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Michael Murray is an education consultant who was formerly
the Chief Education Officer, English, with NSW Department
of Education and Communities. This article outlines how
teachers of English can support students to select texts of
their own choosing, to enhance their understanding of the
Area of Study: Discovery.

Working for success in

Area of Study:
Discovery

Area of Study is an important
component of three HSC English
courses: Standard, Advanced and
English as a Second Language
(ESL). It is, in fact, the common
component of the Standard and
Advanced courses, tested by a
common exam paper (Paper 1).
ESL has its own version of the
Area of Study, called Language
Study in Area of Study, which as
the title suggests, has a stronger
language focus.

In a previous article in Scan,
Michael Murray outlined the
broad requirements of the English
Stage 6 Syllabus (the Syllabus)
for Area of Study, as well as the
specific requirements of English
Stage 6: prescriptions:Area of
Study, electives and texts: Higher
School Certificate 2015–2020.
(Prescriptions) for the study of
a particular concept in Area of
Study for this year, and the next
five years: Discovery.
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The Prescriptions document also provides a list of
texts available for study in all three courses. Standard
and Advanced students are required to study one text
from the prescribed list; ESL students must study two
prescribed texts. Students in all three courses must
supplement the study of prescribed texts with texts of
their own choosing, drawn from a variety of sources, in
a range of genres and media.

Overview
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In this article, Michael provides guidance for selecting
appropriate texts of own choosing. He suggests
a process for analysing such texts to ensure that
students stay focused on the specific requirements
of Prescriptions. He also suggests activities to help
students deeply explore the concept of discovery in
a way that will prepare them for the challenges of the
HSC English exam.
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Some parts of this article will be re-used in the
preamble for a list of suggested texts of own
choosing, as well as other resources which will support
the Area of Study: Discovery. This list will soon be
available online. DEC teachers, students and teacher
librarians will have access, initially through a sample
list in Oliver, with a fuller version later. Consideration
is being given to interim delivery to schools still using
OASIS Web Inquiry.

For example, the question in Paper 1 for Standard
and Advanced in 2014 (when the concept for Area of
Study was Belonging) was as follows:

Texts of own choosing

However, in previous exams students have been asked
to use:

The choice and use of texts of own choosing is a
critical factor determining how well students perform
in Section 3, and indirectly Sections 1 and 2, of Paper 1
in the HSC English examinations.
All students studying the Standard, Advanced and ESL
courses need to understand the requirements related
to texts of own choosing. English teachers and teacher
librarians can guide students to choose appropriate
texts of their own choosing.

How many texts of own choosing are
students expected to study?
Neither the Syllabus nor Prescriptions specifies the
number of texts of own choosing that students must
use to supplement the study of their prescribed
text(s) for the Area of Study. Ultimately students
will be asked to discuss one or more texts of own
choosing, as well as their prescribed text(s), in Section
3 of Paper 1 in the HSC English exam.
In recent years, the trend has been to require students
to refer to one other related text of own choosing.

Question 3 (15 marks)
An individual’s identity is shaped by the way they
perceive their connections with others and the world
around them.
How is this view represented in your prescribed text
and ONE other related text of your own choosing?

• two other related texts of your own choosing
• at least one other related text of your own
choosing
• other related texts of your own choosing (i.e. an
unspecified number, but two or more implied).
Clearly students need to have at least two other
related texts of own choosing to meet the minimum
requirements of the examination. However, the
question in any given year will not necessarily suit
the texts of own choosing that students have used
in their preparation for the exam, so students are
strongly advised to carefully examine and be prepared
to discuss any of 3-5 texts of own choosing so that
they are able to select the text(s) best suited to the
question.
Furthermore, the close study of texts of own choosing
will assist students to perform well in Sections 1 and 2
of Paper 1.
Section 1 gives students three or four unseen texts,
all related to the concept prescribed for study, and
asks them to answer several short answer questions
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that require an analysis of these texts.
Students who have analysed a range
of other texts, including texts of own
choosing, will be better prepared
for these kinds of questions. The last
question in Section 1 requires a longer
answer making links across two or
more of the texts provided. Again, if
students have had practice making links
between their texts of own choosing
and their prescribed text, they will be
better prepared for the demands of this
question.

Share this

Resource reviews

• nonfiction, including biography and
autobiography
• film, including feature films, short
films and documentaries
• media texts, including radio or
television programs, feature articles
and interviews
• multimodal texts, including
websites, picture books and graphic
novels
• visual texts, such as paintings,
photographs and other works of art.

Section 2 asks students to write an
imaginative piece of writing related to
the concept prescribed for study. The
exploration of the concept through a
range of texts, including texts of own
choosing, will help to develop the
deep knowledge and understanding
of the concept that students need to
demonstrate to perform well in Section 2.

Note that some suitable texts might not
fit neatly into one of these categories,
but rather exhibit features of two or
more kinds of text.

In summary, students are expected
to study a range of related texts.
They need to know 3-5 of these texts
thoroughly to ensure they are well
prepared for the examination.

In selecting texts of their own choosing,
students should also consider:

What kinds of texts should
students look for?
Oldm/Shutterstock

The syllabus requires that students draw
their texts from a variety of sources, in a
range of genres and media.

What else should students
consider when choosing other
related texts?

To some extent, what texts students
might look for will be determined by
the kind of text they are studying for
their prescribed text. It makes sense, for
example, for students who are studying
poetry for their prescribed text to focus
on other kinds of texts when choosing
other related texts.

Kinds of texts students could choose
include:
• prose fiction, including novels and
short stories
• drama, including scripts and
performances
• poetry, ranging from short lyrical
poems to verse novels

Relevance to Area of Study: Discovery
Students need to analyse the rubric for
Area of Study: Discovery carefully to
ensure they understand what aspects
of discovery they need to explore.
Texts of own choosing must relate to
this rubric.
See the six-step guide to analysing
texts about discovery, based on this
rubric. If students have difficulty using
this guide to analyse a text of own
2015 Volume 34, Issue 2
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choosing then there is a good chance
that the text is not sufficiently relevant
to be useful.
Accessibility for the student
A text that is accessible for one student
will not necessarily be accessible to
another. There is no point in students
trying to use texts that they do not
understand. Having said that, students
will benefit by seeking texts they find
challenging, rather than easy.
Interest for the student
Students will enjoy identifying and
using texts of personal interest, rather
than texts given to them to study. The
more personally connected students
are to their texts of own choosing, the
more motivated and confident they
are likely to be when it comes to using
these texts for Area of Study, including
the examination.
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Opportunities to focus on how
discovery is represented
At some stage students will be required
to discuss the ways in which the
concept of discovery is represented in
their texts of own choosing. If they are
experiencing difficulty in doing this for
a particular text, they may be better
off finding another suitable text. For
example, students would be ill advised
to use a painting as a text of own
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choosing if they did not have a good
understanding of the ways in which
discovery might be represented in a
visual text.
Possible connections to the prescribed
text
The Syllabus requires that students
make connections between and
among texts for Area of Study. Ideally,
students should be able to demonstrate
these connections in the response they
write for Section 3 in Paper 1. Therefore,
students should be able to make
connections between a text of own
choosing and their prescribed text, and
indeed other texts of own choosing.
Sophistication
All students should strive for
sophistication in texts of own choosing,
while noting the point made about
accessibility above. Choosing easy texts
generally does students no favours. Such
texts provide limited opportunities to
discuss the complex nature of discovery
and the ways in which it is represented.

Look for points of difference
In general, each additional text studied
should add something new to the
discussion, not just echo ideas and
approaches already evident in the
prescribed text. By choosing texts
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that deal with discovery in different
ways and from different perspectives,
students will be more likely to reflect
an understanding of the complex and
dynamic nature of the concept of
discovery.

Introductory activities to help
students explore the concept of
discovery
The following activities could be used
to open up students’ thinking about the
concept of discovery.
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discovery? How did you think and
feel at the time?
• After: What were the consequences
of the discovery? Was life different
because of the discovery?
Did others view the discovery
differently?
Write the story in first person, then
rewrite in third person. Reflect on which
of the two approaches:
• was easiest for you
• gave you most control as a writer
• enabled you to best capture the
experience of discovery.

Develop a discovery mind map
• Brainstorm different kinds of
discovery, e.g. emotional, creative,
intellectual, physical and spiritual.
• For each type of discovery, cite
examples from history, literature,
the news and students’ own lives.
Choose one example of personal
discovery and write as a story

Experiment with other ways of writing
your story by doing one or more of the
following:
• disrupting the chronological
sequence
• writing in a humorous tone, as
opposed to a serious tone
• writing in present tense, as opposed
to past tense.

• The following scaffold could be
used to structure and sequence the
story:

Reflect on the impact of varying the
story in these ways.

• Before: What was life like before
the discovery? What events led to
the discovery? Was the discovery
accidental or calculated?

Explore discovery semantically
• Note that discovery can refer to both
the process of discovering or being
discovered as well as the actual thing
discovered. Use the word discovery

• During: What was the nature of the
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in sentences to demonstrate your understanding of
these different meanings.
• Consider synonyms of discovery. Write definitions
and use in sentences to show how meanings vary.
Keep a reader’s (or viewer’s) log
During their first engagement with their prescribed
text, students could maintain a log in which they
record their discoveries of:
• a principal character or participant in the text
• a central theme or concern of the text
• themselves, as revealed through the experience of
engaging with the text.
One way of organising the log is as follows (add more
rows as required):
Chapter
or episode or
scene or
poem/
date

Discoveries
Discoveries Discovery about
Other
about
about a
self through the
notable
character or central theme experience of discoveries
participant
or concern
engaging with
for the
in the text:
of the
the text
student
XXXX
text:YYYY

Once the first engagement with the text and the log
are complete, consider these questions:
In what ways is the experience of engaging with any
text an act of discovery?
Oldm/Shutterstock

What discoveries did you make through your
engagement with this particular text?
Screenshot of a concept map made with FreeMind software.
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Synthesising to achieve deep
understanding across texts
The Syllabus requires more than the
analysis of texts for Area of Study. It
also expects that students will:
Explore, analyse and experiment with
… connections between and among
texts.
Synthesise ideas to clarify meaning
and develop new meanings.
Closer to the end of their study of
Area of Study: Discovery, the following
activity will help students to synthesise
their thinking and prepare for the
demands of the examination.
Concept map
Students should write down in 5 or 6
points what they have learned about
discovery through the Area of Study.
Students should read their points aloud
and discuss, perhaps in groups, then
take the opportunity to refine their
points.
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Use these points as the start of a
personal concept map. Students may
want to incorporate ideas from the
discovery mind map they completed at
the start of their studies, but it is likely
that some of these earlier points would
be further developed and some new
points added.
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Around these points add notes
showing how these ideas are reflected
in any texts that have been studied.
Particularly useful are texts that
demonstrate different perspectives in
relation to these ideas. Ensure that the
prescribed text relates to a few of the
points, if not all. Other texts can also
relate to more than one point.
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How do composers show us the power
of discoveries to transform lives?

Share this

Resource reviews

ADVERTISEMENT

In your answer, refer to your prescribed
text and one other text of your own
choosing.

Then add a further ring of notes
identifying the main techniques used
by the composers of these texts to
represent their ideas about discovery.
Ensure that for each technique, there
is an illustration and a brief note about
the effect of the technique.
Students could use an A3 sheet for
their concept maps. Alternatively, they
could use mind-mapping software,
such as the freely available FreeMind
software downloadable at http://
freemind.sourceforge.net/wiki/index.
php/Download or the Inspiration 9
software available for a free 30-day trial
at https://www.inspiration-at.com/.
Ask students to talk about the
connections between and among the
texts they have studied with reference
to their concept maps.
Students could use their personal
concept maps to help write extended
responses to a range of essay
questions. For example:
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