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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the English Olympiad of 2017. Our theme for this year 
is Then and Now and the title of the anthology is Staying Alive. 

Let us explain why we have chosen this theme and title.
We often ask the question “Where are they now?” when referring 

to people who showed early promise in a certain field. They could be 
writers, artists, film stars or other celebrities. Sometimes this promise 
seems to ‘fizzle out’ and the person concerned fades into obscurity. 
But there are success stories as well, and we would like to celebrate 
these in this year’s Olympiad. The 2017 anthology includes texts from 
previously published issues of English Alive, and more recent works 
from previous English Alive contributors. English Alive is celebrating 
its 50th Anniversary this year and we pay tribute to its success in 
publishing the early works of many promising young writers who are 
now successful authors. 

We could elaborate on the theme as follows:
Where are they now? An exploration of some past and  
recent work of writers who fulfilled their early promise.

You will notice that we have arranged the authors in alphabetical order 
and included their early pieces of writing, followed by a later work. 
This will give an idea of how (and whether) they have changed and 
developed over the years. You may also notice that these writers do not 
confine themselves to a specific genre, but have written poems, a prose 
piece, short stories and, in two cases, plays as well. This gives an idea of 
the range of their creative work. 

The challenge offered by this collection is that candidates will 
need to study a variety of genres, but this is also a source of inspiration 
to aspiring writers because it shows that they do not have to put 
themselves into creative ‘boxes’. When you study the work in this 
anthology, ask yourself how the writers managed to switch from one 
genre to another and if there are common ‘threads’ or characteristics 
running through their works.

We are excited about republishing early works and recent works 
of its contributors, and hope that studying some of their writing, as 
well as seeing the evidence of their success, will encourage and inspire 
you.

Maxine Ward-Cox, Chief Examiner 2017
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About the English Olympiad

1. THE AIMS AND APPROACH OF THE  
ENGLISH OLYMPIAD

The English Olympiad aims to enrich young people through the study 
of English, while at the same time encouraging learners to explore the 
English Language and its literature beyond the scope of the school 
curriculum requirements. By providing learners with an opportunity 
to work on the basis of self-study and self-motivation, the English 
Olympiad encourages learners to:

• Take responsibility for their own learning; 
• Be empowered in the rigours of Academic Writing;
• Think critically and creatively; 
• See the relevance of what they study - to themselves and to the 

world around them; 
• Question their assumptions and explore alternative ways of 

thinking and experiencing the world in which they live;  
• Express those experiences in critically and creatively written 

responses to the English Olympiad exam questions; and
• Substantiate their opinions with close reference to the texts 

prescribed for the Olympiad. 

2. DATE OF THE EXAMINATION 

The examination will be written on Tuesday, 7 March 2017 in your 
school.

Schools may start the examination any time between 11h00 and 14h00 
on the examination day, provided the candidates are allowed 3 hours to 
write. The date of the examination is determined by the time needed 
to process the results, so that the top 15 candidates can be invited to 
attend the Grahamstown National Schools Festival in July. 

Please note that no requests for an alternative date will be considered. 

3. RESULTS 

An alphabetical list of the Top 100 candidates will be announced on 
the English Olympiad website: http://www.saenglisholympiad.org.
za/ during June 2017. The Top 15 winners will be invited to attend the 
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National Schools Festival free of charge in Grahamstown in July 2017. 
The rank order of the Top 100 will be announced during the official De 
Beers English Olympiad prize-giving held during the National Schools 
Festival. The Top 100 Rank Order will be posted on the Olympiad 
website immediately after the July award ceremony, and a copy will 
also be posted to schools with their candidates’ certificates during the 
week of the 17th July 2017. 

4. ASSESSMENT 
4.1  Classification

Each candidate will receive a general classification of his/her script. 
It is too expensive and impractical to provide detailed evaluations for 
each candidate. 

Scripts are classified according to the following categories:  
• Top 100 = Exceptional contribution 
• Gold = 80% + 
• Silver = 70%-79% 
• Bronze = 60%-69% 
• Merit = 50%-59% 
•  Participation = 40%-49% 
•  Unclassified = less than 40%. Did not complete the paper / 

insufficient comment

Certificate Categories
Gold

In Section A1 the markers will require candidates to write with 
academic skill. This means that the writing will be formal, 
avoiding colloquialisms (this includes most idiomatic expressions 
and all contractions) and slang. The diction, particularly, or 
choice of words, will set this candidate apart and will show that 
the candidate has read fairly widely and is not only comfortable 
with word selection, but has an aptitude for choosing the best 
and most appropriate word for the task.  A candidate able to do 
this will write economically. He or she will also display a sense of 
having engaged with the text on many levels; will be able to quote 
liberally, appropriately and correctly.
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Silver
This is a very competent candidate and if you receive a Silver 
award you can be justly proud of yourself. It means you can write 
academically, appropriately; you rarely lapse into colloquialisms 
and you never use slang. Your vocabulary will be good. You will 
have prepared for the exam thoroughly. You write ‘perfect P.E.E. 
paragraphs. You know what you want to say and you say it. You are 
more than competent and you will probably go on to do brilliantly 
in your chosen field at tertiary level.

Bronze
This candidate is very competent and has prepared for the exam 
thoroughly. The candidate might slip up occasionally, allowing the 
odd colloquialism or slang expression into his or her writing. This 
candidate would probably do brilliantly once he or she has been 
given the time to thoroughly edit his or her work.  It is all about 
presentation skills at university and these can be learned. You, too, 
can be proud of yourself.

Merit
The content of your work shows that you have engaged with the 
text in a real way. You might enjoy reading and know what you 
want to say but have not yet acquired the skills to put your ideas 
across. Your writing may be a bit undisciplined at times, and the 
odd non-sentence, cliché or slang expression may creep into your 
writing. 

Participation
You certainly have a point of view but sometimes it is hidden in 
rote-learned phrases. Instead of responding sincerely and honestly 
to the text, you may be insecure and rely on things you have learned 
or written down elsewhere. Your writing may lack discipline in 
colloquial usage and slang and you may not recognise when you 
are using clichés. 

Unclassified
Unclassified candidates usually know when they will not receive a 
certificate. The commonest reason lies in panic. These candidates 
cannot settle on a question, they often re-start and oftener do not 
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attempt a section. You cannot be classified unless you attempt all 
required questions; even a part answer counts.

Unclassified means you have earned less than 40%. This 
rarely happens in marking, as most candidates who sign up for the 
English Olympiad have shown proficiency in English writing. 

4.2  Detailed Assessments 

Provision has been made for a limited number of candidates to apply 
for comment on their scripts. Application should be made in writing 
when your school sends through their entries and payment to the 
Olympiad Officer. Each detailed assessment costs R145.00 over and 
above the actual entry fee. A maximum of 2 detailed assessments per 
school is allowed. The assessment will be sent to the candidate via his/
her school after the results have been released.  

Note: The Olympiad is not an examination focused simply on results. 

4.3  Examiners’ Evaluation 
Candidates are assessed in two broad areas: 
Content 
Coherence logical structuring of answers; 

Relevance how the answer relates to the question; 

Insight whether the answer shows maturity and 
understanding; 

Substantiation whether statements and arguments are 
supported by wide textual reference;  

Creativity originality and freshness of thought (“spark”); 
and,

Critical Thinking whether the responses reflect the critical 
awareness associated with academic writing

Style and Language
Accuracy grammar, punctuation, spelling and paragraphing 

(importantly: whether or not these detract from 
the response); 

Style conciseness; appropriate register for format of 
question.
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5. PRIZES AND AWARDS

Each candidate (unless ‘Unclassified’) will receive an English Olympiad 
certificate which shows the classification of their script. 

In 2017 the  -

Top 3 candidates will receive the following substantial cash prizes, 
broadening their opportunities for possible further study or travel:

•  1st Prize:  R33 000
•  2nd Prize: R30 000
•  3rd Prize: R27 000

Top 15 candidates will be invited to attend the National Schools 
Festival in July in Grahamstown free of charge. 

Candidates placed 4th – 20th receive book and/or cash prizes 

Top 50 candidates will be offered free tuition scholarships for their 
first-year of any course of study at Rhodes University immediately 
upon successful completion of their matriculation examination, 
subject to their meeting the University’s entry requirements. 

6. THE SYLLABUS
6.1  The theme

The THEME of the Olympiad is “Then and Now”, and it is based on 
the anthology entitled Staying Alive which focuses on Poetry, prose, 
plays and short stories by writers whose early works were published 
in English Alive

7. THE EXAMINATION
7.1  Rules

On 7 March 2017 (the day of the exam), candidates should observe the 
following examination rules:
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You may bring the following into the examination venue:
• Pens, pencils, rulers, erasers
• Your copy of the anthology Staying Alive
• Your dictionary

NB: You are allowed to only underline and highlight and place PostIt 
markers on the text already printed in the anthology or in your 
dictionary. You must not make any other notes or annotations of 
any kind in the anthology or in the dictionary that you take into the 
examination venue.

You must not bring any other papers, documents, cell phones or 
technological information retrieval devices into the exam venue.

7.2  Exam paper

The examination will require you to answer one question from 
Section A1 (50 marks), one question from Section A2 (20 marks) and 
one question from Section B (30 marks). 

Section A is the LITERATURE section that will require you to write 
a discursive essay (Section A1) and a creative writing piece (Section 
A2), such as a letter, email, dialogue, diary entry or review. We will 
be looking for concise, insightful, substantiated and logical answers, 
written in lucid (clear), correct and formal English.

Section B is the LANGUAGE section and will focus on the use of 
formal and informal English.

Section A Literature (70 Marks)

Section A1 is an essay section (50 marks). The recommended length of 
your essay is 400-450 words. The kinds of questions you may typically 
expect in Section A1 are:-

•  Write an essay on how the title of the short story Sarah begins 
by Karen Jennings reflects the theme and plot of the story.

•  “In the poems and short story of Henrietta Rose-Innes, one 
can see the seeds of themes that she developed in her later 
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writing”. Discuss with reference to at least one piece by 
Henrietta Rose-Innes published in English Alive and compare 
this to Poison, her more recent short story.

•  The Underground Library and The Happy Factory are very 
different plays, but they both comment on social issues 
relevant to young people today. Compare the theme, title and 
mood of the two plays in this anthology (The Underground 
Library and The Happy Factory).

•  “Short stories and plays should always lead to a moment of 
dramatic revelation in order to be relevant.” Do you agree with 
this statement? Substantiate your viewpoint by referring to at 
least one short story and one play in your anthology.

•  “The poetry featured in English Alive shows young writers 
coming to terms with growing up and with the issues that are 
beginning to confront them. They do this in different ways, 
and use imagery to create very different moods and feelings.” 
Do you agree with this statement? Comment on two poems 
in the anthology, each by a different writer. Show how the 
imagery conveys the contrasting moods and ‘messages’ of the 
two poems.

The kinds of questions you may typically expect in Section A2  
(20 marks) The recommended length of this transactional (intended 
to communicate, persuade or inform) piece is about 200 words. The 
kinds of questions you may typically expect in Section A2 are:-

•  Pretend to be a journalist reporting on the events in Poison. 
You managed to escape the disaster in the city and witnessed 
some of the events at the petrol station. Write a news report 
describing what you saw there. Remember that this is a scoop 
for you and might ‘make’ your career!

•  You are reviewing a performance of either The Underground 
Library or The Happy Factory for your local newspaper. Write 
this review, commenting on the content and structure of 
the play, its suitability to the ‘target’ audience, the direction, 
characterisation (including acting and actors’ interpretation 
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of the characters – you will have to make some of this up 
but will have to show understanding of the characters), 
staging (including lighting and effects) and anything else that 
you think is of interest. Do you recommend this play to the 
readers? Why/why not?  

•  Write an email from the night shift manager to Jerry, the café 
owner, commenting on the events depicted in the short story 
by Henrietta Rose-Innes. 

•  Write an extract from the diary of the son or daughter of the 
farmer depicted in A Farmer contemplates death by Jeremy 
Cronin.

•  “Whatever happened to …?”  Write a dialogue between two 
‘old’ school friends who are meeting after many years.  The 
subject of the conversation is a mutual school friend - one of 
the writers featured in this anthology. Use the play form of 
dialogue. Your conversation should be light and informal (but 
not personal and nasty), and should concentrate on the writer’s 
achievements, of which one of the speakers is unaware.

Section B Language (30 marks) 

The focus here is on the language of ‘then and now’ and the use of 
appropriate register in writing and speaking.

See SECTION B on pages 56-64 for more details on Section B of the 
exam. 

Pages 60-63 of this section include exercises and examples to assist 
candidates in their preparations for this section of the exam.
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SECTION A

Literature Guide
SHORT STORIES, PROSE, POEMS AND PLAYS

Short stories are short fictional works, but should form a unified 
whole. The length of a short story may vary but is seldom more than 
10 pages long. 

Plays have the same elements as short stories and novels. The big 
difference is that plays are meant to be staged, and so are not written 
in the same format as stories (that are meant to be read). This does 
not mean that you should not read plays for enjoyment, but bear in 
mind that they are meant to be performed, and look at stage directions 
to give you clues about the action as well as the mood and behaviour 
of the characters. When you read the plays in the anthology, think 
about any problems you may have in staging the play – there are 
practical challenges that the director may have to cope with! Some 
of the questions in the examination may require you to discuss these. 
Otherwise, study the plot, characters, setting etc. exactly as you would 
if you were analysing a short story or extract.

Here are the elements of a short story. They can also be applied to 
plays. Remember that the elements outlined below are linked.

The theme

This is the central idea, topic, belief or insight conveyed by the story. In 
other words, it is the ‘message’ or the ‘point’ of the story that the writer 
wants to convey. The theme is like a thread that runs through the 
whole story, and that will hopefully become clearer as you continue 
reading. A good story leaves you thinking and pondering about the 
ideas expressed. Some stories may even change your way of seeing life. 
It could also confirm your existing attitudes and opinions, or make you 
see them from a different perspective.

However, an expert writer does not preach or moralise – that 
would be annoying, arrogant and boring. It is much more effective 
when the message is less obvious (more subtle) and develops from the 
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events, characters and style of writing. All these give us clues to the 
theme of the story.

HINT: Look at the title. It often gives a clue to the theme of the story.

Setting

Setting is the time and place where the story takes place. The setting of 
a story is like the background of a picture. 

When you analyse setting, look at:
•  atmosphere (e.g. dark, gloomy, sunny, stormy, mysterious, 

romantic). Weather conditions can be important in creating 
atmosphere and mood – notice how these create an atmosphere 
in the story e.g. it was a dark, moonless night …

•  mood (how does the atmosphere affect you and the characters? 
What impact does it have on the plot?). This is closely related 
to atmosphere. Notice the diction (choice of words). This 
often sets the mood. The atmosphere can suggest mystery, 
happiness, sadness, suffering – and many more feelings (see 
the example above).

•  place – the geographical setting.
•  time – when does the story take place?
•  social conditions – how do the daily lives of the characters, 

their customs, traditions, manner of speaking and other 
mannerisms affect the setting?

Here is an example of the description used to set the scene at the 
beginning of The House of Usher by Edgar Alan Poe, a famous writer 
of stories of horror and suspense:
 
During the whole of a dull, dark, and soundless day in the autumn of 
the year, when the clouds hung oppressively low in the heavens, he had 
been passing alone, on horseback, through a singularly dreary tract 
of country, and at length found himself, as the shades of the evening 
drew on, within view of the melancholy House of Usher.  
 
Notice how the use of adjectives like “dull, dark”, “soundless” and 



16

Section A: Literature Guide

“melancholy” and adverbs such as “oppressively” prepare the reader 
for something frightening to come. The description of the time of day 
(“the shades of evening drew in”) adds to this creepy feeling.

 
Can you find other words and phrases which create this mood? 
What does this paragraph tell you about the geographical setting 
and historical background of the story? Quote from the passage to 
substantiate your answer.

Character(s)

Characterisation is very important in novels and short stories 
because characters are usually at the centre of the events in a story. 
The term ‘characterisation’ refers to the way in which the author 
depicts the characters. 

Most good authors will avoid giving long descriptions of the 
characters, but will allow them to convey their personalities during the 
course of the story. When you study characters in a story, pay attention 
to:

•  their physical appearance
•  what they do (actions, body language)
•  what they say (dialogue)
•  What other characters say about them (or react to them).

Short stories must be concise, so they have few characters. Characters 
can be portrayed as:

•  Round characters - These can be described as being ‘three 
dimensional’. In other words, they are individuals with multi-
faceted personalities and show development in the course of 
the story. The protagonist (or central character in the story) 
and other main characters should be round characters. A novel 
can have several round characters, but a short story has to 
concentrate on fewer because of the length of the story. 

•  Flat characters - These are static and do not develop during 
the course of the story. They are minor characters and often 
convey stereotypes (e.g. the ‘typical’ police officer or postman, 
the ‘dumb’ blonde) because their behaviour is predictable. 
Usually, their function is merely to ‘keep the story going’ or 
act as foils to the main characters. Flat characters are not 
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described in any detail. They seldom change and are only there 
to play a small part in the development of the story. They can 
be described as ‘background characters’. 

Plot

This is more than a chronological description of what happens in the 
story. Plot includes how the author presents and depicts the characters 
involved in the central theme and actions as they deal with various 
challenges and other events. The plot is revealed through the following 
stages:

•  Introduction - The presentation of the characters, action and 
setting at the beginning of the story.

•  Rising action or development - Some problem or conflict is 
revealed. Events become increasingly difficult and complex 
during this stage. Note that the conflict may be external (a 
struggle with a force outside of oneself), or internal (a struggle 
within oneself e.g. a decision one must make, a struggle one 
must overcome or an acceptance one must reach). Tension 
will build up as the story reaches its climax.

•  Climax - This is the ‘highest’ point of the story. It is a dramatic 
point that has arisen from the problems or conflicts and the 
characters’ actions (or lack of action!) to deal with these. This 
part of the story can be intensely emotional.

•  Falling action - The conflict begins to resolve itself – not 
always in the manner expected! The reader starts to realise 
what will probably happen, and whether or not the conflict 
will be resolved entirely.

•  Dénouement or conclusion - The story reaches its end 
with some kind of a resolution. The French term for this is 
‘dénouement’ which means untying or unravelling. During 
this stage, all truths and twists in the story are revealed, and 
final realisations and revelations are attained by the characters 
(and the reader). Remember that endings do not always have 
to be happy!
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Narrative style (or point of view)

Every story is told from a particular angle or point of view. The 
following are the most commonly used:

•  First person - The story is told by a character in the story. This 
can be either the protagonist or another character. It is easy 
to identify this narrative style by its use of personal pronouns 
(I, me, we, us etc.) by the narrator. In other words, the reader 
experiences the plot through the narrator’s eyes and knows 
only what the narrator knows.

TALKING POINTS: In your opinion, what are the advantages and 
disadvantages of first person narration? 
 
Discuss the use of the first person in at least one of the short stories/
prose. Why do you think that this narrative style was used?

•  Third person - The author uses a narrative style that employs 
the third person (he, she, it, they). There are different ways of 
conveying the third person.

•  Third person Omniscient - This narrator has free access to all 
the thoughts, feelings and motivations of the characters and 
in the plot. The revelation of information is at the narrator’s 
discretion (it is their choice).

•  Third person Objective - The narrator tells the story in the 
third person, but no comment or explanation is given about 
the characters’ thoughts and feelings. The readers are like 
spectators, and must interpret characters and events for 
themselves.

•  Third person Limited - The narrator has limited access to 
the thoughts of characters and underlying issues of the plot. 
These are revealed to the reader when the narrator chooses to 
do so.
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TALKING POINTS: In your opinion, what are the advantages and 
disadvantages of third person narration? Discuss the use of the third 
person in at least one of the short stories. Why do you think that this 
narrative style was used?

General notes on style 

Style is the use of language that tells us about the writer’s personality, 
background, beliefs and purpose. The main features of style are:

•  diction – the choice and use of words, e.g. colloquial, formal, 
emotive

•  imagery – the word pictures that stimulate the reader’s five 
senses (sight, hearing, touch, taste, smell).

Slang expressions change their meanings and 
lose their effectiveness very rapidly, so avoid using 
them except in informal conversations. Empty 
expressions count more-or-less as noise pollution: 
Priscilla told me, like, you know, it was awesome, 
man, like real cool hey, sort-of stunning like ...

A question mark is used only in direct questions: 
Do you know the way? (= question), but NOT in 
indirect questions: He’s asking if we know the way. 
(= statement)

An exclamation mark is for exclamations. It is used 
to express very strong emotion, not just to draw 
attention to something. Viva! Hooray! Shut up! 
Voertsek!

A dash forcibly draws attention to what has just 
been written or adds an afterthought: I warned 
you – but you wouldn’t listen, although a comma 
would have been enough. 
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Writing essays - guidelines for Section A1 

‘Right’ and ‘Wrong’ answers

Students sometimes find it frustrating that often there seems to be no 
right or wrong answer to many literature questions. They become even 
more confused when their teacher finds fault with the opinion they do 
give. After all, they point out, if there is no right or wrong answer, why 
can’t they write or say whatever they like? This is because, opinions on 
literary texts should:

•  be based on a careful study of the text 
•  take into consideration the text as a whole, and not just 

selected parts of it
•  be substantiated or supported by examples from the text 
•  be logical and reasonable

Organisation and style
ESSAY

Introduction
•  Give some background to the problem or issue. This can 

include a definition or brief interpretation of the topic to be 
discussed.

Body paragraphs: NB One idea per paragraph
•  Topic sentence: State main idea (point) of your argument in 

favour of your own point of view.
•  Give reasons, evidence and examples 
•  Write a proper concluding sentence (all paragraphs must have 

this).

Conclusion
•  Restate your main argument 
•  Give your final thoughts on the matter.
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STRUCTURAL OUTLINE OF THE ESSAY

Please note that there can be more than three paragraphs in the ‘body’ 
of the essay.

INTRODUCTORY PARAGRAPH TOPIC:
Introduce and interpret the topic

BODY  
PARAGRAPH 1:
Topic sentence 

containing main idea

BODY  
PARAGRAPH 2:
Topic sentence 

containing main idea

BODY  
PARAGRAPH 3:
Topic sentence 

containing main idea

EVIDENCE AND 
EXAMPLE(S):

Concluding sentence:

EVIDENCE AND 
EXAMPLE(S):

Concluding sentence:

EVIDENCE AND 
EXAMPLE(S):

Concluding sentence:

CONCLUDING PARAGRAPH 
Briefly restate the points listed in the essay 

without using exactly the same words, and give 
your final thoughts on the subject of your essay.
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Sentence connectors and other transition signals

In order to avoid monotony and improve the fluency of our writing, 
we use various sentence connectors and other transition signals. The 
skillful use of these devices helps make our arguments more persuasive.  

These devices are used to:
•  add ideas (also, besides, etc.)
•  contrast ideas (however, whereas, while, in contrast, etc.)
•  point out similarity (also, likewise)
•  indicate result (therefore, consequently, etc.)
•  exemplify (for instance, for example)
•  offer a choice (alternatively)
•  express opinions (in my opinion, in my view, etc.)
•  draw conclusions (all in all, indeed, in short, etc.)
•  specify time order (afterwards, next, etc.)
•  indicate order of importance (first and foremost, last, etc.)
•  specify spatial order (next to, under the), etc.

Notes on paragraphs 

Remember that paragraphs are like the building blocks of your essay. 
They are not isolated entities, but must be connected to one another. 
The logic of your argument should be very clear to the reader. This can 
be achieved by means of connectors or linking words. Each paragraph 
must deal with one idea. This should be the subject of the topic 
(main) sentence. If the paragraph is in the body of the essay (i.e. not 
the introductory paragraph), there should be some reference to the 
preceding paragraph (see the examples of linking words). The writer 
could also prepare the reader for the next paragraph. You should also 
use connecting words within the paragraph to show links to the main 
idea (topic).

The topic sentence is usually found at the beginning or end of 
a paragraph. When it is found at the beginning, it gives the reader an 
indication of the subject or topic of the paragraph. Other sentences 
that follow provide supporting (or subordinate) ideas as well as details 
and sometimes examples that reinforce the paragraph’s topic. Here is 
an example of a topic sentence at the beginning of a paragraph (the 
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topic sentence has been italicised, the supporting idea is printed in 
bold, and the example is underlined): 

Television is a very popular advertising medium. This is because 
it appeals to both the eye and the ear and thus gives a sense 
of directness and reality. For example, many products are 
advertised by depicting celebrities or successful, attractive 
people. This makes the viewers identify with these people, and 
causes them to believe that they need the product or service.

If the topic sentence is at the end of the paragraph, ideas and details 
gradually build up to the main idea of the paragraph. This is done 
to develop the reader’s interest. In the following example, the topic 
sentence has once again been italicised, the supporting ideas printed 
in bold and examples underlined:

We have seen that the viewers must be led to believe that 
the advertised product or service will satisfy their needs. 
This is achieved by making the advertisement as attractive as 
possible, often by the depiction of celebrity figures or attractive 
people with whom the potential customer can identify. Once 
this happens, the desire to own the product or make use of 
the service will have been created. Lastly, the customer must 
be moved to action. In other words, he or she must buy the 
product or service. For instance, an effective advertisement 
should contain information such as where the product or service 
can be obtained, a contact telephone or street number, and any 
other information regarding the availability of the product or 
service. Thus it is clear that a good advertisement has to meet 
certain important requirements.

Hyphens are useful to make the relationship 
between words clear: Six month-old babies 
means there are six babies who are all one 
month old.  Six-month-old babies are babies 
who are six months old. We watched a movie 
about sixteenth-century Italian artists.
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ACTIVITY 

Find the topic sentence in each of the following paragraphs. 
Transitional links have been italicised to assist you. (Note the link 
between the first two paragraphs. These were consecutive, but the last 
one appeared later in the essay.)

In the past, bullying took place on a face-to-face basis, usually 
in the school grounds or the adjacent neighbourhood of the 
school. However, since the advent of the so-called cyber age, 
bullying tactics include the use of sophisticated electronic 
technology to humiliate and intimidate victims. Not surprisingly, 
this has given rise to a huge increase in anxiety, stress and often 
serious depression on the part of the persons subjected to this 
cruel practice. This essay will discuss three of the most common 
causes and effects of cyberbullying.

One of the most likely reasons for cyberbullying is that computer 
technology affords the perpetrators a large degree of anonymity. 
For example, cyberbullies may use false e-mail addresses and 
Internet cafés to launch their attacks. Consequently, schools 
and parents are often obliged to spend large amounts of 
money on trying to safeguard their children from the extremely 
serious consequences of such bullying. It stands to reason 
that all available resources should be mobilised to track down, 
prosecute, and punish such cyberbullies.

In conclusion, it is clear that the reasons for cyberbullying 
include the safety of anonymity, peer pressure and the need 
to compensate for a poor self-image, while the effects on the 
victims range from anxiety to depression and sometimes even 
suicide. Since such effects are often difficult to detect before 
it is too late, and the responsible parties often disappear into 
cyber space before they can be prosecuted, cyberbullying has 
reached epidemic proportions in some communities. In future, 
it could spiral out of control and have even more devastating 
consequences unless combating it is made a priority. Therefore, 
immediate steps should be taken to address the reasons as well 
as the effects of this problem.
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In paragraphs, the topic sentence is often indicated by signpost or 
linking words or phrases e.g. The most important consideration is …; 
Firstly…

The following paragraph is unusual because the topic sentence 
(italicised) is found in the middle of it, which could make it difficult to 
identify. The signpost words are printed in bold. Study them carefully 
to see how they guide you to the topic sentence. Try to identify other 
key words that indicate the theme of the paragraph.

Money – for good or evil?

We have all heard the saying “money makes the world go 
around”, but now think about the expression “money cannot 
buy you happiness”. Modern society is preoccupied with material 
possessions and with impressing others by ‘showing off’ these 
possessions. As a result, many people are suffering from 
extreme stress because they are always striving to create a good 
impression by purchasing ostentatious mansions, flashy cars 
and expensive clothes, and thus living beyond their means. All 
this is done to gain the approval of people whom the individual 
concerned often does not even know.

The first sentence in the above paragraph prepares the reader for the 
main idea of the paragraph (the word but indicates that the writer does 
not agree that money is of central importance). The other supporting 
sentences indicate the results of the preoccupation with material 
possessions (e.g. as a result; because).

We have used examples from passages that do not deal with 
literary topics. This is to challenge you to apply these guidelines to the 
topic of your own essay, and also to show you that these principles can 
be applied to all discursive and argumentative writing. Remember, too, 
that these guidelines are not to be followed slavishly, and should not 
stifle your creativity. It is important to be aware of rules before you 
bend (or break) them.
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Tips to creating your own study notes

SHORT STORIES, PROSE AND PLAYS
Make notes on all the short stories, prose and plays in the anthology. 
Use the following headings and suggestions:

Plot
a. How do the first 2-3 paragraphs of the story, or the first scene in 

the play, introduce the theme of the story or play that follows, 
and give some suggestions of the rest of the plot? Quote from 
the passage or scene to support your answer. 

b. What areas of conflict can you see in the opening lines of the 
story or play? How does this conflict escalate (develop)?

c. What, in your opinion, is the climax of the story or play?
d. What is the resolution (or dénouement) as indicated in the 

story or play?  

Theme
a. What, in your opinion, is the theme of the passage or play? 

Justify your viewpoint by referring to the extract.    

Characters
a. What does the extract tell us about the characters?
b. Which of the characters mentioned in the extract are ‘round’ 

(or three-dimensional) and which are ‘flat’? Justify your answer 
by referring to the text. 

Setting
a. What is the setting of the story or play?
b. What impact does the setting have on the story or play?

Narrative style (point of view)
a. Why is this story or written in the first/third person? 
b. Why does the play make use of a narrator, as in The Happy 

Factory? Or not, as in The Underground Library?
 Support your opinion with reference to the effect this narrative 

style has on you.                                   
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POETRY
Make notes on all the poems in the anthology. Use the following 
headings and suggestions:

Reading poems should be interesting and enjoyable. Do not worry if 
you cannot analyse a poem in detail the first time you read it. Often, 
trying to do this ruins your enjoyment and you can even miss the real 
or deeper meaning by ‘chipping away’ at isolated features. The best way 
to understand a poem is to first read and enjoy the poem. Then ask 
yourself:

•  How does it make me feel?
•  What clues does the title give me about the theme of the 

poem?
•  What is the mood of the poem?
•  What feelings are expressed?
•  What words and/or images (word pictures) create this mood 

and emotion?
Jot down your responses to these questions as you read the poem.

You will notice that the poets often use a variety of strategies in a 
poem. These can include figures of speech (such as similes, metaphors, 
personification, irony, paradox and others – revise these or look up 
these terms in your dictionary to refresh your memory) and sound 
effects, such as rhyme, rhythm, repetition and imagery (pictures in 
words). These all add to the richness of the language and the impact 
of the message. 

Here is more information on imagery, as this is a very important 
feature of many poems:

Imagery
An image can be described as a ‘word picture’. An effective image can 
make a strong impression on the reader or listener.

The imagery of a poem consists of the words or phrases that 
appeal to the senses (sight, hearing, touch, taste and smell). A writer 
can make use of various figures of speech to form images, as you 
will see in many of the poems in the anthology. As you study these 
poems, take note of these images and how they relate to one another 
to develop a theme.
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Literal and figurative language
When you study poetry, you will need to distinguish between literal 
and figurative language. This applies to other genres as well. Here are 
some of the differences between these two types of language:

Literal language Figurative language

The words mean exactly what 
they say, e.g. “She has red 
hair.”

The words suggest a meaning 
other or deeper than their 
literal or factual meaning, e.g. 
“Her hair flamed out as she 
ran”.

Does not include figures of 
speech, such as metaphors.

Includes figures of speech.

‘Scientific’ truth i.e. can be 
proven.

Imaginative truth – difficult 
or impossible to prove 
scientifically, but possible 
to relate to imaginatively, 
emotionally or spiritually.

Italics are best reserved for obviously 
foreign words which have no common 
equivalent in English: Schadenfreude, crème 
fraiche, glasnost, jammerlappie, ubuntu.

There’s an important difference between 
its without an apostrophe and it’s with one:                                                                                  
It’s = It is, as in It’s time to go = It is time to 
go; It’s been paid for = It has been paid for.                                                                           
Its indicates that something belongs to it: My 
car has lost its hubcaps; the canary sang in 
its cage.

Their and there and theirs and they’re are 
often confused. Their and theirs = belonging 
to them. There = not here, somewhere 
further away. They left their cell phones lying 
over there. They claimed the land was theirs. 
(Note: no apostrophe.) They’re all hers = 
They are all hers – all of them belong to her.
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Texts to be studied 

1. Jeremy Cronin
*1967 
A farmer contemplates death
(poem on page 9 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
NOTE: Psalm 90:10 reads: “The days of our years are threescore years 
and ten; and if by reason of strength they be fourscore years, yet is their 
strength labour and sorrow.”

1. The “I” in the poem is 80; the poet is a teenager. Why would the 
poet put his words into the mouth of a very old man?

2. Why do you think this poem is about a farmer, rather than any 
other person?

3. What is the structure of the poem? What purpose does the verse-
form serve?

4. Why does the poet so often repeat words and phrases? What does 
he achieve by doing so?  

5. What is the effect of the many rhyming words? 

A SUGGESTION
Think of a very old person whom you know. Try to imagine what he 
or she might think about their lives and about the prospect of dying.

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description

9 Four score 80. (A “score” is 20.)

9 birth, copulation and death the endless cycle of life 

9 April and May Springtime 
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Pg. Word Description

9 December Winter (The poem is set in the 
northern hemisphere.)

9 Dust Everything in our bodies 
eventually disintegrates and 
becomes dust.

9 “Sweeney Agonistes” In T S Eliot’s poem the lines 
read: “Birth, and copulation, 
and death. / That’s all the 
facts when you come to brass 
tacks: / Birth, and copulation, 
and death.”

1983 
To learn how to speak
(poem on page 10 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. There is not a single complete sentence in this poem. Why not?

2. The poem starts and ends with “To learn to speak …” In between 
are some fourteen infinitive phrases (phrases that begin with “to” 
+ a verb: to parse … stammer, call, cry, babble, etc.), all to do with 
human speech.  How do these relate to the title of the poem?  Is 
there a progression in this listing? 

3. Why did the poet cast this poem in free verse, i.e. without stanzas, 
metre, rhyme, etc?

4. This is an English poem, yet it contains words from several other 
languages. Why?

5. The poem includes a wide range of images from the “land”:  rivers, 
stones, wagon-trails, water table, planetarium, shacks, etc.  What 
is their purpose here?

6. What do you think was the poet’s intention in writing this poem? 
How does he want the reader to respond?
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A SUGGESTION
Besides our different languages, what other activities could help 
to promote understanding between people from various cultural 
backgrounds, whether in South Africa or elsewhere in the world?

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description

10 parse analyse the words in a sentence

10 inarticulate unclear

10 -kuil, -pan, -fontein, 
vlei 

Afrikaans wet places: pool; 
shallow depression in the earth; 
spring; marsh

10 occlusion blockage

10 pectoral beginning to 
the nub of time

where time started inside the 
human chest

10 water-table underground water

10 cow-skinned the top part of an African drum 
on which the player’s hands 
beat

10 stompie Afrikaans cigarette butt

10 stickfast (conjecture, from Afrikaans 
steek vas?) to get stuck

10 golovan small cart pulled by an animal

10 songololo Xhosa millipede, long black 
insect which curls up into a 
spiral when in danger

10 inflections slight changes in expression

10 ikwata bust fife a quarter past five

10 Chwannisberg Johannesburg
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1997 
This City
(poem on page 11 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. The poet uses many adjectives to describe Johannesburg. What 

over-all impression of the city do they create?

2. What is the speaker doing in the poem’s first two sections (vv.1-8)

3. What does he describe in the second section (vv.9-15)?

4. What is described in the third section (vv.16-20)?

5. In the final 8 lines (vv. 21-28), the poem becomes less personal, more 
didactic (=intended to teach a moral lesson). Does this change of 
tone work?

6. The last line is indented (placed farther from the left-hand margin): 
why?

A SUGGESTION
Ask yourself: “What can I do to make the experience of living in a big 
city less like the “hell” Jeremy Cronin mentions in line 28?”

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
11 Mozart 18th-century composer

11 suburbed divided into suburbs

11 shopping-malled with shopping malls

11 dark moons satellite townships round 
Johannesburg: Alexandra, 
Thembisa, Vosloorus, Soweto

11 pasop vir  Afrikaans for “Be Careful”: 
this warning is like lupus.

11 Lupus a skin disease with sores all 
over the body 
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Pg. Word Description
11 domestic return used even in homes again 

now

11 Lusaka in Zambia, where many 
South African exiles lived 
before 1994

11 Gauteng the province in which 
Johannesburg is situated

11 Hawk make an ugly noise to clear 
your throat

11 Epicentre Middle

11 shake and shake dance AND rattle 

Countables and non-countables: You should eat 
less sugar and fewer sweets. Professor Greene 
has many degrees but not much common sense. 

We can count “sweets” or “degrees”, so we use 
fewer (sweets) and many (degrees). 

We cannot count “sugar” or “common sense”, 
so we use less (sugar) and not much (common 
sense).

When we’re talking about only TWO things, we 
may use either … or, neither … nor or both … and: 
Either Sizwe or Justin is lying; neither Sharon 
nor Thandi came to class; both Jabu and Jeremy 
won prizes. If there are more, we have to use all 
of … or none of…: Sizwe, Justin and Jake are all 
lying; none of the girls came to class; Thandi, 
Jeremy and Jabu all won prizes.
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1997 
Poem for Mandela
(poem on page 12 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. What emotions does the poet experience in the presence of 

Mandela?

2. Why does the speaker contrast the “transcendent” icon and the 
boxer’s “flattened” knuckles?

3. The poem consists of two sentences. What difference would it 
make if they were written out as running prose, rather than in 
verse form?

A SUGGESTION
Think about some awesome person in whose presence you have felt 
small and unworthy. What did you do?

Alternatively, think about some great person whom you would 
like to meet, even if you felt really scared and nervous about meeting 
him or her. What do you think you would do?

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
12 small-talk casual conversation

12 one-time former

12 pudginess thickness

12 transcendent out of this world
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2. Henrietta Rose-Innes
*1986 
The plane
(poem on page 17 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. What is the event described in the poem?

2. In the first section the plane is personified – Hesitate, surprised, 
drew, laid, etc. How does this affect the reader?

3. What is the contrast between the two sections of the poem?

4. Why do the people on the seashore walk home “unspeaking and 
alone”?

5. What does the speaker mean by “the sudden space left open in the 
sky”?

6. What link is there between the gulls and the plane?

A SUGGESTION
“the death”, “the fall”, “the white wings torn away” remind one of the 
story of Icarus. If you can, Google “Landscape with the fall of Icarus” 
to see a painting of that event.

When we use “were” in a future or speculative 
sense, we need to follow it with would or 
could: If I were you, I would take the money; 
If I were a rich man, I could afford a Ferrari.  
(Of course I am NOT you, and nor am I a rich 
man, but supposing I were…) If politicians were 
honest, we could trust them, couldn’t we, but 
they aren’t, are they?
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*1987 
Jerry’s Café
(short story on page 18 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. Why is the title “Jerry’s Café” when the café is not the focus of the 

story?

2. Reading the first two paragraphs, do you get the impression that 
the café is a real place?

3. What does the café allow “Ann” and “Daniel” to do?

4. In the unreal time – “the small hours” – does it matter whether 
people tell the truth? “Ann” herself says: “But maybe I’m lying.”

5. The setting, the characters and the events in the story are all 
imaginary (invented, unreal, made up). So: if all stories are, in fact, 
“lies”, why do we read them?

A SUGGESTION
Think of a work of fiction – a stage play, story, novel, movie, etc. – 
which moved you so deeply that you “believed” it. What difference did 
it then make to the way you think about things or how you relate to 
people?

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
18 contrary different

18 trundles moves slowly and heavily

18 the small hours after midnight

18 gravitate move automatically

18 limbo nowhere, half-life

19 sustenance food

20 Picasso 20th-century Spanish artist
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*1989 
Stopping on the way
(poem on page 21 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. To describe the land, the poet uses words associated with the sea: 

flotsam, stranded, islands, bay, currents, wave, etc. Why?

2. Why is the first section of the poem in the present tense and the 
second in the past?

3. Is there any special meaning, for us and for the poet, in the title of 
the poem?

A SUGGESTION
Many people see life as a journey. Robert Louis Stevenson wrote: “To 
travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive.” Would you agree? 
Think back on a journey that you have made. What were your thoughts 
when the journey was over and you stopped?

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description

21 flotsam things washed up on the 
seashore

21 verge edge (of the road)

21 undertows strong sea currents

Avoid adding a word if its meaning is already 
included in the other word: other alternatives (= 2 
x other); free gifts (what other kinds are there?); 
past history (all history is past); future prospects 
(we can only look forward to prospects).

What is a neater way of saying “That which”: It’s 
what I most admire about her; What he knows 
about chemistry is dangerous. The alternative is 
clumsy: It is that which I most admire about her …
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2007 
Poison 
(short story on page 22 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. Why is this story entitled “Poison”?

2. The author says that “the swing between trying to be darkly funny 
and utterly serious is the constant that has always characterised my 
work.” What, in “Poison”, do you find “darkly funny” and what 
“utterly serious”?

3. Has the pollution that has poisoned the environment in the story 
also “poisoned” Lynn’s mind and attitudes? How could the reader 
tell?

4. When threatened by huge disasters, many people lose their sense 
of responsibility and then degenerate into acts of opportunism, 
brutality, criminality, despair or apathy. Does any of this happen 
in “Poison”?   

5. How can being “darkly funny” – keeping a sense of humour – 
enable us to maintain a sense of proportion (a balanced viewpoint), 
even in bleak times?

6. “Poison” describes some of the effects of a huge disaster on both 
the environment and human life. Why then is the story not “utterly 
serious”?

7. What evidence is there in “Poison” that the author has found what 
she calls “the still point between those two states” (i.e. the funny 
and the serious)? 

8. How could large corporations, government agencies, powerful 
individuals, among others, be held accountable for disasters which 
they have caused?
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A SUGGESTION
Think carefully about what you would do, how you would react, if you 
were faced with a disaster that affected you personally – a car accident, 
xenophobic violence, student riots, divorce, a fatal illness, etc.  What 
inner resources would you be able to draw on?

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
22 forecourt area in front of a petrol 

station

22 twenty-odd about twenty

22 Devil’s Peak part of Table Mountain

22 coast glide, move smoothly 

23 fractious arguing, quarrelling

23 tribes groups with similar interests

23 gaardjie Afrikaans slang, from 
“guard”: taxi-driver’s helper

23 substantial Fat

23 foul Dirty

23 bakkie Afrikaans light delivery 
vehicle

23 villain criminal

24 wallowing moving slowly and heavily

24 chips potato crisps

24 scored a berth found a seat

26 reverberating echoing, throbbing

26 murk half-darkness

27 cowed frightened, discouraged (See 
different meaning on p. 95)

27 disintegrate break up, fall to pieces

27 occlusion (weather) cold front 
overtaking a warm front

27 smuts specks of dirt

27 toxins poisons
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Pg. Word Description
28 sterile clean

28 domesticity home life

28 franchised petrol stations petrol stations authorised to 
sell one brand of petrol

28 scabrous scaling, peeling off

28 pelt skin

28 mooched walked

28 zone of contamination area of pollution

29 reconstituted taken on a shape

29 cardigan long-sleeved jersey with 
buttons

29 meagre thin

29 tannie Afrikaans Aunty

29 lugging pulling

30 tip wreck

30 willing desperately wanting

31 roiled turned over

32 detox getting rid of the poisons in 
her body

A common error is to use “because” after “The 
reason is …” It is wrong to say: The reason why 
the strawberries tasted funny was because 
someone sprinkled salt on them. Instead it 
should read: The reason why the strawberries 
tasted funny was THAT someone sprinkled salt 
on them.

Expressions that have been used too often are 
called clichés: Take the bull by the horns, Bite 
the bullet, Flat as a pancake, A rose by any other 
name, etc. They are best avoided because they 
have lost their impact and freshness.
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3. Nadia Davids
*1994 
Untitled
(prose piece on page 37 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. This piece is untitled. What title would you suggest for it? Why?

2. What makes the writer say that she regrets “the age of democracy”?

3. She says that students are “supposed to be filled with suppressed rage 
at the world in general”. How would you try to help a student who 
WAS so enraged?

4. She says “there has been so much propaganda on every rebellious 
subject that one tends to give up hope”.  If you knew any students 
who felt this way, what would you say to them? 

5. The writer really wants “something to rebel against”. What would 
you suggest would be an appropriate target for student rebellion?

A SUGGESTION
There are many things in our society that are destructive and 
dehumanising. Think about what you personally could do to improve 
just one aspect of what has gone wrong.

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
37 geriatric very old person

37 seen and heard In adult company, children 
were formerly expected to 
be “seen and not heard”.

37 matric a senior student in Grade 12

37 will myself force myself

38 taxing demanding, difficult



42

Nadia Davids

Pg. Word Description
38 Tom Brown’s Schooldays 19th-century novel about the 

tough life of boys at Rugby 
School in England. 

2007 
Safe home
(short story on page 39 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. Is “Safe home” an appropriate title for this story? Why? Or: why 

not?

2. What are the major themes in the story? 

3. Is there a common element that unifies the story and lends it 
coherence?

4. Mira, her mother, her grandmother, her great-aunt, the cleaning 
lady, Ayesha, the silent attack victim, Khwezi - why do you think 
the principal characters are all women? What do they have in 
common?

5. In the course of the story, the writer refers to events in five or six 
different historical periods and in several countries. What are they, 
and why does she mention them? 

6. The story has a complex structure, with shifting perspectives. 
How has the writer woven all the various themes together in a 
meaningful way?

7. If you were asked what you thought the underlying purpose of the 
story was, what would you say?
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A SUGGESTION
Thinking of the issues raised in “Safe home”, try to make a 
comprehensive list of topics that might be usefully included in a course 
on “Women’s Studies”.

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
40 academia universities

40 ayahs Hindi nannies

40 caste rigid social order

40 Lithuania Baltic country from where 
very many Jewish families 
emigrated in the late 19th 
century

40 Standard-Five taunting Grade 7 teasing

40 Matzo Yiddish Plain biscuit eaten 
by Jewish people during the 
Passover festival

40 Meddling interfering

41 melancholy sadness

41 Latin pop South American popular 
music

42 Treason Trial Trial when 156 members 
of South African liberation 
movements, including Nelson 
Mandela, were accused of 
treason

42 PowerPoint presentations Slide-shows

42 the Ruth Ruth First, member of 
the SA Communist Party, 
assassinated in Maputo in 
1982

42 him  (presumably) Nelson 
Mandela 

42 made the telling became stories

42 brushes close encounters
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Pg. Word Description
42 fare things to talk about

43 euphemisms more polite, less harsh, ways 
of talking about unpleasant 
things

43 Kangas Swahili garments of printed 
cotton cloth worn in the 
Great Lakes region of central 
Africa

44 freestyles talks freely

44 forges odes writes poems

44 gaggle of beautiful girls group of beautiful silly girls

45 menagerie collection of animals

46 breek af! Afrikaans break down

47 gingerly carefully

48 vigilantism informal system of social 
control where people take 
the law into their own hands, 
often violently

48 The Godfather American gangster film

48 pleased as Punch very pleased with himself

48 getting off being freed

48 Kipling English poet, author of a 
famous poem “If” about 
manliness

49 Cossacks peasant warriors on 
horseback who terrorised 
Jewish communities in 
eastern Europe 

50 Coterie small group

50 One in Nine campaign to support Fezeka 
(now known as Khwezi) who 
laid a rape charge against 
Jacob Zuma in 2006

50 Trans-Atlantic history experience of slavery in 
America
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4. Karen Jeynes

*1995 
Madiba
(poem on page 55 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. Can this be described as a praise-poem?

2. Why is the title “Madiba” and not “Mandela”?

3. Is it significant that there is no main verb in the whole poem? 

4. 8 lines describe what Madiba is not, 4 praise him for what he is. 
The piece is basically a list: can it be called “a poem”?  Why? Or: 
why not?

5. Why did the poet choose to use a regular verse form? What effect 
does it have?

6. What do the rhymes add to the effect of the poem? Are they 
effective?    

7. Do you find this poem a convincing expression of real emotion or 
is it just words?

A SUGGESTION
Think of someone whom you admired deeply who has died. You have 
been asked to write a tribute in his or her honour. Would you write a 
poem, a letter, a prose description?
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GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
53 a face to launch a 

thousand ships
In ancient Greek history the 
most beautiful woman in the 
world was abducted from 
Greece by a prince from Troy. 
This caused a ten-year-long 
war between the two nations. 
The Greeks sent many ships 
to Troy to fetch her home.

53 boerewors Afrikaans sausage

*1997 
Taste It
(poem on page 56 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. Is this poem really about wine? If not, what IS it about?

2. Do the words wine, thorns, blood, communion remind you of any 
historical event?

3. Why is the title “Taste it”?

4. Is it only actual wine that “intoxicates”? Can words that you “Roll 
… on your tongue”, too, make you drunk?

A SUGGESTION
We talk of people having “good taste”. So “taste” can be more than just 
what you sense on your tongue.  Think of an experience you may have 
had when you “felt” something (like colours, or sounds) as though it 
was a different sense.
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2012 
The Happy Factory [extract] 
(play on page 57 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. What does the play’s title suggest?  Is there an element of satire 

present?

2. What can a consumer do when advertisements contain blatant 
untruths and dis-information?

3. What should employees do when their personal integrity is 
compromised by their employers?

4. If money is not the most important factor in our lives, what is? 

A SUGGESTION
Compose an advertisement which makes the product sound 
attractive or desirable but which does NOT contain any half-truths or 
questionable claims. 

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
58 Barista Waiter

58 Pushy cheeky

58 Bonjour, madame. … 
Bonjour – comment allez-
vous? Je vais bien, merci! 
Et toi? Ça va.

French Good day, madam. 
Good day – how are you? I’m 
fine, thanks. And you? I’m 
OK.

Each & Every: All of us have been hungry [All is 
plural, so have, not has.]; Each of us is hungry 
[Each is singular, therefore is, not are]; Everyone 
is hungry. [Everyone is singular.]
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5. Jon Keevy

*2000 
In everything
(poem on page 70 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. The title is “In everything”: what – or who –  is in everything?

2. What is described in the first section of the poem (vv. 1-9)? 

3. What sustained metaphor runs through the first section?

4. How does the poet describe the way the light fades?

5. What does he become aware of in the twilight? 

6. What is the double meaning in the word “graceful” (v. 10)?

7. Is there a process or a progression from eye (v. 14) to mind (v. 15) 
to tongue (v. 16)? Is this the way the poet has dealt with his theme 
here?

A SUGGESTION
Think of a time – perhaps in the twilight, perhaps in bright sunlight 
– when you experienced a sense of something immensely larger than 
yourself and were moved by it.

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
70 forged made

70 native usual

70 beheld saw
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2015 
The Underground Library
(play on page 71 of Staying Alive) 

HL only – not for FAL exam

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. Is this play about censorship? Or propaganda? Or Fascism? Or Big 

Business? Or Racism, Sexism, or what?

2. Why is the play centred on a LIBRARY?

3. Why is it set in the future?

4. When should ordinary citizens exercise their right to question and 
criticise leaders?

5. How would you deal with being betrayed by a close relative or 
friend?

6. How far should parents control their children’s participation in 
protest actions?

7. Is self-sacrifice, even suicide, justifiable?

A SUGGESTION
Imagine you came across some information that was very important 
but that the authorities would not want made public. What would you 
do with it? Think of Julian Assange and Wikileaks…

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
71 pervasive everywhere

73 You have a severe 
honesty problem 

You are a liar.

76 chommie friend

78 tosses throws

81 snitch on report on
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Pg. Word Description
82 izinyoka Zulu snakes, also: thieves 

who steal electricity

83 manuals textbooks, instruction books

86 tunnels underground passages

86 cell mobile phone

86 maze confusing network of 
passages

cables electrical cables, often stolen 
and sold to scrap-metal 
dealers for their copper 
content

86 ninja; samurai Japanese warriors

91 Carter G Woodson … 
Garvey, Fanon, Biko 

political thinkers

92 flaring bursting out 

92 mad angry

93 esoteric rare, unusual

93 random unconnected

93 organic natural

93 propagate increase, breed

94 inconceivably Unimaginably

94 database complete list

95 Cowed Embarrassed (See different 
meaning on p. 27)

96 erupted burst out

96 static crackling noise on the radio

97 Somali shop small shop owned by an 
immigrant from Somalia

97 umlungu Zulu white person

99 freeloader someone who comes and 
eats “for free”, without 
paying for the food

99 trying to look 
inconspicuous 

trying not to be seen
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Pg. Word Description
100 smarter more intelligent

101 obsolete old and useless

101 nostalgia longing for the past

101 topside up into the open air

104 vermin bad animals, insects, etc.

104 gnawing chewing on

104 draft write

105 absolute total

106 initial first

107 speculation questions

107 surveillance watching

108 ventilation air pipes

110 duct pipe

110 grate metal grid, cover for the end 
of a pipe

110 My light The name Khanya means 
“light” in Xhosa, or “shine” in 
Zulu

111 retractions denials

111 cowering afraid

111 erase rub out, destroy

Principal = main, head; Principle = basic law 
or belief. Rice is the principal foodstuff in Asia. 
Charlie said scribbling graffiti on the school wall 
was against his principal/principle. (?)   

Too-to-two: Too means also or excessively: 
We think so too (= We also think so); My shoes 
are too tight. (= They pinch me.) Too does not 
mean very, so it is wrong to write “They are too 
hungry.”
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6. Karen Jennings

*2001 
Shop
(poem on page 114 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. What does the speaker mean when she says parts of her were On 

Sale?

2. Why does she say she is impoverished?

3. What do you think of describing loving relationships in terms of 
buying and selling?

4. What is the double meaning in the last line?

A SUGGESTION
Think about how you would feel if you had broken up with a very close 
friend. 

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
114 SALE marked down, cheap

114 impoverished made poor

Practice / practise; advise / advice. The form 
with the -s- is the verb: Angus was practising 
on his bagpipes – a painful practice for all who 
heard. His instructor advised him how to play 
better, but he ignored the advice.
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*2001 
Mathematician 
(poem on page 115 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. Why has the poet used mathematical terms to describe her feelings?  

2. What is the underlying emotion in this poem?

3. Why is there a line-break before the last line?

A SUGGESTION
African wisdom holds that a person is only a person because of other 
people. Think about any relationships that have given meaning to your 
life and made you feel that you are worth more.

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
115 factors 1. Things that lead to a result

2. In mathematics: 4 and 5 
are factors of 20

2007 
Sarah begins
(short story on page 116 of Staying Alive)

QUESTIONS TO THINK ABOUT
1. The title reads: “Sarah begins”: what does she begin?

2. Why was her mother punished?

3. To what extent is Michael Laver a fully rounded character?

4. Why is the setting so relevant in this story?

5. Why is the idea of the sea important to Sarah?

6. Why does she regard the relationship between the two adults as a 
personal betrayal?
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7. What do you imagine will happen to her once she has run away. 
(What does the truck driver call her?)

A SUGGESTION
The relationship between her mother and Michael Laver shocks Sarah 
very deeply. Think about how you would react if you suddenly found 
yourself in a similar position.

GLOSSARY
Pg. Word Description
116 decade 10 years

116 Irreparable could never be fixed

116 squat broad and low

116 mahogany a kind of hard dark wood

116 searing burning

117 Steal walk quietly, creep

117 inkling sign

117 sleepers thick slabs of wood laid 
underneath the steel railway 
tracks

117 frequency place on the radio

118 accumulating forming

118 evaporating drying up

118 brittling getting dry

118 parched very dry

119 brackish salty

119 fatigued tired

119 carapaces shells

119 icing fine sugar

119 thermos jar that keeps liquids hot

119 robe dressing gown

120 jabbered talked

120 extended stretched
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Pg. Word Description
121 fed up bored and angry

121 scrub low bushes

121 fern type of pot plant

121 rumbling making a noise

122 abandonment letting go

122 curious strange

122 freight trains trains carrying goods, not 
passengers

122 pop put

122 civility politeness

123 coax persuade

123 immense great

123 crowed made happy noises

123 foraging missions trips to search for plants

123 succulents thick-leaved desert plants

123 tranquillity peacefulness

124 craved wanted very much 

124 arch and writhe bend and twist

124 knifeless without the knife

124 thud beating

Meter & metre. A meter is a measuring 
instrument (thermometer, gatsometer, parking 
meter). A metre is a unit of measurement 
(kilometre, centimetre, millimetre).

Affect is a verb. Effect is a noun: Dr Foster said 
the antibiotics wouldn’t really affect the way I 
felt, but once I swallowed them their effect was 
devastating.
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SECTION B

The language of  
Then and Now

Young people’s language differs from that of older people in a number 
of ways. Besides the fact that as the years advance one’s vocabulary 

grows and the ability to manipulate more complex sentences develops, 
one also learns when to use formal and when to use informal language. 

Let’s have a look at formal and informal language.

Correctness and appropriateness

Users of a language need to be able to use their language ‘correctly’ – 
that is, in terms of the grammatical rules of the language. 

They also need to be able to use it ‘appropriately’ – that is, in a way that 
it suits the context.

Thus one can have language usage which is ‘correct’, but not 
appropriate.

One of the main aspects of appropriateness is the level of formality of 
the language usage.

Range of tolerance

An important point to note about formal and informal language is 
that there are not just two watertight categories,’ formal’ vs ‘informal’. 
Instead what we have is a continuum – a sliding scale – from VERY 
FORMAL to VERY INFORMAL:

VERY INFORMAL – Intimate
E.g. Chats / emails among good friends

SEMI-FORMAL – Casual

E.g. Chats between parents and children; emails to parents



57

Section B: The Language of  Then and Now

FORMAL – Less casual
E.g. Talking to the principal, the doctor; letter of application

VERY FORMAL – Distant
E.g. Acts of parliament, insurance contracts,  investing of a 
President, wills

This variation in the use of language results in what we call registers. 
We can define a register for our purposes as: A variety of language based 
on the degree of formality of the context in which it is used.

Context

What are the factors in the context which result in the differences? 
There are three main ones:

1.  WHO is communicating with whom?
2.  WHERE are they communicating? 
3.  WHY are they communicating?

Let us have a look at each of these factors in turn.

WHO is communicating?
This depends on the relationship between the communicators, which 
has been described as follows:

Relationships in fact vary along a continuum, from close to 
remote. At the one end are husbands, wives, children, parents and 
other intimates, and at the other end the Queen or the President, 
perhaps, with acquaintances and senior and junior colleagues 
spaced out appropriately along the way.

So here again your see not just two extremes, but a continuum. 

This relationship is determined by two factors:

Status – subordinate or 
superior on social scale / in 
work situation

Level of familiarity – how well 
they know each other
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WHERE are they communicating?
This depends on situation in which one is communicating:

More formal place  
(e.g. classroom)

Less formal place  
(e.g. playground)

WHY are they communicating?
Two questions are relevant here:

1. Is the purpose serious  
(e.g. an exam)?

2. Is the purpose less serious 
(e.g. chatting)?

Vocabulary differences

The words we choose as a result of these three factors once again 
reflect the continuum we mentioned earlier:

VERY INFORMAL – Intimate
Colloquial language / colloquialisms;
slang / slangisms

SEMI-FORMAL – Casual
Colloquial language / colloquialisms

FORMAL – Less casual
General vocabulary which does not include colloquial language 
/ colloquialisms or 
slang / slangisms

VERY FORMAL – Distant
Big / technical words

Here are some examples of formal vs colloquial vocabulary:

FORMAL COLLOQUIAL

child 
device

kid 
contraption

The distinction between slang and colloquial is not always clear, but 
there are some differences:

• Slang is highly informal; colloquialisms are less informal.
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• Colloquialisms are more acceptable than slang in a wider 
social context.

• Slang is usually short-lived – but some items do stick.
• Slang is often limited to a group - when it spreads beyond the 

group that originally uses it, its original users often replace it 
with other, less recognised, terms to maintain group identity.

Where does slang come from?
New words Examples:

• bonkers – mad, crazy
• lank (dated SAE) – adj: good, fantastic; 

adv: very

New meanings 
for existing 
words

Examples:

• bunk / do a bunk – abscond from school 
or work

• cool – fantastic

New phrases Examples:

• big shot – person of high rank or 
importance 

• muffin top – bulging bare midriff

New 
abbreviations

Examples:

• aggro (noun)  – aggressive behaviour
• arb  – arbitrary, nothing special

Borrowing from 
other languages

Examples:

• muti – medicine (isiXhosa)
• bangbroek – coward, ‘scaredy cat’ 

(Afrikaans)

Using registers

No register is right or wrong in itself nor better than any other, but 
one is more appropriate than another. It all depends on the context. 
Society – and sometimes cultures – expect you to use the appropriate 
register. Using slang, for example, is fine when relaxing with friends, 
but include it in a job application letter and don’t hold your breath 
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waiting for a positive answer. 
The same applies to how one dresses and behaves – the different 

contexts expect different types of clothing and behaviour.

EXERCISES ON REGISTERS:  
What kind of English for what type of writing?

There is no single ‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’ type of language. It all depends 
on the situation and the purpose of the communication. Inappropriate 
style will ‘miss’ your target readers because you have not understood 
the purpose of the text you are writing. It is essential that you use a style 
that is appropriate for your audience, and that you fully understand 
the purpose of the text you are writing.

Study the texts below (all the correspondence is imaginary!). Do 
you consider the style appropriate? Give reasons for your opinion. Use 
the table at the end of the activity to set out your answers. We have 
supplied a suggested answer for a) as a guide.

a. Hi, Prof, This was an awesome assignment. I am looking forward 
to getting the BEST marks ever. (Comment written on the back page 
of a university student’s assignment cover).

Suggested answer:
Text a.

Its intended 
reader

University lecturer

Is it appropriate 
or inappropriate?

Inappropriate

Reason? • The context is a formal one – it is written 
on the back of a university assignment.

• The student should also respect the fact 
that the professor is his/her superior. 

Therefore an informal word such as 
‘awesome’ is in appropriate, as is the 
capitalisation of ‘BEST’.



61

Section B: The Language of  Then and Now

b. The Department of Higher Education plans to open new 
universities in rural areas. This is seen as a part of an initiative 
to bring education to people who do not have access to tertiary 
educational facilities. However, this essay will argue that this plan 
will be to the disadvantage of existing universities, all of which are 
experiencing financial and academic difficulties. (Introduction to 
an argumentative essay).

Text b.

Its intended 
reader

Is it appropriate 
or inappropriate?

Reason?

c. Thank you, thank you, for accepting my registration. I promise to 
work hard and never let you down. I can’t tell you how grateful I 
am after being turned down by six other universities! (Written to 
the registrar of a university in response to a letter informing the student 
that his/her application has been successful).

Text c.

Its intended 
reader

Is it appropriate 
or inappropriate?

Reason?

d. I am in receipt of your communication of 11 February and wish 
to express my deepest gratitude for the invaluable confidence you 
have afforded me by accepting my application to be registered as 
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a student at your respected institution of higher learning. (Written 
to the registrar of a university in response to a letter informing the 
student that his/her application has been successful).

Text d.

Its intended 
reader

Is it appropriate 
or inappropriate?

Reason?

e. Hey,  my bro, I wanna tune u abt the mark u gave me. Eish! (Email 
to a teacher).

Text e.

Its intended 
reader

Is it appropriate 
or inappropriate?

Reason?

f. I have pleasure in informing you that your application to be 
admitted to the degree of Bachelor of Arts has been successful. 
(Letter to a student from the registrar of a university).

Text f.

Its intended 
reader

Is it appropriate 
or inappropriate?
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Reason?

g. Dear Mother, It is with pleasure that I wish to announce that I 
received correspondence from the University of South Africa, 
informing me that my application was successful.  I wish to take 
this opportunity to express my sincere gratitude for the support 
and affection that you have given me in the course of the eighteen 
years of my existence. (Letter from a student to his/her mother).

Text g.

Its intended 
reader

Is it appropriate 
or inappropriate?

Reason?

h. Hey, jabu, i made it! Gonna be a student @ Unisa. Awesome! Wot 
r u doin 2nite? Wana have a lekka jol @ my place? (Message from a 
student to his friend)

Text h.

Its intended 
reader

Is it appropriate 
or inappropriate?

Reason?
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 Suggestions to teachers: Some further activities:

• Give learners words / sentences / texts and ask them to indicate 
for which register they are appropriate.

• Ask them to rewrite sentences / texts in different register. 

• Ask them to detect and correct items within a text which are 
inappropriate register.

• Do role plays featuring different contexts (in terms of who, 
where, why).
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