Understanding Questions

In this type of question, you are asked to demonstrate your understanding  of  significant ideas /information and supporting details, provide full explanation of their relationships and summarise adequately, the main concerns of the text.

Understanding questions are there to find out whether you understand the meaning of the passage. These questions should be answered as far as possible in your own words. It is also important before you answer the question to  look at the number of marks assigned. For two marks you will most probably have to provide two pieces of information. However, it could also be asking for four brief responses or even one more detailed response.
There are some common phrases used in understanding questions:- 

· Explain fully the reason…

· Explain how…

· In your own words…

· Summarise the main points…

· Identify ways in which…

· By referring closely to these lines…

· Referring to specific words or phrases show how the sentence… performs a linking function.

· Show how the context helps you to understand…

Higher 1997

Understanding Questions

Reinforcement Pack 


Paragraph 2 lines 7-12

I don’t know how I came to be alone at that time in that place. In our house with six not unnoticeable presences, it wasn’t an easy trick to be alone, even without counting the cavalcade of aunties and uncles and cousins and friends who seemed to be constantly passing through. I wonder if I had come home from school early to find the house empty. But that seems improbable. My mother was a ferocious carer who had an  almost mystical capacity to conjure solid worries out of air that to the rest of us looked untroubled and clear. Maybe somebody else was supposed to be with me and had gone out briefly.

	Question (b) Understanding type question.

Drawing your information from the second paragraph, (lines 7-12), give in your own words a reason why it was unusual for the author, as a boy, to be left alone.

Remember! Understanding questions are there to find out whether you understand the meaning of the passage. These questions should be answered in your own words. It is also important before you answer the question to look at the number of marks assigned.  Here  there  is only one mark assigned, so therefore you are probably looking for one piece of information.  However, for two marks you would probably have to provide two pieces of information. It could also be four brief pieces of information, or even one more detailed response.

Follow the advice given.

Remember ! Do not ignore the words of the question:-“in your own words. Underline the phrase immediately to remind yourself that you must do this. Also underline the demands of the question,” Give a reason why it was unusual for the writer, as a boy to be left alone in the house”

Go to lines 7-12.Find the words used in the question.

Now go to next sentence.

Address the words of the question to the sentence or part of the sentence. Does this give a reason why the writer tells us it was unusual to be left alone in the house? If not continue the same process with the next sentence and so on.


	Marks

1
	Marks given away 

	Response.

Since there is only one mark assigned to this question, any of the following reasons is sufficient to get a mark.

· He was from a large family of six
· The house had a constant stream of visitors.
· His mother was a very protective parent
· If everyone was out, a babysitter would be there.,
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Paragraph 5 (Line 21)

What I saw in fact was pretty banal. My father had his right hand on the light-switch he had just pressed. My mother was beside him. They were both laughing at what must have been my startled eyes and my wonderment at being where I was. Around them was a room made instantly out of the dark. It was a very ordinary room. But it was wonderful.

	Question (e) Understanding Question.

“What I saw was in fact pretty banal”. (line 21) help you to arrive at the meaning of “banal”

.Follow the advice given.

This is a context question. Remember how to answer a context question!

1. Explain what you think the word means.
2. Quote the words in the sentences around the word which gave you an idea as to its meaning.

3. Explain how these words helped to confirm your view as to the meaning of the word.


	Marks

2
	Marks given away

	 Response.

“Banal” means mundane, ordinary. The context helps me to arrive at this meaning because everything the writer says is banal is clearly very ordinary and common. For example, his father” had his hand on the light switch” – he had just switched it on, a very common, everyday action. “Also his mother was beside him”. This again is not unusual. Finally they were both” laughing”. In addition, the writer says it” was a very ordinary room ”and then says “But it was wonderful” which is the opposite of” banal”.
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There were the stories surrounding me for a start. “Docherty”, I should think, began its gestation in the mouths of the people all around me. Our house was an incredible talking shop. As the youngest of four, I seem to have grown up with an intense conversation going on endlessly about me as my natural habitat. By one of those casually important accidents of childhood, the youngest of us had to sleep in a fold-down bed in the living room. Lack of space had its advantages. This meant from a very early age, I could be involved, however marginally, in these debates, often going to sleep with the sound of disputation as a lullaby. 

To this continuing seminar on life and the strange nature of it came many visiting speakers .Our house often felt to me like a throughway for talk .Relatives and friends were always dropping in. They brought news of local doings, bizarre attitudes, memorable remarks made under pressure anecdotes of wild behaviour. Most of it was delivered and received with a calmness that astonished  me. I vaguely sensed, early on, the richness they were casually living among, rather as if a traveller should come upon the Incas using pure gold as kitchen utensils. The substance that would be Docherty was beginning to glint for me in fragments of talk and caught glimpses of living.

Cognate to my awareness of the rich and largely uncommemorated life around me was a fascination with language. Given my background, I was lucky to be in a house where books were part of the practical furniture., not there as ornaments but to be read and talked about. My mother was the source of the activity. My sister and my two brothers had established reading as a family tradition by the time I was old enough to join in. Only my father, someone- it has always seemed to me – educated spectacularly below his abilities, was never to be comfortable with books. His presence on the edges of our immersion in reading became, I think, in some way formative for me. I wanted him somehow to be included in the words.

Love of reading led naturally, it seemed at the time, to efforts at writing. If books were not the most sought –after domestic adjuncts in our housing scheme (depraved orgies of poetry-reading behind closed curtains), the desire to actually write poetry could have been construed as proof of mental aberration.  But this was my next move, one I effected without being ostracised by my peers because, perhaps, I was also very good at football. Having successfully undergone my masculine rites of passage in the West of Scotland, I could indulge in a little limp-wristed scribbling.

Here again, the family situation helped. No one - least of all my father (despite being uninterested in books) - ever questioned the validity of the time I spent arranging words on pieces of paper. I took such tolerance for granted. It was only much later I realised how different it might have been for a working-class boy with ambitions to write. A woman writer-friend told me some years ago of a man she knew who came from a background similar to my own. He  was bedevilled by a longing to write plays, much to the embarrassment of his relatives. On one occasion an older brother beat him up severely in an attempt to bring him to his senses and to get him to stop inflicting shame upon the family. Such an attitude had been unimaginable to me in my boyhood.
	Question (n)

Drawing your information from line 38 to the end of the passage, write a paragraph in which you summarise the main factors which had a positive influence on William McIlvanney’s development as a writer. Use your own words as far as possible.

Underline the words of the question :

“Use your own words as far as possible” 

Also, underline the demands of the question.” write a paragraph in which you summarise the main factors which had a positive influence ….”
	Marks

 6
	Marks given away.

	General Advice

Final questions are often about the passage as a whole. You will have already answered questions about the ideas in the passage.

Many of the “understanding type questions” will be about the main ideas of the passage.
	
	

	Specific advice.

Go back to lines 38-70.

Look back at the understanding questions you have answered on this section of the passage.

Also look at the topic sentence for each paragraph in this part of the passage.

From this information, you should be able to gather the main factors in the writer’s development and complete your paragraph.


	
	

	Response.

· The exposure to a wide variety of oral language from his family and extended family.

· The fascination with language and literature from an early age due to the influence of his mother and his sister and brothers.

· The awareness that ordinary things/people could be transformed into something memorable.
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	Question ( l )

“Typical westerns end with an affirmation of the prevailing social order”. Line 16.

By referring to two examples in paragraph three (lines 17-30) show how the writer makes clear what he means by this sentence.


	Marks

4


	Marks given away

	General Advice

Note the number of marks assigned to this question.

Underline the key parts of the sentence to remind you of the demands of the question.

I.e. You have to show that you understand “an affirmation of the prevailing social order”.


	
	

	Specific advice.

Follow the process that you have been taught.

Find the words used in the question (line 16)

Go to lines 17-30.

Address the words of the question to the first sentence after the words of the question. If the answer is not there, 

repeat the process for the next sentence and so on.

Break down of marks:-

One mark for each example; one mark for understanding “affirmation” and one mark for understanding “prevailing social order.


	
	

	Response.

1First example

2 Second example

3 How these examples are an affirmation –( explain in your own words)

4 of the prevailing social order (explain in your own words )
	
	


Typical westerns end with an affirmation of the prevailing social order. At the end of the traditional western movie, the lawless town has been cleaned up and women and children can walk the streets in security, and schools and churches will spring up as signposts of civilisation; the hero, who has lived by the gun and used it to clean up the town, will marry the girl at the end of the movie or promise to return to her. Or range wars and disputes between farmers and ranchers will be settled by a hero who has no place in the pastoral life that he has helped achieve, and he will ride off into the sunset, no longer needed, a melancholy, solitary, vestigial figure like Shane, the ex-gunfighter. The only other end for the man who has lived by the gun and used it to define himself is, of course death: the death of the hero- gunfighter in a film like The Gunfighter is the death of a way of life, which cannot in its extreme forms be integrated into civilised society. The western is, above all, a nostalgic genre, for it shows men with one foot in the wilderness (with all its associations of freedom and individualism) and one foot in civilisation (with all its associations of constraint and social contracts). And, while the western nostalgically celebrates the individual determining his own destiny, it simultaneously celebrates the growth of civilised society.
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