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About this guide 
Who this guide is for 
This guide is written for Year 12 students doing VCE English Units 3 and 4. EAL students will 
also find almost all of it useful, because Units 3 and 4 share the same Areas of Study, outcomes 
and key skills. Where EAL differs (mainly the listening task in Unit 3 and the format of the EAL 
examination), this is flagged. 

How to use it 
The guide follows the order of the course. Each section starts with what the study design 
expects you to know and do, then teaches each key idea in plain English, then shows you a 
model of high-level work, and ends with practice questions. Full marking guides and sample 
answers for every question are in the Worked solutions section near the end. 

●​ Read a section before your class starts that Area of Study, so the terminology is familiar. 
●​ Use the model essays and pieces as patterns for structure and style, not as content to 

memorise. Assessors reward thinking that responds to the actual topic in front of them. 



●​ Do the Check your understanding questions under timed conditions where possible, then 
mark yourself with the Worked solutions. 

●​ In the final six weeks, use the Exam technique section, the Practice exam and the 
One-page summary. 

 

Exam tip: English is not a subject you can cram. The students who improve most are the 
ones who write a full timed piece every week and get it marked, then rewrite one paragraph 
from it using the feedback. 

How VCE English is assessed 
Your study score is built from three graded components. Your school assesses Units 3 and 4 
through School-assessed Coursework (SACs), and VCAA sets the end-of-year examination. 
SAC scores are statistically moderated against the exam, so a strong exam result protects you if 
your school's SACs are marked hard. 

 

Component What it involves Contribution to study score 

Unit 3 School-assessed 
Coursework 

Outcome 1: analytical 
response to a text (40 
marks). Outcome 2: one 
written text for a stated 
audience, purpose and 
context (40 marks) plus a 
commentary reflecting on 
your writing processes (20 
marks). 

25% 

Unit 4 School-assessed 
Coursework 

Outcome 1: analytical 
response to a second text (40 
marks). Outcome 2: analysis 
of argument and language in 
one persuasive text that 
includes a second mode, 
such as an image or audio 
(40 marks), and a point of 
view oral presentation (20 
marks). 

25% 

End-of-year examination Three hours of writing plus 15 
minutes reading time. Section 
A text response, Section B 
creating texts, Section C 
analysing argument. 

50% 



Your school decides the exact form of each SAC within the study design rules. From 2025 
VCAA reduced the Unit 3 Outcome 2 assessment to two tasks (the written text and the 
commentary on writing processes, which some schools set as a set of annotations), and Unit 4 
Outcome 2 now uses one persuasive text that combines written material with another mode. 
Always check your school's task sheet for word limits, conditions and criteria. 

 

Common mistake: Treating Unit 3 SACs as practice. Unit 3 is worth a quarter of your study 
score, and the ranking from your school's SACs feeds directly into your final result. 

The examination at a glance 
The examination is 3 hours of writing time with 15 minutes of reading time beforehand. There 
are three sections, each worth 20 marks, for a total of 60 marks. Each response is marked 
holistically against published criteria rather than with a tick-box checklist. 

 

Section Task Marks Suggested time 

A: Reading and 
responding to texts 

An analytical essay 
on ONE text you 
studied from the text 
list, answering one of 
two topics set on that 
text 

20 60 minutes 

B: Creating texts An original written 
text that uses a given 
title, draws on at least 
one unseen stimulus, 
and connects to one 
of the four 
Frameworks of Ideas 

20 60 minutes 

C: Analysing 
argument 

A written analysis of 
how argument and 
language (written and 
visual) are used to 
persuade in one 
unseen text 

20 60 minutes 

The order you complete the sections in is up to you. Many students write Section C first, 
because it relies on the unseen material they have just read during reading time, then Section 
A, then Section B. 

 



Exam tip: In Section B you may not write a poem, song or verse. Every other suitable 
written form is open to you: short story, personal essay, speech, opinion piece, letter, 
memoir extract, feature article and so on. 

EAL students 
EAL students study the same Areas of Study. The main differences are that the Unit 3 Outcome 
1 assessment includes comprehension of an audio or audiovisual text (short answers or 
note-form summaries), and that the EAL examination has its own specifications, including a 
listening task. EAL mark allocations for SACs also differ from English (for example, the Unit 3 
annotations are marked out of 10 for EAL). If you are enrolled in EAL, read the current VCAA 
EAL examination specifications alongside this guide. 

About the study design period 
The current study design began in 2023 (Units 1 and 2) and 2024 (Units 3 and 4), and VCAA's 
own examination materials describe the current exam format as applying from 2024 to 2028. 
Check the VCAA English and EAL study design page each year for any notices, adjustments or 
a new study design. The core skills in this guide (close analysis of texts, controlled analytical 
writing, crafting texts for purpose and audience, and analysis of persuasion) have been part of 
VCE English for many years and are very likely to carry over. 

A 10-week exam revision plan 
Start this plan about ten weeks before the exam (usually early August). Each week assumes 
about four to five hours of English study outside class. 

 

Week Focus Tasks 

1 Audit Reread your SAC feedback. 
List three weaknesses per 
section. Reread both texts or 
rewatch your film. 

2 Section A text 1 Build a quote bank by theme 
and character. Write two 
timed essays on your Unit 3 
text. 

3 Section A text 2 Repeat for your Unit 4 text. 
Decide which text you will 
choose on the day, but keep 
both ready. 



4 Section C Analyse three unseen 
articles, including one with an 
image. Time each at 60 
minutes. 

5 Section B Write two pieces in your 
Framework using practice 
titles and stimuli. Vary 
purpose and form. 

6 Mixed One timed piece for each 
section. Get feedback on at 
least one. 

7 Weakest section Two extra timed pieces in 
your weakest section. 
Rewrite paragraphs from 
feedback. 

8 Full exam Sit a full 3 hour 15 minute 
practice exam under exam 
conditions. 

9 Refine Target errors from the 
practice exam. Practise 
introductions and planning 
only (10 minutes each). 

10 Light review Reread quote banks, model 
pieces and the One-page 
summary. Sleep well. 

Contents 
1.​ Unit 3 Area of Study 1: Reading and responding to texts 
2.​ Unit 3 Area of Study 2: Creating texts 
3.​ Unit 4 Area of Study 1: Reading and responding to texts (second text) 
4.​ Unit 4 Area of Study 2: Analysing argument and the point of view oral 
5.​ Exam technique 
6.​ Practice exam 
7.​ Worked solutions 
8.​ Glossary 
9.​ One-page summary 



1. Unit 3 AoS1: Reading and responding 
to texts 
In this Area of Study you read and analyse a text from the VCAA text list and write an analytical 
response. The outcome asks you to analyse explicit and implicit ideas, concerns and values 
presented in a text, informed by its vocabulary, text structures and language features and how 
they make meaning. You are assessed by an analytical essay written under SAC conditions, 
and the same skills are tested in Section A of the exam. 

What the study design expects 
The key knowledge and skills for this outcome can be grouped into five areas. Use this table as 
a checklist. 

 

Area You need to know You need to be able to 

Ideas, concerns, values The explicit and implicit 
ideas, concerns and values in 
your text 

Identify and explain them, 
with evidence 

Construction of meaning How vocabulary, text 
structures and language 
features create meaning 

Analyse the author's choices 
and their effects 

Context The ways a text reflects or 
comments on the times and 
places it was written in and is 
set in 

Use context to deepen, not 
replace, analysis 

Analytical writing The conventions of an 
analytical response, including 
metalanguage 

Write a coherent, sustained 
essay responding to a topic 

Process Planning, drafting, revising 
and editing 

Plan quickly, select evidence, 
check expression 

Ideas, concerns and values 
These three words appear in the outcome and in exam criteria, so use them precisely. 

●​ An idea is a concept the text explores, such as belonging, justice, ambition or memory. 
●​ A concern is a problem or anxiety the text raises, such as the cost of war on families or 

the way institutions silence individuals. 



●​ A value is a belief about what matters or what is right, such as loyalty, honesty, 
compassion or freedom. Texts endorse some values and criticise others. 

Explicit ideas are stated openly: a character says it, the narrator tells us, a title announces it. 
Implicit ideas are suggested through symbols, structure, irony, silence, what a character fails to 
see, or how the ending rewards or punishes characters. High-scoring essays move from the 
explicit to the implicit. 

 

Level What it sounds like 

Plot summary (weak) Jo leaves her town and moves to the city. 

Explicit idea (sound) The text shows that leaving home can be 
painful. 

Implicit idea (strong) By ending with Jo unable to describe her 
hometown to strangers, the author suggests 
that belonging is only fully recognised once it 
is lost. 

Values (strongest) The author values the slow, shared 
knowledge of a small community and 
implicitly criticises a culture that measures 
success by distance travelled. 

 

Exam tip: A useful test for every paragraph: does it say what the author is suggesting or 
criticising, and how? If it only says what happens, you are summarising. 

The author as a deliberate maker of meaning 
Analysis treats the text as constructed. Instead of writing as if characters were real people who 
made choices, write about the author's choices in presenting them. Compare: 

●​ Weak: "Theo is angry at his grandmother because she won't explain the past." 
●​ Strong: "Ellison withholds Nan's history from both Theo and the reader, so that our 

frustration mirrors his and the eventual revelation carries its full weight." 
Useful verbs for authorial choices: constructs, positions, invites, foregrounds, juxtaposes, 
undercuts, privileges, marginalises, endorses, critiques, interrogates, exposes, frames. 

 

Common mistake: Writing "the author uses imagery to show sadness". This names a 
device without analysing it. Say which image, what it connotes, and what idea it builds: "the 
image of ash settling on the paddocks 'like a second winter' presents grief as a season that 



returns, not an event that ends". 

Vocabulary, text structures and language features 
Metalanguage is the language used to talk about language and texts. Using the correct terms 
for your text type lets you analyse precisely. The table shows key metalanguage by text type. 

 

Text type Structural features Language and other 
features 

Novel or short stories Narrative voice and point of 
view, chronology, flashback, 
chapter divisions, framing, 
ending 

Imagery, symbolism, motif, 
dialogue, free indirect 
discourse, diction, tone, irony 

Play Acts and scenes, dramatic 
structure, stage directions, 
entrances and exits 

Dialogue, monologue, 
soliloquy, dramatic irony, 
setting, props, lighting, sound 

Film Sequences, narrative 
structure, cross-cutting, 
parallel storylines 

Camera angle, shot type, 
framing, mise-en-scène, 
lighting, colour, sound, music, 
editing 

Poetry Stanza form, line length, 
enjambment, caesura, volta 
(turn), sequence of poems 

Imagery, sound devices, 
rhythm, persona, tone shifts, 
figurative language 

Memoir or non-fiction Selection and order of 
events, reflective 
commentary, chapter design 

Voice, anecdote, 
self-presentation, rhetorical 
devices, use of documents or 
testimony 

Remember that structure is a choice too. Where a text begins, where it ends, what it places side 
by side, and how it moves through time all create meaning. 

 

Exam tip: One or two well-analysed structural points per essay (for example, the 
significance of the ending or a recurring motif across the text) mark you out as a reader who 
sees the whole text, not just quotes. 

Context 
Context has several layers: the context in which the text was written (the author's time and 



place), the context in which it is set, and the context in which it is read (you, now). Use context 
to explain why the author might be exploring certain ideas or why certain values are presented 
as they are. Keep it brief and tied to analysis. One sentence of context woven into a paragraph 
is usually better than a whole paragraph of history. 

 

Common mistake: Turning an essay into a history report. Assessors reward analysis of the 
text. Context is supporting evidence, not the main event. 

Unpacking the topic 
Section A topics in the current exam are often short and open, for example a statement followed 
by "Discuss" or a "How does..." question. Your first job is to understand exactly what the topic 
asks. 

 

Topic type Example (generic) What it asks you to do 

Statement plus Discuss "In this text, love is more 
destructive than hateful." 
Discuss. 

Weigh the statement, agree 
in part, qualify it and offer a 
nuanced position 

How question How does the author present 
the cost of ambition? 

Focus on the author's 
methods (structure, 
language, characterisation) 
and the ideas they produce 

To what extent To what extent is the ending 
of the text hopeful? 

Take a measured position on 
a scale; consider limits 

Quote-based "We were never really free." 
How does the text explore 
this idea? 

Interpret the quote, place it in 
context, then analyse the 
idea across the text 

Character Is the protagonist a victim of 
her community? 

Treat the character as a 
construct who embodies 
ideas 

A good method for unpacking any topic in 3 to 4 minutes: 

1.​ Underline the key words, especially any absolute words (always, only, never, more than, 
entirely). 

2.​ Define the key terms in your own words. What could "destructive" mean in this text: 
emotionally, socially, physically? 

3.​ Ask "Yes, but..." Find where the statement holds true and where it breaks down. 
4.​ Write a one-sentence contention that answers the topic directly and contains a 



qualification. 
5.​ Map three body paragraphs that each develop one part of your contention. 

Building a contention 
Your contention is your overall answer to the topic, stated in the introduction and developed by 
every paragraph. A strong contention is specific, arguable and nuanced. 

●​ Too simple: "Yes, love is destructive in the text." 
●​ Better: "Love is destructive in the text when it becomes possessive, but the author 

ultimately presents it as the only force capable of repairing the damage that hatred 
causes." 

Structuring the analytical essay 
A typical Section A essay is 800 to 1,100 words in 60 minutes: an introduction, three or four 
body paragraphs and a short conclusion. 

 

Part Purpose Length guide 

Introduction Brief context of the text, 
interpretation of the key 
terms, contention, outline of 
the argument 

80 to 120 words 

Body paragraph Topic sentence (a claim about 
the topic), evidence and 
analysis woven together, link 
back to contention 

200 to 280 words each 

Conclusion Draw the argument together 
and state the author's view or 
values; no new evidence 

60 to 100 words 

Inside each body paragraph, use a pattern such as TEEL (Topic sentence, Evidence, 
Explanation, Link) but do not treat it mechanically. High-scoring paragraphs weave several short 
quotes through the analysis and move from what happens to how it is presented to why the 
author presents it that way. 

Using evidence well 
Choose short, precise quotations (often three to eight words) and embed them in your 
sentences. Analyse key words within the quote. 

●​ Dropped quote (weak): Nan says something important. "You don't own a story, love. You 
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