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From 2012 onwards, there is a change to the ‘comparison question’ in Paper 1.  

This material, which may be freely reproduced by user schools, takes the place 

of the advice given in Pages 63-65 of the book Higher English by Jane Cooper. 

 

QUESTION ON BOTH PASSAGES 

At the end of the Close Reading exam paper you will find the above heading. In this 

question, you will be asked to compare the similarities and/ or differences between 

the key ideas in the two passages. It will be worth 5 marks and is a U/ E question.  It 

tests your Understanding of the passages’ key points.  The Evaluation element comes 

from you judging which ideas are the key ones. 

 

As the heading makes clear, you can’t answer this question until you know both 

passages well and in full, which makes it impossible to practice this type of question 

here. This is another area where working through the practice tasks at the end of this 

chapter, or doing whole past papers, will be hugely helpful to you.  You can also use 

more specific textbooks such as Higher English: Close Reading by Ann Bridges and 

Colin Eckford. 

 

What we can do here is look at some advice for tackling these questions. 

 

Timing 

There are 5 marks available here, 10% of the total for this exam and almost certainly 

more marks than for any other single question.  If you’re going to do this question 

justice, you’ll need at least ten minutes.  Twelve to fifteen minutes would be even 

better.  Past paper practice will give you a chance to learn to pace yourself, so that 

you do have time to get these valuable final marks. 

 

The wording of the question 

The questions invite you to make what the SQA calls “an entirely objective 

comparison” of the passages.  This is very different from the way the last question 

worked up until 2011.  You are not being asked to prefer one passage over the other. 

You are not being asked to find one more effective or successful.  You just have to 

compare their key ideas. 

 

You will be asked to refer to important ideas in both passages.  To show that you 

understand these ideas, you should express them as far as possible in you own words.  

Any quotations should be very brief and carefully chosen. 

 

The small differences in the wording of these questions are crucial.  If you don’t 

answer the question you are asked, you won’t earn the marks. Read the question 

carefully to see what you are to look for.   
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If the two writers are broadly in agreement, you will probably be asked about the 

similarities between the passages.  For example: 

Referring to important ideas in the passages, identify the key areas on which 

they agree. 

 

If they mostly disagree, you will be asked about their key differences.  For example: 

Referring to important ideas in the passages, identify the key areas on which 

they disagree. 

 

Depending how the writers tackle the subject, you might also be asked about both 

similarities and differences.  For example: 

Referring to important ideas in the passages, identify the key areas on which 

they agree and those on which they disagree. 

 

It’s vital that you check and re-check the wording of the question to make sure that 

you are not wasting time and effort writing something that examiners can’t give you 

marks for. 

 

The style of your answer 

 

If you’ve been following the advice in this chapter you have been using bullet points, 

headings or numbers to organise your answers and break them down into smaller 

sections.  That’s a good approach to use here too.  In fact the last part of the question 

will say: 

You may answer this question in continuous prose or in a series of developed 

bullet points. 

 

This means you can choose whether you want to tackle your answer as a mini essay, 

or as a series of bullets. Whichever approach you take, you MUST obviously refer to 

both passages.  

 

Don’t be too scared by the idea of developing several bullet points or creating a mini 

essay.  The examiners are looking for a quality answer that tackles the question, not a 

vast or long one.  To re-assure you about this, and to let you see more about how to 

approach these questions, here’s an extract from a marking scheme.  It goes with this 

question: 

 

Consider the attitude displayed by each writer to video games and their effects 

on young people. 

 

Referring to important ideas in the passages, identify the key areas on which 

they disagree. 

 

You may answer this question in continuous prose or in a series of developed 

bullet points.       5 U/ E 
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This is what the answer scheme told markers to look for: 

 

5 marks identification of essential areas of disagreement, with an 

intelligent use of supporting evidence 

 

4 marks identification of essential areas of disagreement, with sound use of 

supporting evidence 

 

3 marks identification of essential areas of disagreement, with some 

supporting evidence 

 

 

Obviously you might also get just 1 or 2 marks, or even none, but as the marking 

guidelines show, it’s not that hard to get 3 or 4, and not impossible to get 5, bearing 

in mind that when you reach this questions you will know both passages very 

thoroughly. 

 

If you tackle this as a mini essay, then each paragraph should be about either one 

similarity or one difference. (If the paragraph is about a similarity, you can begin it 

by briefly saying what that similarity is.) Go on to elaborate a little on each writer’s 

idea.  For example: 

The first passage argues against the “conventional wisdom” that games don’t 

improve children’s mental ability; the writer believes they are a benefit.  The 

writer of passage 1 believes that the “fiendishly hard” games enhance players’ 

learning.  Passage 2 completely disagrees about this key area of educational 

benefit.  The writer has a very negative attitude and disagrees that video games 

enhance the mind by stating how, “These machines teach them nothing.” 

 

If you tackle this question as a series of bullet points each of these should be what the 

SQA call “developed”.  To let you see what that means, here is how a pupil used this 

approach to tackle the same important ideas in the two passages: 

• The effect of gaming on intelligence: 

Passage 1 states that video games improve players’ intelligence as they 

exercise the brain. 

Passage 2 states that video games reduce players’ intelligence as they 

prevent them from reading and do not exercise the brain. 

 

Notice that this pupil even gave his bullet point a little heading before he went into 

the ideas of the two writers.  


