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[bookmark: TemplateOverview]General comments
The 2023 VCE English (NHT) examination consisted of three sections: Section A required students to write an analytical essay in response to one text from the two available. Section B required students to write a comparative analysis on one pair of texts. Section C required students to analyse the ways in which argument and language persuade in an unseen text. 
Assessment was holistic, using the published assessment criteria. Assessors related individual student performance directly to these criteria, and their judgments were assisted by the use of the expected qualities for each section of the examination. The assessment criteria and expected qualities are accessible on the VCE English study page.
Section A – Analytical interpretation of a text
Students were required to develop an analytical interpretation in essay form on one of two set texts. Two topics were offered for each of these texts. The descriptors used for assessment related to the degree of textual knowledge, including the concepts in, and the construction of, the text, the consistency of the essay structure utilised, the extent of topic focus and relevance, and the control and appropriateness of the writing skills employed.
In the 2023 examination, responses focused almost solely on the film text Rear Window directed by Alfred Hitchcock. They favoured the first question on Jeff and how his behaviour was ‘ultimately motivated by fear’, a topic that afforded opportunities for students to draw on their close textual knowledge and demonstrate their essay-writing skills. Although they showed good understanding of the film text and could write about it with confidence in an appropriately structured essay format, some responses were challenged by the complexities of being ‘motivated by fear’. There was a tendency to focus the discussion on the many examples of fear in the film, but there was limited understanding of the ways in which Jeff’s individual behaviour was provoked by his personal insecurities. For example, instead of exploring his uncertainty about the nature of his relationship with the wealthy and beautiful Lisa, or how his concerns about his health impacted his employment opportunities, or how his reliance on others weakened his independence, students relied on recounting long and detailed examples about McCarthyism, Jeff fearing for his life because of his suspicions about a murderous neighbour, and the paranoia that developed from his increasingly voyeuristic behaviour. Hitchcock’s exploration of the tensions between finding individual security at the cost of losing control over one’s life was often ignored. This resulted in essays that were generally satisfactory in textual detail but struggled to maintain relevance to the topic question.
The second, less popular topic asked how Hitchcock ‘creates an atmosphere dominated by insecurity’. With its strong, implied focus on the cinematic techniques employed by the director, the question was quite straightforward in its demands. However, responses that focused on the claustrophobic setting, the limited focus of Jeff’s camera lens and the impacts of the McCarthy trials needed to go one step further to consider the dominance of insecurity, providing some rationale for Hitchcock’s directorial decisions. As with the first question, those students who saw this as a simple invitation to identify how film techniques were used in the construction of the story failed to explore why Hitchcock chose these strategies to emphasise the insecurities of the times. The wording of the topic should be closely considered so that it can be fully addressed. Ultimately, it is essential that their discussion of the topic is fully resolved, using close textual insights and details. 
To achieve at a high level, students must demonstrate a thoughtful and consistent approach to the topic, maintain a clear focus on the critical ideas of the text, use textual elements astutely, and write in a careful and precise manner. They must identify a clear contention, and structure their response into a considered and consistent essay that presents a sustained line of argument. Some of the essays placed too much emphasis on plot and character and missed opportunities to explore the world of the text. This task should never be misconstrued as an invitation to retell portions of the plot or merely describe the attributes of characters.
The highest-scoring responses demonstrated a thoughtful and consistent approach to the chosen topic, with astute use of textual elements and a clear focus on critical ideas in the text, all expressed carefully and precisely. They reliably demonstrated a thoughtful reflection on the concepts in the question, considered development of a clear contention and a capacity to plan appropriately to develop a consistent essay. 
Section B – Comparative analysis of texts
Section B sought to enable students to explore the diverse ways in which two different, and ostensibly unrelated, paired texts explored specified issues and conveyed ideas. It centred on the capacity of students to compare these texts meaningfully. Similarly to Section A, students were expected to construct and develop a controlled argument with which to resolve the selected unseen topic. Essays were expected to carefully utilise textual evidence that demonstrated the intentional choices made by the writer/s so as to convey, examine and communicate core ideas and issues. Students were expected to consider the connections, similarities and differences which arose from such textual comparison through the lens of the chosen topic.
Students were required to develop and write a comparative analysis on The 7 Stages of Grieving by Wesley Enoch and Deborah Mailman, and The Longest Memory by Fred D’Aguiar. Two topics were offered on the pairing. The descriptors used for assessment related to the degree of textual knowledge of both texts, focusing on the ideas and issues they present, the extent of exploration of connections, similarities and/or differences between the texts, the degree of topic focus and relevance, and the control and appropriateness of the writing skills utilised to aid meaningful textual comparison.
In 2023 the students were evenly divided in their choice of topics, with the first question being slightly more popular. Each question was focused on an important idea/issue and required students to closely examine how a central idea or issue – sense of obligation (i.) and the significance of self-image (ii.) – was presented in both texts, and to compare pertinent similarities and differences. Students could decide their own angle of discussion, but they were expected to focus on the entire topic, and to ensure that it was fully resolved through the ensuing discussion. 
The highest-scoring responses were able to examine the core ideas and issues with confidence and grapple meaningfully with their complexities. For example, how to define ‘obligation’ in the first question – a duty? a commitment? a moral imperative? a burden or a responsibility? Students addressed family obligations or the broader obligations to race and ethnicity and even considered obligations to self. They are free to take any relevant angle; however, they need to guard against making loose references to broad themes in a very generalised and vague manner. 
Many of the responses to both questions tended to focus on discussions of racism and oppression, rather than the designated idea. The focus of the comparison must always be the idea at the heart of the topic, and should not fall into long, detailed comparison of major characters or different political contexts of the texts in the pairing. Sometimes students demonstrated very good knowledge of the two individual texts but were challenged by the need to compare them in a relevant manner. A single sentence of generalised comparison at the end of a paragraph does not meet the demands of the task. 
The strongest responses explored differences as well as similarities. Relying on a discussion of similarities only tends to lead to an extended focus on particular examples; the comparative element becomes lost as two ‘mini’ essays appear on the two set texts. 
Students are expected to closely analyse how the relevant writers sought to reveal and expose the ideas in their respective texts. This analysis ought to be facilitated through considered metalanguage, which underpins meaningful comparison, alongside prudent textual analysis. Students should consider how each text has been intentionally constructed to expose the issues identified in the topic. This may include, for example, the shifting narrative voices that are so powerful in the vignettes that permeate The 7 Stages of Grieving, as opposed to the continual juxtaposing of the thoughts and voices of the slaves and slave controller in The Longest Memory.
The two topics centred the comparison on quotations from each of the paired texts, but some students seemed uncertain how to incorporate these in their approach. Such quotations were intended to direct the student’s textual considerations towards related key moments in each text, which exemplified the key idea or issue in the topic. Students who were most assured in their consideration of these given quotations internalised the connection revealed between them and the actual topic.
Simply describing textual examples, or citing aspects of characters, does not aid in the construction of strong argument. As already noted, an argument must be consciously constructed by the student to fully resolve the topic. Students must recognise the key role played by both the introduction and topic sentences in ensuring that a tight and careful argumentative structure is established and maintained. 
Students need to understand that the ideas and issues in any text are conveyed through the actions of the characters and the events that occur. Authors make deliberate choices about the construction of their texts in order to effectively present these ideas to the reader. It is essential that students recognise the need to continually compare the texts that they have studied through the lens of the selected topic, so that there is an analytical focus on the nominated ideas or issues.
Section C – Argument and persuasive language 
The unseen task material presented for analysis was the transcript of a podcast, presented by scientist and media personality Dr Gabrielle Grey, discussing her concerns about the environmental and economic effects of fast fashion. The transcript included two embedded images – a header titled ‘Garment Gab’ accompanied by a photograph of two trendy fashion models, and the second a photograph focusing on the dichotomy between fast fashion trends and the impacts on the environment. These images sought to exemplify and strengthen the line of argument being presented by Grey while maintaining her carefully restrained tone. The topic, language, length and style of the piece readily offered opportunities for students to demonstrate the analytical skills required. They were expected to show understanding of the arguments presented, to identify and explain how written and visual language worked together to persuade an audience, and to use the language of analysis fluently and adeptly. 
The straightforward nature of the material allowed students clear entry into the identification of argument and language. All students could identify Grey’s basic contention, and the connection between the photograph and the written text. It became more challenging for them to track the development of the argument over the course of the whole article. There was a constant pattern of ‘She talks about’, ‘She goes on to say’, ‘She further explains’, and ‘Dr Grey highlights’. This pattern is clear evidence of students falling into summary and simply restating the writer’s ideas. Some students struggled to move from paraphrasing to analysing what was said, how it was said and why it was said in this way.
This task required students to closely consider the written material, including the visuals, and examine how argument and language operate together to persuade the audience to share a specific point of view. While students were able to identify samples of appropriate language employed by Grey – for example, ‘a loaded conveyor belt straight into landfill …’ and ‘like a deadly boa constrictor gradually strangling the life out of our planet’ – some could not move past quotation and/or identification of metaphor and simile. Only a few students were able to analyse how these language choices were hyperbolic and deliberately played on the environmental concerns and fears of the audience. 
There needed to be a strong connection made between the graphic and Grey’s argument. The placement of the photo immediately after the metaphor of ‘a loaded conveyer belt straight into landfill’ was not picked up by students who seemed more concerned about identifying the ‘fashionista’ and her shopping bags. Often, the photograph was merely cited in descriptive terms, while the header was ignored by almost all candidates.
Students struggled with tone, and this may reflect the challenges of ‘hearing’ the restrained, moderate voice of Dr Gabrielle Grey. There was a pattern of broad generalisation – ‘Grey uses a warm, friendly tone’ was most popular. They struggled to move past the generic descriptors of a ‘persuasive tone’, in spite of clear tonal shifts such as ‘Let me be clear …’ and ‘Really?! There’s nothing stylish about this’.
It is important that students avoid merely labelling and identifying argumentative devices and forms of persuasive language. It is not enough to identify statistical evidence, four rhetorical questions, a metaphor and simile and the use of sarcasm. Students must explain why such argument and language techniques are used by the writer to add weight to the persuasive intent of the piece. 
Finally, students need to give careful thought to their wording of audience impact statements. It is not sufficient to vaguely generalise that ‘this technique helps the author to persuade the audience to agree with her’ or write that the barrage of rhetorical questions ‘makes the audience think about the issue more seriously’. A speaker/writer cannot make an audience member do anything. They can present their argument, but they cannot enforce a predetermined response. 
Like the other sections of the paper, there were no expected responses in Section C. Assessors were looking for the skills that demonstrate the students’ ability to understand how the argument develops and functions and how language is used effectively to present the argument, and also to understand the intended persuasive impact on the reader.
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