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UNDERSTANDING THE MEANING 

 

1. USING YOUR OWN WORDS 

 

Some interpretation questions, like the example below from a recent Higher English 

examination paper, are designed to test whether you understand the basic meaning of the 

passage. 

 

Paragraphs 5, 6 and 7 deal with the "issues" referred to in line 

69. In your own words, describe clearly what the three main 

issues are.      6 marks 

 

You will be asked to gather pieces of information which you must answer as far as 

possible in your own words. Simple words from the original passage may be used if there 

is no obvious alternative, but where there is an obvious alternative you should use one. 

Figures of speech in the original must always be put into plain language, and any non-

standard expression, for example slang or archaisms (old-fashioned words), must be 

rendered in simple, formal, modern English. 

 

* Warning! It is essential that you do not "lift" whole phrases or sentences from the 

original: these will not be awarded any marks, even though you have understood the 

question and the answer is correct. 

 

WHAT THE EXAMINER IS LOOKING FOR 

 

How much should you write? Every exam paper has what is called a "marking scheme": 

the number of marks which are allocated to each question. A marker cannot give you any 

more than the number allotted, and he will look for the required amount of information 

before awarding full marks to a question. Before you write your answer, you must take 

note of the number of marks available. For two marks, it is likely you will need to supply 

two pieces of information, but alternatively you might be required to give one detailed 

piece or four brief pieces.  

It will be necessary for you to consider the wording of the question carefully for 

guidance. Occasionally, direct guidance may not be given and in this case you must use 

your common sense. Obviously, one brief piece of information will be inadequate for a 

four mark question; conversely, providing a ten line answer for a one mark question is 

unwise as you will waste valuable time.  

 

Look at the following example. 

 

Thinking of Grandpa now, I recall the clouds of pungent smoke that he puffed from 

his favourite briar, his small shrewd eyes, still very blue, and the gleaming dome 

rising from fleecy tufts of white hair. 

 

Question: What three characteristics of "Grandpa" does the author remember? 3 marks 
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Answer: She remembers her grandfather smoked a strong-smelling pipe. He also had 

intelligent bright blue eyes and a bald head with a little fluffy white hair. 

 

Method: Understanding of "briar" is shown by using the more general term "pipe". The 

metaphor "gleaming dome" is simplified to "bald head". Since the word "eyes" is a 

common word with no obvious alternatives it may be used again. There are several 

possible alternative words for "shrewd", and "intelligent" is an acceptable one. Since 

"grandpa" is colloquial, the more formal "grandfather" is used in the answer. 

 

If the question were worth only 1 or 11/2 marks, it could be answered more briefly: Her 

grandfather smoked a pipe, he had blue eyes, and was very bald. 

 

FOR PRACTICE  

Use the same method in the following examples, providing more or less detail as the 

number of marks suggests. 

 

1. Jim scarcely recognised his long hair and grey cheeks, the strange face in a 

strange mirror. He would stare at the ragged figure who appeared before him in 

all the mirrors of the Columbia Road, an urchin half his previous size and twice 

his previous age.  

 

Question: Give four changes in his appearance that Jim notices when he looks at himself 

in the mirror.         2 marks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Myself, my family, my generation, were born in a world of silence; a world of hard 

work and necessary patience, of backs bent to the ground, hands massaging the crops, of 

waiting on weather and growth; of villages like ships in the empty landscapes and the 

long walking distances between them; of white narrow roads, rutted by hooves and 

cartwheels, innocent of oil or petrol, down which people passed rarely, and almost never 

for pleasure, and the horse was the fastest thing moving.  

 

Question 

(i) What was the nature of agricultural work during the author's childhood? 2 marks 

(ii) What further clues are there to village life at that time?    3 marks 
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3. When one came straight from England the aspect of Barcelona was something 

startling and overwhelming. It was the first time that I had ever been in a town 

where the working class was in the saddle. Practically every building of any size 

had been seized by the workers and was draped with red flags or with the red and 

black flag of the Anarchists; every wall was scrawled with the hammer and sickle 

and with the initials of the revolutionary parties; almost every church had been 

gutted and its images burnt.  

 

Question: Explain why the author found Barcelona astonishing.   4 marks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Perhaps the greatest of all these masters of the latter part of the sixteenth century was 

Jacopo Robusti, nicknamed Tintoretto. He too had tired of the simple beauty in forms and 

colours which Titian had shown to the Venetians -but his discontent must have been more 

than a mere desire to accomplish the unusual. He seems to have felt that, however 

incomparable Titian was as a painter of beauty, his pictures tended to be more pleasing 

than moving; that they were not sufficiently exciting to make the great stories of the 

Bible and the sacred legends live for us. Whether he was right or not, he must, at any rate, 

have been resolved to tell these stories in a different way, to make the spectator feel the 

thrill and tense drama of the events he painted. 

Question 

(i) Why, according to the author, was Tintoretto dissatisfied with Titian's work? 3 marks 

(ii) What was Tintoretto's own aim in portraying Bible stories?           1 mark 
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5.  The winter of 1542 was marked by tempestuous weather throughout the British Isles: 

in the north, on the borders of Scotland and England, there were heavy snow-falls in 

December and frost so savage that by January the ships were frozen into the harbour at 

Newcastle. 

These stark conditions found a bleak parallel in the political climate which then prevailed 

between the two countries. Scotland as a nation groaned under the humiliation of a recent 

defeat at English hands at the battle of Solway Moss. As a result of the battle, the Scottish 

nobility which had barely recovered from the defeat of Flodden a generation before were 

stricken yet again by the deaths of many of their leaders in their prime; of those who 

survived, many prominent members were prisoners in English hands, while the rest met 

the experience of defeat by quarrelling among themselves, showing their strongest loyalty 

to the principle of self-aggrandisement, rather than to the troubled monarchy. The 

Scottish national Church, although still officially Catholic for the next seventeen years, 

was already torn between those who wished to reform its manifold abuses from within, 

and those who wished to follow England's example, by breaking away root and branch 

from the tree of Rome. The king of this divided country, James V, lay dying with his 

face to the wall. 

Question 

(i) What was noteworthy about the winter of 1542?     2 marks 

(ii) Identify five political problems that were facing Scotland.   10 marks 
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2. CONTEXT QUESTIONS 

 

As well as showing that you understand the writer's general meaning, you will also be 

asked more precise questions, to show you understand particular words and phrases. 

 

Show how the first sentence provides a context which enables you to understand the 

meaning of the word…        2 marks 

 

In a so-called "Context" question, such as the one above, you will be asked (a) to explain 

the meaning of a word or phrase, and also (b) to show how you deduced the meaning 

from its placing in the text. This involves identifying clues in the sentences immediately 

surrounding the word. You must quote these words or phrases that provide the clues. 

If the context question is worth 2 marks, you will be awarded 1 mark for getting the 

meaning right and 1 mark for the quoted piece of evidence. 

The shorthand mnemonic for this is Definition and Reference: DEF and REF 

 

Here is a worked example: 

 

The rumour that Douglas was a prisoner was still unsubstantiated. There had been 

no witnesses to his bailing out of the plane and no solid information could be 

expected from beyond enemy lines for weeks, perhaps even months. 

 

Question: Show how the context helped you arrive at the meaning of the word 

unsubstantiated.         2 marks 

 

Answer 

The word "unsubstantiated" clearly means unconfirmed. (1 mark) The context makes 

this clear as it says there were "no witnesses" OR “no solid information” (1 mark) 

 

FOR PRACTICE 

 

Give the meaning of the expressions printed in italics in the following examples and 

show how the context helped you to arrive at the meaning. I 

 

1. Silverstein was implacable in pursuing his revenge. After years of patient searching he 

had finally come face to face with his father's tormentor, and he showed no mercy.  

2 marks 
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2.  For two days the general vacillated. Should he give the order to advance, or should 

he allow his men to cling to their sturdy line of defence? This hesitation was to prove 

fateful.          2 marks 

 

 

 

 

 

3. The position of the Stewart monarchs in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries was 

peculiarly perilous in dynastic terms, for a number of reasons. In the first place chance 

had resulted in a total of seven royal minorities- there had been no adult succession since 

the fourteenth century -which had an inevitable effect of weakening the power of the 

crown and increasing that of the nobility. 2 marks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Piero della Francesca, too, had mastered the art of perspective completely, and the way 

in which he shows the figure of the angel in foreshortening is so bold as to be almost 

confusing, especially in a small reproduction. But to these geometrical devices of 

suggesting the space of the stage, he has added a new one of equal importance: the 

treatment of light. In his pictures, light not only helps to model the forms of the figures, 

but is equal in importance to perspective in creating the illusion of depth.  2 marks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Oliver's first play at the Edinburgh Festival was only a qualified success. True, the 

critics, including some who were frequently disdainful of new writers, were lavish in 

their praise, and the houses were pleasingly full in the first week. But by the second week 

the numbers attending had inexplicably fallen away and the show was lucky to break 

even.           3 marks 
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3. LINK QUESTIONS 

 

Another type of question which is designed to test your understanding of meaning, as 

well as your appreciation of the structure of a text, is the so-called "link" question. You 

will be asked to show how one sentence provides a "link" in the argument. The 

"argument" need not be a discussion: here "argument" means the progression of ideas in a 

piece of writing and the link will join one idea to the next. 

 

"And therein lies the rub." Explain how this sentence acts as a link between the first 

paragraph and the two following paragraphs.     2 marks 

 

Usually, but not invariably, the "link" sentence will stand at the beginning of a paragraph. 

Part of the sentence- often, but not always, the first part- will refer back to the previous 

topic and another part of the sentence will introduce the new topic which follows. Such 

questions are usually worth 2 marks, which are awarded for correctly identifying the parts 

of the sentence that link back and forward and the two topics which they connect. 

You should show the link by first quoting the part of the link sentence which refers back 

to the earlier topic, saying what this topic is, and then quoting the part of the link 

sentence which looks forward to the next topic, explaining what this is.  

 

William Shakespeare is easily the best-known of our English writers. Virtually 

every man in the street can name some of his plays and his characters, and many 

people can also recite lines of his poetry by heart. However, despite our familiarity 

with his work, we know relatively little of the man himself. We do not know when or 

why he became an actor, we know nothing of his life in London, and almost nothing 

of his personal concerns. 

 

Question: Show how the third sentence acts as a link in the argument.  2 marks 

Answer: The phrase "our familiarity with his work" looks back at the topic of how 

widely known Shakespeare's work is.The second part of the sentence, "we know 

relatively little of the man himself”, introduces the new topic, namely the things that 

are not known about Shakespeare, and a list of these follows this "link" sentence. 

 

FOR PRACTICE  

 

1.  My mother was born near Gloucester, in the early 1880s. Through her father, John 

Light, she had some mysterious connection with the Castle, half-forgotten, but implying a 

blood-link somewhere. Indeed it was said that an ancestor led the murder of Edward II. 

But whatever the illicit grandeurs of her forebears, Mother was born to quite ordinary 

poverty. When she was about thirteen years old her mother was taken ill, so she had to 

leave school for good. She had her five young brothers and her father to look after, and 

there was no one else to help.  
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Question: Show how the first sentence in the second paragraph acts as a link in the 

argument.          2 marks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Usually his mother would caution Yang the chauffeur to avoid the old beggar who lay 

at the end of the drive. This beggar had arrived two months earlier, a bundle of living 

rags whose only possessions were a frayed paper mat and an empty tobacco tin which he 

shook at passers-by. He never moved from the mat, but ferociously defended his plot 

outside the gates. Even Boy and Number One Coolie, the houseboy and the chief 

scullion, had been unable to shift him. 

However, the position had brought the old man little benefit. There were hard times in 

Shanghai that winter, and after a week-long cold spell he was too tired to raise his tin. 

After a heavy snowfall one night in early December the snow formed a thick quilt from 

which the old man's face emerged like a sleeping child's above an eiderdown. Jim told 

himself that he never moved because he was warm under the snow.  

Question: Show how the first sentence of the second paragraph acts as a link in the 

argument.          2 marks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Mary Stuart was certainly rated a beauty by the standards of her own time: even John 

Knox described her as "pleasing". In her height, her small neat head, and her grace she 

resembled the contemporary ideal. It was the type of beauty which her contemporaries 

were already learning to admire in art, and could now appreciate in life, all the more 

satisfyingly because it was in the person of a princess. 

Not only the appearance, but also the character of Mary Stuart made her admirably 
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suited to be a princess of France in the age in which she lived. Mary was exactly the sort 

of beautiful woman, not precisely brilliant, but well-educated and charming, who inspired 

and stimulated poets by her presence to feats of homage. 

Question: Show how the first sentence of the second paragraph acts as a link in the 

argument.          2 marks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. The popular press found copy in Einstein. Newspaper photographers discovered a 

highly photogenic subject: his was a face of character: drooping, kindly eyes and 

wrinkles of humour surrounded by a leonine mane of hair. The habits of the man were a 

little irregular; already some of the characteristics expected of the absent-minded 

professor were beginning to show: he lived a simple life uncluttered by possessions and 

any of the outward trappings of success; when there was no need to be careful he was 

careless about his dress: sometimes he wore no socks. 

All these qualities, combined with the publicised qualities of the man, kindliness, 

gentleness and warmth, would still not have been sufficient to turn Einstein into the 

international figure he was to become. The missing ingredient in this recipe for 

public fame was the apparently incomprehensible nature of Einstein's work. For a 

few years after the publication of the general theory of relativity only a limited number of 

scientists familiarised themselves with it in detail. Its abstruse nature became legend and 

absurd stories sprang up around its esoteric significance. It was even rumoured that there 

were few men in the world who were capable of understanding the theory. 

Question: Demonstrate that the underlined sentence performs a linking function 

between the two paragraphs.        2 marks 
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5. To us the sheer profusion of servants on the nineteenth century scene is striking. In 

1851 between seven and eight per cent of the entire population of the country were 

servants, if we ignore children under ten. For women and girls the figure was over 

thirteen per cent and for them "service" was so much the commonest job that it accounted 

for nearly twice the number employed in the whole textile industry- by far the most 

important group of manufactures and one in which the majority of workers were female. 

It can almost be said that every family able to feed and clothe some sort of servant kept 

one. Within this vast and heterogeneous army conditions varied from the miserable child-

of-all-work, sleeping on a sack under the stairs, in bondage for a few coppers a week and 

her wretched keep, to the great magnate's house steward, a prosperous member of the 

middle class. 

Question: Show how the phrase underlined relates to what has gone before it and 

introduces a new idea to be developed in the remainder of the paragraph.  2 marks. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. At school, Alastair had shown exceptional promise. He had excelled as a scholar, as a 

musician and on the games field; his popularity and talent had made him an obvious 

choice for head boy in his last year. 

His university career made a sad contrast to the years as a golden boy. A baffling lack of 

commitment saw him fail his first year exams, and after a nervous breakdown early in his 

second year, he dropped out altogether. 

Question: Show how the underlined sentence acts as a link.   2 marks 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


