General English
How to get a 90+ in General English:
advice from a high-achieving student

by Natania D.
Natania is a passionate student who recently graduated with a
98.05 ATAR. She enjoyed studying English and pushed to work
at it in high school. She has now moved onto university, studying
a degree in Medicine at Monash University.
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Introduction
English is a compulsory subject (sorry to the STEM kids!) with a decent weighting in
the overall scaling, but we can use that to our advantage! In General English,
markers are looking for competent writers with justified arguments, clear structure,
and great vocabulary – and it’s easier than you think to tick these boxes! And guess
what? Now it’s easier than ever to ace the assessments and bump up your ATAR!
This guide is full of tips and tricks for all your assessments in the General English
curriculum, to help you achieve your goals and wow those QCAA markers. Best of
luck! J
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How to prepare for your IAs
Internal assessments (IAs) make up 75% of your overall grade, and so it is equally as
important (if not more so) to focus on doing well in them as it is to ace your final
essay.
As you may know, the IAs are split into three different assignments:
-

IA1: Written response for a public audience

-

IA2: Persuasive spoken response

-

IA3: Imaginative written response

So, let’s break them down.

IA1: Written response for a public audience
Aim
Analyse provided texts and connect your analysis to real life themes/topics
How to nail it
Firstly, you need to make sure you’re reading your provided texts inside and
out. See the Tips and Tricks section of this guide for specific tips on making
sure you’re confident with them.
Now that you’ve gone through your texts and want to start your assignment, you
need to:
Create a plan of what your thesis will be, and what you will include in your
introduction, arguments and conclusion. Seeing your thoughts on paper will
help you to “think out loud” and also gives you a reminder of what each
paragraph should be about (if you’re like me and tend to want to rant or go off
topic, this is a big help!).
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Make sure you don’t confuse your personal biases with the opinion you’re
building your thesis on. For example, when I was analysing ‘1984’ by George
Orwell, I had to put aside my personal bias against some misogynistic
undertones in the main character’s behaviour and focus more on the author’s
intriguing representations of surveillance and technology.
Research other publications that match the format of your given task, for
example journal articles. Look at articles that are related to your assignment –
whether they be about the text or the themes you’re analysing. If you can’t
find anything specific to the task, it is still worth looking at unrelated
articles/texts so you can take note of features such as use of pictures, titles
and subtitles, and specific vocabulary; these can help improve your
communication mark.
Make sure to use a variety of sentence lengths and levels of vocabulary. Work
with your teacher and peers to understand the exact target audience your
task has, so that you can use this information to keep your vocabulary fresh
and relevant to them. And don’t underestimate the power of informative
language and short sentences, especially in a punch line (or any other
statement that you want to resonate with your audience!).

IA2: Persuasive spoken response
Aim
Use a speech to communicate your opinion on a contemporary social issue in
media
How to nail it
This speech is all about using your voice to share your opinion with a wider
audience. You are not only aiming to inform them on a topic, but to persuade
them that your stance and your “call to action” are worth considering and even
implementing.
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To help you ace this one, try to:
Pick a topic that you are passionate about! The only thing that’s more
obvious than a speaker who is unprepared, is a speaker who is uninterested.
Even within topics, there are such a wide variety of possible angles and
specific ideas that can transform your assignment. Take the time to do your
research and share ideas between friends and peers, so that you have every
opportunity to find a topic that fits your interests best.
Make use of different elements of speech. This includes things like making
eye contact with audience members, pausing for effect, gestures, pointing to
your slides and more.
Practise, practise, practise your speech as much as you can, especially with
your other supporting media (e.g., PowerPoints, photos, video, excerpts from
other texts). I’m sure you’ve heard this before, but it’s a lot more important
than you would expect. Practising will help you to time your speech, and will
help you get a better idea of where to include some of the above elements of
speech!
Set yourself a personal draft timeline. This assignment is very different from
the rest in that you have multiple aspects to consider. Ideally, you need to
designate personal drafts for:
1. At least one draft of your
speech
2. Finalising edits in your
speech and finishing it off
3. Rehearsing to become
comfortable with your
speech

4. Creating your supporting
media
5. Recording your speech (if
required in your specific
assignment)
6. If recorded, editing your
video and making sure the
file is compressed enough to
submit
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And this is all before you even submit/present it on the due date! When I did
my own, I initially hadn’t even realised I had so much work to do in the time I
was provided, and so I didn’t have this full plan set out at first. But as the due
date got closer, I realised how helpful this would be, so I made a plan for what
was left. It made all the difference especially when balancing commitments.

IA3: Imaginative written response
Whether it is in class, after school or during lunchtimes, ask your teacher for help if
you are having trouble with anything. Teachers appreciate you taking the initiative
and chasing them up. Having another pair of eyes look at your work can prove
invaluable.
Aim
Write a short story in response to a provided stimulus (e.g. TV show, poem,
another story).
How to nail it
Out of your four assessments, this is the most creative one you’ll do, so take
advantage of this opportunity and let your imagination run wild!
Here are some tips for this one:
Depending on how your school has tweaked the assignment, the criteria might
look for a strong link between the given stimulus and your writing, or it might
only require a vague link (such as the genre). Ask your teacher and read your
criteria sheet as much as possible so you can take advantage of how strong
the link needs to be. For example, if you need to write a piece that is directly
related to the stimulus, work forwards – make sure you know that stimulus
inside and out so you can use elements of it to pad out your story. Or if it only
has to be indirectly related, work backwards – brainstorm some topics that
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you find interesting to write about, and then find some way to link it to the
stimulus (as vaguely or strongly as you need to).
Write lots of practice stories before your final, and make sure they’re different
each time. It can be helpful to create some interesting plot points or phrases
that you’d like to include in the final, but do not try to memorise your essay!
This can leave you confused on the day, and frustrated if you’ve forgotten
something, which we definitely don’t want. Practising your writing is all about
becoming comfortable with the vocab you want to use, the time limit you
have, and the format of a short story, and so that should be your focus.
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How to revise for exams
Aim
Write an essay on a provided text, analyzing the author’s use of devices to
communicate a theme or idea to their audience.
How to nail it
This essay can seem tricky, especially as it is under timed conditions, but the
good news is that you’ll have lots of time to prepare for it. So take advantage
of that and start studying as soon as you can, but be chill about it. Space your
English study out amongst other commitments – use reading your book or
creating a fun page of notes on “Loyalty” as a way to productively
procrastinate your other subjects!
During this time, you’ll want to take on some of the Tips and Tricks you can find in
the next section of this guide. But you’ll also want to harness some tips specific to
the essay such as:
Finding and remembering quotes (as evidence in your essay) that involve a
variety of possible topics. For example, in Hamlet, the quote “Something is
rotten in the state of Denmark”, is a form of foreshadowing, and a metaphor,
that can be linked to superstition, madness, decay, performance, Claudius
(characters) and more! Remember, you won’t know which topics you will get
to choose from until the day. So, committing quotes like this memory is a lot
more beneficial than spending time and energy remembering quotes that can
only be used for a couple of topics.
Writing lots of practice essays before your final and making sure they’re
different each time! Not knowing your final topic means that you’re going to
need to be comfortable writing about a variety of themes, characters and plot
points and that confidence comes from writing many essays beforehand. Get
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your teachers and peers to go through some of them with you, and use their
feedback to improve the next one you write.
Planning for both of your question options. On the day, you will have the
choice between two possible topics to write your essay on. Make plans for the
general structure and paragraph topics for both topics initially. As you start to
add more detail and evidence, make a decision, and then finally concentrate
all your energy to that point from then on.
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Tips and Tricks
The best way to prepare for your assessments, especially your final exam, is to
know your texts as well as possible. Becoming familiar with features of the text such
as the characters, plot lines, themes and quotes is crucial to a strong analysis and a
great essay overall.
There are some great resources available to help you become familiar with the text,
but unfortunately, gone are the days where you didn’t have to read the book and
could just look at LitCharts the day before the exam. Now, you should read the book,
and I’d recommend doing it multiple times (gross, I know).
First time in the holidays
In the first read through, you’re able to read at your own pace. You’re able to
really focus on the plotline and characters here.
Second time with your class/during the semester
This is your time to really take in all of the features that you will be analysing
such as elements of the genre, themes, and some important quotes that you
could use.
Third time before the exam
You can take this at whatever pace you need to, but try to get through the text
one more time before the exam season comes around. You can confirm the
main plot points, and pick up any quotes you’ve missed previously.
Another way to “read” your text is to watch the movie version if there is one. While
movies are not always true to the book (which is why you should still read it!), they
can be a resource to help you visualise it all and become familiar with the plot.
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Use external resources
Resources found online can be incredibly helpful. Use them to pack your English
notes with things like quotes you can use, perspectives you want to explore and
analyses of themes or symbols. Some resources include:
Studyclix Videos & Notes
Sparknotes
LitCharts
ATAR notes
Shakespear Online
CliffsNotes
CrashCourse videos
TED-Ed videos
And more!

Find interesting vocab that you want to include
One of the key elements of a great essay is sophisticated, relevant vocabulary. Try
to read websites, books, exemplar/past essays, and any other type of media you
might enjoy reading, and take note of any relevant words or phrases that you think
might be applicable to your essay. Also take note of words you find in your provided
stimulus book, as including them in your essay as a direct or indirect quote shows
how well you’ve done your research!
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Make a separate book for your English notes
This is the best tip I can provide you with for the end of year essay. This isn’t the
book you take to class and write things from the whiteboard; you can create this
book in your own time. This will become a place for you to write and draw whatever
you want to study in the days leading up to your exam such as (but not limited to):
Character studies

Themes and their analysis

The plot of the story

Interesting perspectives you find

Breakdowns of particularly

through resources or peers

important scenes (or all of them!)

Vocabulary that interests you

Quotes you need to memorise

Possible arguments for practice
questions

There is no right way to go about this, so let your creativity flow! Personalising your
notetaking can really help – things such as:
Creating separate pages or sections for each of the above dot points
Using colour coding (for example: each highlighter colour represents a
different character or theme)
Drawing up graphs for the plot or scene events for a more visual approach
Brainstorming through things like mind maps
On the day of your exam, and in the week leading up to it, you really want to limit
how much “new” information you’re learning and focus on remembering the
important things you’ve already covered. So that’s why it’s super important to collate
this book as you go through the semester, rather than at the last minute.
I hope this guide helped you make the most of your time studying for General
English! Best of luck with all your assessments!
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Best of luck in the exam!
You will be great
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