of Abnormal Psychiatry’. This grounds the piece in the setting and reference points to psychiatric institutions. 

The piece ends with the sentence ‘This helped the staff to accept that they would never understand Parry or be able to effectively interact with his reality’. This returns the composition directly to the idea that an individual’s reality may be beyond the comprehension of others and brings the piece directly back to the context of Whose Reality?


290 words
Sample 6
Context: Whose reality?
Text: A Streetcar Named Desire, The Shark Net
Task: Write a personal story 
She enters, glances around her and sits daintily on the couch, nervous fingers giving the lie to her apparent calm. 

Escape. Why put up with it? 

There’s every reason, as she has been told so many times. 

What’s the point, she reflects … is this really living? 

‘Did you have a good weekend they say?’ ‘Yes’, she says, ‘really good. What about you?’ The days of tension and threat rise up and slice though her. She starts. 

Thoughts slide to her sister – she’s made it very clear that she has a life. The emails with their smiling faces mocking her; the ‘have a good day’ unthinkingly attached. So casual, just words. Why not, indeed.

Escape. She’d love to send one of those postcards, like the one she had received all those years ago from Don – where was he now? He had known when to make the break. ‘Another shitty day in Paradise’, he had said. She knows about shitty days.

She recalls the past, the girl she was. Memories of family holidays spring into her mind – weeks of bleaching sun at Rye, crisp Easter days at Castlemaine. A young girl learning to float in the warm, shallow water (no threat of the predators then), borrowing armfuls of library books to lose herself in during those long, clammy afternoons. A leisurely meander to the milk bar, returning with fairy floss gluing stickily to her mouth and fingers. Those long bicycle rides on her uncle’s ‘boy’s bike’ over the dusty, stony backstreets and mullock heaps of Castlemaine; the local pool, slimy to the touch but cool in the autumnal heat. She was untouched by life, its possibilities seemed endless. She was the oldest, the sensible one, the one on whom the family’s dreams were focused. ‘Be a pharmacist,’ her Grandmother told her. ‘Be a lawyer,’ said her Aunt. ‘No,’ she said, determined to make her life her own.

Yet that resistance had long evaporated; rebellion was out of the question. Oh, why did women always empower men? Why do we sell ourselves so short? 

He had seemed to be a soul mate; good looking, ambitious, self-centred, yes; yet he shared her love of poetry and music. He had finished his degree and had his life mapped out. Yes, he had told her that his job was his top priority, but so convinced of her good luck, so unwilling to listen to the voice inside her head, she had leapt at the chance of marriage. She could study, maintain her wide network of friends and get a job. A house in the suburbs, a large back yard and lots of kids. Why couldn’t she have it all?

Why not, indeed?

Perhaps if they had been more open with each other; perhaps if his work did not so dominate their conversations! They certainly had ‘friends’ as he reminded her constantly. They had four hundred friends to each of whom they sent a card every Christmas. But every one of them was a work contact, someone that the firm could do something for, or who could in turn do something for the company. Then there was the drinking, purely social at first, then Saturdays at the pub, more drinking after the six o’clock swill had finished and he returned home, sometimes happy, sometimes maudlin; the shouting, the violence, the terror of never knowing when one word would trigger either deafening silence or the blunt sound of the clout across the head. Then there were the other women. She was never absolutely sure; but her intuition told her that they existed. So often she had thought about leaving. But always there was the chorus. ‘Think about the children.’ ‘Stop being so selfish.’ ‘He’s such a good provider.’ ‘He’s such good fun.’ ‘Nothing’s perfect.’ Did no-one understand? Did no-one believe her? 

‘You can never escape who you are; you take yourself with you, wherever, you go,’ said her Mother. The words spiral downwards, consuming, sickening. Was it all her fault? Had she ‘asked for it?’ Nothing in her past had equipped her for this. True she had helped to construct her own cage and now flight was barred; the bars were too tight; there would be no squeezing through. She had tried; she really had.

Observing her as he re-reads the doctor’s account of her overdose, he waits for her to settle before speaking to her kindly. 


729 words

Written explanation
I have written a personal imaginative piece that focuses on a young woman’s attempts to escape a reality that has become totally unpalatable. The only way to survive is to escape it; if not physically, then mentally. Neither may be possible. The idea came from reading A Streetcar Named Desire and the The Shark Net. In both texts are women whose pasts have ill equipped them for the harsh reality of their present lives. Interestingly the young girls, Blanche du Bois and Dot (or Dorothy Drewe) had such likeable qualities; their youth giving no indication of the paths that their lives would take. Dot was lively, athletic, and attractive and could have had her pick of young men. Blanche, the beautiful, romantic, sentimental Southern belle, had been so protected by her upbringing that she was totally unprepared for the ‘horror’ of discovering that the young man she married was gay. Her response led to his suicide. 

Each of the texts is set post World War II at a time when a woman’s role was supposedly changing. In each case these women’s lives changed as a consequence of marriage to the ‘wrong’ man. Each also had her sense of reality suffer dislocation of place. My purpose was to explore this sense of dislocation – physical and emotional – and to approach it in a way that was different from that of Drewe and Williams. Drewe’s observations of his mother were those of the boy, immersed in his own life. His mother seemed to hover on the edges of the pages; we as readers are more perceptive of the undercurrents in her marriage than Robert was as a boy. Tennessee Williams is much more sympathetic in his portrayal of Blanche, the outsider. 

I have taken the perspective of a woman who could be Dot or Blanche and placed her in a childhood that provides her with no awareness of the sharks (predators) out there waiting. I have introduced the symbol of the predator lurking in the water, drawing on the ineffective shark net that young Drewe comes to realise does not provide security for him or for the residents of Perth. Nor can it save Drewe from his guilt he feels for his role in his mother’s death. Similarly Blanche is pursued by her past at the Flamingo and of course the predator, Stanley. I have drawn on the image of the flamingo to show my young woman feeling trapped in a cage which she comes to believe is of her own making. Both Blanche and Dot are trapped. I have also attempted to emulate the descriptive writing style of Drewe. He has evoked a strong sense of time and place through appealing to the senses and I have attempted to use this technique to re-create the childhood of my character. I have chosen to use warm colours to convey the ideal, if unreal memories of the past. The descriptions of the present lack colour, but the sounds of the words create an ominous atmosphere. Variation of sentence length also captures the feeling of a childhood lasting for ever, juxtaposed with the harshness of the scenes in the present. 

Like Dorothy and Blanche, my character is without outside support. Stella was too busy convincing herself that she was happy, having to ignore the truth in order to be so. In my story, the sister is also playing at being happy and choosing to ignore the cries for help from her sister. The motif of the Varsouviana that threads its way through Blanche’s mind is replaced in my story by the words of others which arise in the woman’s mind repeatedly and unprompted. I have repeated the word escape – somewhat ironically as the character has no way of escaping to paradise, except through taking an overdose. Ironically also, as in the case of Blanche, the only person who talks to her kindly is the doctor who seems to respond to her real self and has no intention of changing her into what he would want her to be. My character remains nameless as she represents so many women who have accepted less than they should from life. 

I have written mainly for female readers who may wish to reflect on the roles of women in the present society and the many different realities that a woman in fact has; it is important for these to be accepted. 


730 words
Sample 7
Context: Whose reality?
Text: The Shark Net
Task: Write a commentary suitable for newspaper publication
The Nedlands Monster remembered: 40 years on

Tomorrow marks the fortieth anniversary of the hanging of Eric Edgar Cooke, the serial killer who brought fear and chaos to Perth in the summer of 1965. 
Over the course of 16 terrifying weeks the previously innocent city of Perth was at the mercy of a brutal killer who selected his victims at random. Cooke was responsible for the murder of at least eight people. There was no pattern to his choice of victims apart from their age: they were all aged between 18 and 25.

Five of his eight victims were killed on a single night. Australia Day in 1965 will be a day that will live forever in the minds of the people of Perth. It was on this night that Cooke casually wandered the streets of Perth’s southern suburbs with a rifle and shot a couple in a parked car. He then broke into three separate homes and coolly shot three men at point blank as they slept.

Writer Robert Drewe, who grew up in Perth at the time used his personal recollections of the murders as a central part of his memoir The Shark Net. Drewe witnessed and felt the change that the Cooke murders brought to the city. Never again would Perth be the overgrown country town where strangers were welcomed at the back door of people’s homes. Afterwards, people grew suspicious of strangers, bought guard dogs and locked their doors – front and back. Perth had lost its innocence ‘The feeling was a combination of bewilderment, fear and suspicion,’ observed Drewe in The Shark Net. 

Almost overnight, Perth became a more sinister place. Even the beaches of Perth changed from being carefree places where people enjoyed sun, sand and water to being places where everyone saw danger lurking. Spiders, snakes and even heatstroke (or ‘boiling brain’ as it was rather melodramatically labelled) were reasons for parents to keep their children at home. The threat of sharks was also very real to the people of Perth during that summer of 1965. The West Australian ran several stories about the dangers of these marine predators and Perth’s famous beaches emptied as sightings of packs of sharks were reported. Interestingly, no person was attacked by a shark that summer – the real predator was roaming the streets with a gun.

Drewe particularly recalls how the murders changed not just the people of Perth, but the very essence of the city itself, ‘The murders immediately changed the spirit of the place’. Isolation was no longer a synonym for innocence. 

Cooke was just 32 at the time of his death. He had been married for ten years and had seven children. At his trial, his defence counsel made a point of highlighting his physical deformity (Cooke was born with a cleft palate) and the physical abuse he had been subjected to as a child at the hands of his father. 

Perhaps the most damning evidence against Cooke came from the crown psychiatrist Dr Aren Ellis who opined that Cooke’s heinous crime spree was a way of gaining the attention and self-esteem that were absent from his childhood. The court records show that Dr Ellis claimed that ‘Attention is another name for what some people call love and affection’.
If it was attention that Cooke was craving then it is ironic that one of Australia’s most infamous trials was pushed off the front page of the nation’s newspapers. For it was during the trial that Jack Ruby shot and killed Lee Harvey Oswald.

History reveals a further irony in ensuring that Cooke was not afforded the attention he craved. Instead of being remembered as the last man sentenced to death in Australia that dubious honour goes to Victoria’s Ronald Ryan who was hanged by the Premier of Victoria, Henry Bolte to display to the nation his tough stance on crime. Because of Bolte’s stance, the infamy that is attached to Ryan’s name should, by rights, be Cooke’s.

Although Cooke was hanged in 1964, it was not until 20 years later, in 1984, that the death sentence was officially abolished in Western Australia. The state government finally bowed to pressure from lobbyists. Interestingly, WA was the final Australian state to do away with judicial murder, banning it almost 20 years after the first state to do so. No doubt Robert Drewe would feel that this was a product of just how much Cooke’s murders changed the people and the city. Perth could not forget and certainly never forgive Cooke for stealing its innocence.
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Written explanation
In writing this piece, I have attempted to reflect on the ways in which one’s reality is influenced by various events – events over which they have little or no control. Essentially, the piece reflects the notion that our reality is determined by external forces. Furthermore, I have attempted to show that reality is not just a concept that relates to an individual, there can also be a collective reality and even the reality of a place. The various realities to which this piece can relate are: Drewe’s, Cooke’s, the people of Perth and the city of Perth itself.

I have made the decision to keep the sentences and paragraphs succinct and pithy in keeping with the form of writing as a feature article (possibly to appear in The West Australian). There is also the suggestion that the danger presented by Cooke affected how the people of Perth perceived danger in the world around them. The evil and sense of unease caused by Cooke’s action was displaced onto other, previously innocent, places and objects. 

This is a contemporary piece reflecting on an incident of 40 years prior; hence I have tried to include several details of events of which my audience may not be aware. At the conclusion of the piece, I have attempted to leave my audience with the idea that this event has had a lasting impact on (or changed the reality of) several aspects of our society, namely the city of Perth and the abolition of capital punishment in Australia.


251 words
Sample 8
Context: Whose reality?
Text: Enduring Love
Task: Write a film review 
A Film to be endured, not loved 
Suzzanah Haltain, Chief Media Reviewer for The Weekender
Did the director read the same book as I did? When Roger Mitchell turned the pages of Enduring Love and thought to make a film were his eyes crossing the same words as mine? This film adaptation gets so many things wrong, it should be used to educate aspiring directors in how not to adapt a novel for the big screen. If I were to try to say something nice about the film, I could mention that I thought the locations and sets worked well, but I really had to rack my brain to think of that. The casting is so misguided as to be almost humorous. The subtleties of psychological turmoil are not just simplified but completely lost, and the audience is insulted by over-dramatisation, and exaggeration instead of what had been a gripping plot. 

Samantha Morton makes a dowdy and miserable Clarissa. No romantic poetry springs from her glances. The youthful sexual magnetism, enough to strike pangs of doubt in poor Joe, evaporates into tentative and vapid movements. In the original, Ian McEwan’s Clarissa is so alluring that Joe lives in fear of losing her. She is sexy and confident, and young and pretty. More than that, she is obsessed with one of the world’s greatest love stories and she desires nothing more that to read the soaring letters that Keats wrote to Fanny Brawne. Mitchell transforms McEwan’s beautiful, intellectual romantic into a miserable, pale waif.

As if to compound the problem, Mitchell casts or more correctly miscasts Daniel Craig as Joe. I would like to think myself above typecasting, but try as I may, I just can’t lose that James Bond image of Craig all six pack and sexual energy emerging from the waves. He is too young, too handsome, too darn funky. McEwan’s self-doubting Joe, the all time could-have-been, goes back over his supposed missed opportunity at real scientific research and picks at his disappointment like a sore that he wants to keep alive. So miserable is he, that he searches Clarissa’s drawers for clues of the limitations of her love for him. Believe me, no-one who looks like Daniel Craig would ever need to do that. 

McEwan is one of Britain’s most inventive and masterful writers, he has helped rescue the role of plot in literature and restore it as the central element of the novel. Unlike the ponderous musings of much modern literature, in McEwan’s books stuff actually happens. Now, pay attention those out there thinking of adapting a novel for the big screen: when you have a novel with a dramatic plot, you do not make it better by exaggerating the action. 

The most egregious plot embellishment performed by Mitchell comes at the end of the film. In the novel, Clarissa’s fear was dramatic enough. When Joe sees the trickle of blood creeping down her neck he knows that in one small movement Jed can end it all. Joe’s love for Clarissa, her refusal to believe his version and Jed’s quite mental determination that Joe loves him are all brought together in one excruciating moment of tension. The realities of all three characters reach sharp intersection and readers skip a heartbeat. Mitchell kills the moment. He has Clarissa stabbed in the torso and fall to the floor and a rapidly growing pool of blood. The mortal danger is not psychological: the threat of Parry; but physical: the amount of blood that Clarissa is losing. In doing this, he shifts the emphasis from the mental power play to sheer horror. 

It is hard for directors to have confidence in novels. Granted, novels are a great source of ideas for film. Granted, some things have to change, the plot has to be trimmed and compressed, characters have to be merged, and it all has to fit into 120 minutes. But there is a difference between adapting a novel and gutting a fine piece of literature. If a film has to make money then so be it, but pools of blood and famous actors in the place of a thorough delving into the dark recesses of the human mind will not do it. And in this case at least the proof is in the pudding. The film loses the novel and fittingly enough was a box office flop. 

Mitchell and I, although we must have read the same novel, have such a very different version of what was really in the novel Enduring Love that I can only give the movie one star. 


748 words
Written explanation
In exploring the idea that the same event can provide very different versions of reality, I chose to look at different versions of the text Enduring Love. The first version is the interpretation of the novel by a film reviewer and the second version is the Roger Mitchell directed film based on McEwan’s novel. In this persuasive piece, I have detailed one scene in particular, the moment when Joe arrives to rescue Clarissa from Jed as a key event that is depicted in two very different ways. 

The argumentative tone I have taken in the piece is adopted in order to construct a condemnation of the film version of Enduring Love. The persuasive purpose is established in the first sentence and the contention is made clear very early on. The persona I have adopted is that of a film reviewer and the piece is constructed as a newspaper article. To achieve this I have made the piece very top heavy, the key information and what will follow is outlined in the first paragraph. 

I have adopted the stance of a self-satisfied judgmental reviewer. The superior tone is implied in statements including this initial question ‘Did the director read the same book as I did?’ This inbuilt judgmental air is continued and developed with condescending instructions such as ‘Now pay attention those out there thinking of adapting a novel for the big screen: when you have a novel with a dramatic plot, you do not make it better by exaggerating the action’. This persona allowed me to develop some scathing comments, albeit cloaked in smarmy humour so often found in critics. 

As this is a piece of journalism, I decided to keep the writing lively. The description of Daniel’s Craig’s attractiveness, ‘six pack and sexual energy’, adds a light touch and plays on Craig’s 007 past. Again, in keeping with the expectations of a mass media text, I have kept the paragraphs short and punchy. While the primary aim is to persuade, one of the means employed to achieve this is supercilious humour. 
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Sample 9
Context: Encountering Conflict
Text: Omagh, The Line
Task: Create three short texts, to be posted on the school’s Area of Study 2 wiki. The wiki is open to members of the public and showcases student work.
Irreconcilable differences
The man doesn’t talk about it. The man is not emotionally expressive. The man doesn’t test out his perceptions about other people’s motivations, or the accuracy of his own inferences, by discussing them. But she almost knows for sure what has happened. She almost understands why he has withdrawn, and his silence about anything that matters between them, disguised by polite commonplaces and routine exchanges that pass the time of day. She has no sympathy for it and it makes her mad.

She won’t capitulate but it’s no good doing the same as him because that means inertia, stagnation. Nothing is resolved. There is no reconciliation and she cannot bear it. She wants to stir it up.

Then the woman talks too much. She talks to get a response, to get a rise, to bring it out in the open and give it some air. She becomes increasingly immoderate, elaborating and exaggerating and worrying away at it. She makes mountains out of molehills and goes to extremes. She is like a dog with a bone; she won’t give it up and gnaws and gnaws away. 

She cries. She has worked herself into a state. She has no sense of boundaries, no statute of limitations. She is bereft. It is over. It is the end. There is nothing to keep them together. She is blotched and ravaged by tears, alone, comfortless, in despair. 

And he finds her. And he knows what she has done because she has done it many times before. And he loves her.

He comforts her and reassures her that it is not over and she is grateful and relieved. 
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Innocent bystander

Miss came into the room and they were all sitting up the back like they had all year. The other Miss never said nothing to them but this new Miss started straight away on them.

‘Would you stop talking please …would you be quiet girls … would you take out your books and do the work …’

It was really hard on all of us. We didn’t know anything about the new Miss and most of us had really liked the other one and we were real sorry she had gone.
The new Miss told us different stuff and got really involved in the lessons, especially when Cara and them started talking to her about the play. She seemed really excited and sort of breathless and she talked quick and wrote stuff that Cara said on the board. When that was happening she didn’t notice none of the stuff those girls did up the back until they started getting really noisy and laughing and stuff, and chucking stuff. She sent them out of the room a couple of times, to the library but I don’t think they went, and then more people started answering questions and Miss wrote more stuff on the board and said she was sure we could all do better than we had ever imagined if we worked steadily. She went on and on about that.

And then yesterday, Miss kept on asking the girls in the back to be quiet and to do the work and to move and stuff and if they wouldn’t do the work then they should leave the room and Sian said to her that she was eighteen and nobody gave her orders no more and that she wasn’t going to do none of the stuff that Miss wanted her to do and she would probably go out of the class later but she wouldn’t go now. And Miss looked really surprised. She sort of shook a little bit. Then she walked back to the front of the room and sort of tidied up her books and stuff and then she just walked out of the class. We all looked at one another. And Sian and the others started cracking up and laughing but Cara and them told them to shut it and that they were idiots. Cara said young kids in Year 8 did stuff like that and this was Year 12 and they were idiots. Just because Miss was new and she was good and we could learn a lot and they were spoiling it for people who wanted to do well. And Sian and Bronwyn said they would get Cara and she was a stuck-up bitch and she should look out.

And then Mrs Thwaites came in and they all shut up and she yelled at us and told us to take off our scarves and she yelled at the girls who didn’t have ties on underneath their scarves and then Miss came back in and Mrs Thwaites told Sian and Bronwyn to go out with her. And they went out with all their stuff and their scarves. And then Miss did the rest of the lesson and everyone was quiet. She seemed upset. Sort of pink and her nose was big like she’d been crying. I don’t know what will happen to Sian and Bronwyn.

546 words

Vicarious encounters with conflict

Art makes it possible for audiences to experience situations beyond their immediate experience, including the capacity to encounter conflicts vicariously and to reflect on what they see and feel. Part of the playwright or novelist’s achievement is to challenge the values and attitudes of audiences as they watch brave men and women struggle with moral dilemmas that test them to breaking point; to feel the anguish of a man who has betrayed his wife’s trust; or the fury of one whose estate will be stolen from him by a legal trick. People are moved by such art. They gain in humanity and generosity of spirit. They become more tolerant and empathetic. Their moral compasses are realigned. 

If at the same time they unravel an allegorical intention of a play about sixteenth-century witch hunts and the self-serving piety of community leaders, written to condemn American McCarthyism half a century ago, they may see as well the allegory’s relevance to the contemporary world. Witch hunts and the self-serving piety of community leaders are in evidence yet, as the ubiquitous ‘War on Terror’ justifies widespread abrogation of basic human rights and threatens the Innocents. 

This is why it is important for students to read literary texts in senior secondary school, so that they have the opportunity to grow in their understanding of human nature and human frailty and to develop values and attitudes that might help develop a society that is just and free.
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Written explanation
Two of the selected texts for the Context: Encountering Conflict, Omagh and The Line, include family conflict involving a man who does not share his feelings about many things. My first piece, ‘Irreconcilable differences’ started off as an exploration of this idea that men did not talk about their feelings as much as women but it worried me that I was making big assertions and generalising. When I changed it to a specific, but anonymous, man it quickly became an exploration of the relationship between a couple, with a sort of narrative going on even though it is a very short piece. It is a third person omniscient narrator who is able to evaluate the behaviour of both participants in a relatively impartial way, even though it takes the woman’s ‘point of view’. I wrote in the present tense – the timeless present – because it gives the situation immediacy and a power that it didn’t have in the past tense. I think the simple forms of the verb add to this power because it makes the expression sparer and cleaner than if I had used continuous forms of verbs. I learnt this from Helen Garner in The Children’s Bach, which we studied last year for Literature.

I wrote the second piece, ‘Innocent bystander’, as a first person narrative and tried to suggest the girl’s character through her monologue. She is an innocent bystander who observes the conflict going on in the classroom but takes no part in it. I am trying to suggest the spoken voice of a teenage girl and so the range of expressions used is quite narrow and unsophisticated with a lot of repetition. As well, she assumes that her audience understands the situation and feels no need to contextualise it. She uses non-standard English and the sentences run on in the way that is meant to imitate speech, using coordinate conjunctions to string the ideas together. 

The third piece, ‘Vicarious encounters with conflict’, is a reflection on the power and significance of art and the value in studying this Context. It could be a minor editorial in a broadsheet newspaper or the introductory statement for our Area of Study 2 wiki. I wrote it when I understood about the allegorical relevance of The Crucible and the way the playwright Arthur Miller had taken a stand against McCarthyism in the 1950s. I was excited by the idea that the play’s warning to Miller’s contemporaries about the dangers of witch hunts had become so relevant again. Our community seems ready to sacrifice people’s basic rights because of fears of terrorism, without thinking through the implications for all of us in the long run. 

The formality of the writing comes from the complex syntax where the main idea is sometimes not the first idea in the sentence, as well as the abstract ideas that are considered in quite sophisticated language. I thought I would make ‘innocent’ into a plural proper noun (by capitalising it and adding an s) because it adds gravity to the claim and gives this category of people a special significance as a sort of counterpoint to the capitalisation of ‘War on Terror’. 
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Sample 10
Context: Encountering Conflict

Text: The Secret River, The Crucible
Task: Write a reflective piece, exploring how people react in times of conflict
Why do people, upon encountering different types of conflict in their lives, respond the way they do? My study of this context has led me to ponder the reasons why some people can make decisions to respond in a morally courageous or proactive way whereas others choose paths of selfishness, withdrawal or violence, often at the expense of their fellow humans. 

Why does Abigail lie? Why does John Proctor choose death? Why does William Thornhill decide to take part in the massacre at Blackwood’s Lagoon? Why does Dick Thornhill leave his family to live with Tom Blackwood? Why did Lieutenant William Calley lead the killing of so many civilians at My Lai? In contrast, why did pilot Hugh Thompson decide to land his helicopter at My Lai to save villagers from certain death at the hands of his own countrymen? Why did Aung San Suu Kyi decide to place her country before her family? 

I can’t provide an exact answer to all of these questions; in class we have debated them at length and come up with a range of plausible explanations. Abigail lied fearing the repercussions of the girls’ activities in the woods, or perhaps she lied to extract vengeance on Proctor and his wife. Her declarations of witchcraft also made her the centre of attention; a position upon which she may have thrived. John Proctor may have chosen death to protect ‘his good name’ but maybe other factors influenced him as well; the bravery of Rebecca Nurse and Giles Corey or his anger at the madness that engulfed Salem. We could believe that William Thornhill participated in the massacre so that his wife, Sal, wouldn’t leave him and/or to protect his ‘ownership’ of the point of land on the Hawkesbury. Perhaps part of him also succumbed to peer-group pressure; if he didn’t participate, he would be shunned by the other men. At the back of his mind though, he knew the consequences for the aboriginal camp and for Blackwood. He knew the men were going to ‘do what only the worst of men would do’. After the massacre, Dick may have left because of his abhorrence of his father’s actions or perhaps he couldn’t bear the thought of Blackwood, injured and alone, unable to fend for himself.

I keep wondering how I would have responded in those situations. It’s all very well to reflect on how the emancipist settlers of the Hawkesbury River in the early nineteenth century responded to the indigenous inhabitants of the area, but I can only pretend to understand the situation from my contemporary vantage point of 2008, in an Australia which took until February this year to offer an apology to the indigenous people of this country for the wrongs that were committed against them. Kate Grenville’s observation that the white settlers ‘took’ rather than ‘took up’ the land strikes a chord with me, as it does with the fictional character of Thornhill (a character based on her real great-great-great grandfather, Solomon Wiseman). I like the way Grenville portrays Thornhill as having some appreciation of the indigenous culture; his secret admiration of their hunting techniques and also his jealousy of what he sees as their life of ‘leisure’ as he and his family toil endlessly to feed themselves. However, Thornhill believes he has a right to the land on the Hawkesbury as well and is determined to stay put at any cost. He has endured the worst of poverty in London, just escaped the noose and been cast away from his home country to this ‘alien’ colony of New South Wales. Incongruously, what should be his prison becomes a land of opportunity and Thornhill is determined to make the most of it. It is sad to see his loving relationship with the stalwart Sal undermined by his selfishness and secrecy. His decisions end up making a virtual prisoner of Sal and we know that he has no intention of keeping his promise of ‘only five years’ to her. 

So why does Thornhill make a decision to participate in a massacre, when his moral intuition tells him it is wrong and that whichever choice he made, ‘his life would not go on as it had before’? He knows that Sal does not want to stay; he himself will not go. He also knows that, whereas other great decisions in his life were out of his own hands, this decision is of his choosing; ‘of his own free will’. I think Thornhill has invested too much of himself, physically and emotionally, into his land to let it go. His desire for ownership and financial security is so great that in the end he is prepared to kill the natives who threaten his dream. He has battled all his life and this time no-one will prevent his success. So, do I forgive the dreadful decision that this uneducated, but hard-working and determined man makes? No, I can’t. But I can understand his fear of losing everything he has toiled for on the Hawkesbury, just as he once lost everything in a London winter when the Thames froze over and Mr and Mrs Middleton died. I can also understand his fear of difference; the threatening presence of the Aboriginals and his concern that his family may be their next victims. The loss of the corn patch seemed dreadful, but the slaughter of his family would be far worse. Ironically, the slaughter of the Aboriginals, while ultimately providing Thornhill the opportunity to make his fortune and build a grand house, also plays on his conscience; he can never feel a sense of triumph. 

It is also deeply unfair that Blackwood, to me one of the only good men in the novel, suffers so horrendously. Here is a man, who despite his convict origins and his ‘false-bottomed’ boat makes a decision to live harmoniously with the Aboriginals. He doesn’t scar the physical environment as other settlers do; he is content to just make enough to live a comfortable existence, and befriend the natives to the extent of learning their language, appreciating their customs and partnering an Aboriginal woman. These were Blackwood’s choices. Smasher Sullivan made very different choices. What does it all say about the individuality of the human condition and the different moral compasses from which we all operate? 

Would I be capable of perpetrating dreadful violence? The men of Charlie Company who participated in the My Lai massacre were my age or a little older. Most of them claimed they were simply following orders. A few chose not to fire their weapons at civilians. Why? Their moral consciences were stronger than their training to obey military orders. They simply ‘knew’ shooting children was wrong. So did Hugh Thompson when he landed his helicopter to rescue some civilians and get them to hospital before his own American colleagues shot them. I hope that I would be able to follow his example of bravery and moral choice.
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Written explanation

In my reflective text, I considered why people choose to respond to conflict in different ways. I was particularly interested in the reasons why some people make ‘good’ or ‘moral’ choices, whereas as others respond in less honourable or selfish ways. My essay is reflective in style and could be published to an adult audience in the ‘Insight’ or ‘Inquirer’ sections of the weekend editions of the Australian or The Age newspapers.
I was originally going to use my own personal experiences of having to make decisions in response to situations of conflict, for example having to choose sides between friends or dealing with separating parents. Once I started planning my writing, these experiences of mine started to seem so trivial when compared to the situations presented in the texts I have studied. I exist in a relatively peaceful world; I haven’t experienced the poverty of the Thornhills or faced the fear of finding my tent ringed by spears. I live in a tolerant society so how can I compare my life to that of the citizens of Salem living in a rigid community who had no rational explanations for the problems that befell them? 

I ended up focusing mainly on William Thornhill, the key protagonist from Kate Grenville’s novel, The Secret River. I was initially greatly drawn to his character as I followed his story from London to Sydney Cove. Interestingly, his reliance on theft to feed and shelter his family didn’t worry me at all. Nor did the attempted theft of the Brazil wood; in fact I could only feel anger at the institutional systems of England which treated the poor with such contempt. I wanted Thornhill to succeed. However, my feelings towards him started changing once he lied to Sal, and insisted on taking the family to the Hawkesbury. His stubbornness and refusal to listen to advice about the Aboriginals at the expense of his family infuriated me. But ultimately I was appalled by his participation in the massacre, even though part of me kept thinking ‘I know why he does it’. I have tried to explore these thoughts in my response.
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Sample 11
Context: Encountering Conflict

Text: The Crucible
Task: Write a persuasive essay

Some individuals possess an inner moral fortitude that makes them hesitate before ‘following the crowd’ in their responses to conflict; such people, with their selfless concern for others, can be peacemakers. Others, though, manipulate conflict to their own advantage, serving self-interest before the ‘greater good’; greed, ignorance and fear render them incapable of resolving conflict. 

Conflict can bring out the best and worst qualities in individuals, and also in communities. Arthur Miller explores this conundrum in his play The Crucible. When witchcraft is declared in Salem, the reactions of the members of this strictly Puritan society differ greatly. Some see the events that take place as a chance for opportunism, a way to garner personal support, an opportunity to play out personal vengeance and also an occasion to strut one’s ability and knowledge. These characters, just as Miller intends, alienate the audience because of their self-interest and quickness to allow fear to overwhelm any genuine desire to find out the truth. The audience grieves for the suffering of the truly good characters – Rebecca Nurse, Giles Corey and Elizabeth Proctor. John Proctor, the flawed hero of the play, may have succumbed to the temptations of the flesh with Abigail Williams, but he redeems himself in the end, realising that saving himself through lying will not resolve the conflict overwhelming his small town of Salem. He goes to his death knowing that there is ‘some shred of goodness in John Proctor’. 

Reverend Parris precipitates the events in Salem by immediately believing that witchcraft is present in the community and summoning Reverend Hale for assistance. Parris possesses no appreciation of the minds of adolescent girls; he likes to believe that the children are well-behaved under the eyes of God. Parris’ desire for control over others and his perception that he is persecuted wherever he goes provides the impetus for his reactions. Ever since his arrival in Salem, he has felt under threat, insisting on being given the title to the house, arguing finances and rubbing people like John Proctor up the wrong way by sermonising on golden candlesticks rather than God. He is personally affronted that some parishioners do not attend his church regularly and the arrival of the court in Salem provides him with the opportunity for self-aggrandisement and complaint. The greater good of Salem never appears to be in Parris’ thoughts, although his panic when Proctor refused to sign the confession suggests he has realised the truth too late. 

Parris’ niece, Abigail Williams, epitomises self-interest and lack of concern for others in the play. Her manipulative scheming makes the audience wonder how much she enjoys being the centre of attention and the wielder of such power in the court. It is difficult to feel sympathy for the loss of her parents or to consider her responses a result of fear of being found out. The fear she generates in others is so powerful. Abigail is willing to place the blame on Tituba, rather than tell the truth. She knows that John Proctor can see through her but initially holds power over him because of their adulterous relationship. Abigail is also angry at Elizabeth Proctor for dismissing her from service and has been unable to gain another position. She has much to gain by crying witchcraft. Her manipulation of Mary Warren’s fear in court is abhorrent. The audience have seen Proctor make Mary Warren quiver in fear, but we sympathise with his reason; to save his wife. Abigail’s reasons are purely selfish. 

Thomas Putnam is another character who is only able to see events from his skewed perspective. He harbours grudges against a number of community members. Parris was appointed to the position of minister over his relative; he dislikes Proctor, accuses others of 
taking his land and, with his wife, wants someone to blame for the deaths of their babies. For 
a supposedly Christian man, he spends a lot of time in conflict or litigating against others. He wants land and more land, and the events that take place in Salem may produce opportunities for acquisition. Putnam’s greed is one factor in Giles Corey’s decision not to confess; if he did, Corey’s land would not pass to his family but end up in Putnam’s hands. 

Elizabeth Proctor is probably the least self-seeking character in The Crucible, apart from Rebecca Nurse who is the epitome of goodness in Salem. Life has not been easy for Elizabeth. She has been in ill-health and suffered the indignity of discovering that the husband she loves has committed lechery with Abigail Williams. Her response is to dismiss Abigail and adopt coolness towards her husband. It is hard to argue that these responses to conflict are due to self-centredness; surely they are a natural reaction to what has taken place. We can also argue that Elizabeth’s decision to lie in court, which goes against all she believes in as a good Christian, is not to save her own life, but that of her husband. The dramatic tension of this scene when she realises that her husband truly believed she would tell the truth about his lechery is heart-wrenching: Elizabeth’s one lie compared to Abigail’s many – the selfless as opposed to the self-interested. 

Reverend Hale’s observations of Elizabeth Proctor and others such as Rebecca Nurse and Giles Corey make him reassess his involvement in the court process. Hale had arrived in Salem, laden with books and convinced of the importance his knowledge and scholarship would bring to the town. He possesses a healthy ego and his self-importance initially renders him as a ‘bad’ character to the audience. However, Hale possesses a quality that men like Putnam and Parris do not. He is able to ultimately ‘humanise’ the circumstances he finds himself involved in and his intuition tells him that people like Elizabeth, Rebecca and also John Proctor are in fact the antithesis of witchcraft; they are good, honest folk and possess a real sense of Christianity that characters like Parris, Putnam and sadly, the judges of the court, lack. Hale has learned many lessons, particularly when Elizabeth ignores him; ‘Woman, plead with him!’ as Hale begs her to go to her husband and ‘take his shame away’. She knows that his goodness is more important to John Proctor than his life. 

Ultimately, one wonders why Judges Danforth and Hathorne were unable to see what scenario was being played out in a courtroom under their control. Why couldn’t they see through Abigail’s deceit and manipulation of the girls and their ‘hysterical’ outbursts? Why did Parris and Putnam seem to have so much input into the proceedings? Perhaps Danforth and Hathorne had pre-judged the situation and arrived in Salem with a presumption of guilt. Whatever their motives, they too were rendered incapable of resolving the conflict around them. 


1117 words
Written explanation

My essay argues that it is people’s self-centredness which renders them incapable of resolving conflict. I have used Arthur Miller’s play, The Crucible, as the basis of my argument. Much of our class discussion focused on who could be labelled the good or bad characters but I wanted to question the motives behind characters’ behaviour in the play. Parris and Putnam are both very self-centred characters, neither paying attention to the feelings of others or the possible consequences of their children claiming the presence of witches in Salem. Hale intrigued me, as his position changes as the situation in the courtroom spirals out of control. It is too late for him to prevent Proctor’s death; the judges of the court make those decisions, but he learns much about the nature of people from his experiences with the likes of Rebecca Nurse and Elizabeth Proctor. Abigail Williams possesses little in the way of redeeming qualities; her skill in manipulating and deceiving is not directed towards solving the conflict, but rather at furthering her attempts to ‘punish’ Elizabeth and John Proctor. 

If conflicts are to be resolved, people have to work together. They have to place the community’s interests before their own and this element of Christian behaviour is well and truly lost in the madness that overwhelms Salem. In an ideal world, Rebecca Nurse would be a role-model for all. Her innate goodness and concern for her fellow townspeople highlight the hypocrisy of a character like Parris. He is Salem’s Minister so his first concern should be for his parishioners, not his own personal standing or financial situation. John Proctor, even though he has broken one of the Commandments, is astute enough to recognise Parris’ hypocrisy. Proctor possesses his own view of Christianity and doesn’t want to listen to Parris’ sermons preaching hell and golden candlesticks. Proctor is more concerned with an honest day’s hard work. 

Even though I have focused on The Crucible I hope my essay can persuade the reader that the lessons learned in Salem apply in our everyday lives. Sometimes, for the sake of a peaceful resolution, people need to set aside their own agendas and think of the common good. As The Bible says, ‘Do unto others as you would have them do unto you’.

My essay is written for an adult audience and follows a traditional persuasive essay structure. 


395 words

©VCAA August 2008

PAGE  
22
©VCAA August 2008


