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Sample exam responses

Writing on a novel
A detailed exam answer on a novel will show the significance of language, images, 
dialogue, setting and characterisation within passages and an awareness of how these 
contribute towards meaning in the novel as a whole.

Sample response on Austen’s Sense and Sensibility
The sample response below is based on the three passages from the 2005 VCE Literature 
examination. Go to www.insightpublications.com.au for these passages. Note that you will also 
find detailed annotations and commentary that spell out the processes leading from an initial 
close reading to the final response below.

This response begins with passage 2, using it as a springboard to the other two passages 
as well as to other parts of the text. Although many good responses do begin by considering 
material from the first passage, not beginning with passage 1 can sometimes help to avoid 
a ‘plot summary’.
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Concealment is an art practised by many of Jane Austen’s characters: 
certainly, Lucy Steele and Elinor Dashwood each have much to conceal. 
Lucy’s boasting of Mrs Ferrars’s ‘affability’ is partially recounted through 
Elinor’s silent ‘wonder’ at Lucy’s ‘vanity’ and ‘blind[ness]’. The long, 
complex sentences describing her thoughts as she listens to Lucy, 
highlight Elinor’s tendency to carefully examine her own feelings and the 
actions of others before expressing an opinion. Elinor’s thoughtfulness is 
contrasted with the outspokenness of characters such as Lucy, Marianne 
and Willoughby. By comparison, Elinor’s reticence and common sense 
are commendable, but she must achieve a balance between reason and 
emotion. Our awareness of her pain when she has ‘no answer to make’ 
to Lucy makes us realise that she is not unfeeling, but her guardedness, 
which often makes her appear so, is not always advantageous.

Yet unchecked emotions are even more damaging, as is evident 
in Willoughby’s confession. His ‘naturally open and honest’ character, 
so admired by both Marianne and her mother, has been corrupted by 
‘extravagance’ – with catastrophic consequences. Despite his apparent 
openness, Willoughby has selfishly concealed his past indiscretions 
and his need for an advantageous marriage. It is only when he can be 
completely honest with Elinor that he is no longer perceived as ‘the 
greatest villain upon earth’. Elinor’s contemplative silence is as revealing of 
her character here as it is in her encounter with Lucy. After Willoughby’s 
lengthy and heartfelt confession, readers are positioned to ‘think 
something better’ of him, as we are privy to Elinor’s understanding of his 
weakness and, particularly, his suffering. Her ability to forgive, pity and 
‘[wish] him well’ indicates her generosity of spirit.

Elinor’s silence in the face of Lucy’s ‘elevated spirits’ is more 
complicated, as she disguises her own feelings for Edward by resolutely 
disregarding Lucy’s constant declarations of ‘happiness’ at Mrs Ferrars’s 
‘kindness’. Lucy’s inane chatter contrasts tellingly with Elinor’s dignified 
silence, and emphasises Lucy’s ‘vanity’ and vindictiveness, qualities which 
are rather ineffectively concealed under the mask of ‘friendship’. It is Elinor 
to whom Lucy has confided her ‘secret’ engagement, providing herself 
with many opportunities to taunt her rival. Elinor’s strong sense of moral 
duty – even to someone as undeserving as Lucy – is revealed through 
her commitment to keeping Lucy’s secret (even from Marianne). Elinor’s 
screen paintings are an appropriate metaphor for her discretion, but also 
suggest that she is perhaps sometimes too reticent for her own good. 
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Lucy, on the other hand, is effusive: her dialogue is filled with superlatives 
– Elinor is her ‘dear friend’; Mrs Ferrars is ‘so flattering … so exceedingly
affable’. Her tone is eager, even insistent, and conceals an uncomfortable 
truth, with which Elinor is finally forced to confront her: Lucy’s engagement 
to Edward is not ‘known’. Both Elinor and Lucy know that the ‘sweetness’ 
and ‘civility’ of both Fanny and Mrs Ferrars is precisely because Lucy is 
‘not Elinor’. Fanny and Mrs Ferrars partly conceal their dislike of Elinor as 
a suitable wife for Edward through the pretence of fondness for another 
young woman who, ironically, deceives them both.

Another character who is adept at insincerity is Fanny Dashwood. 
Her true motives for disinheriting her brother’s family are very clear 
to the reader, but concealed from her weak and gullible husband. Like 
Lucy, Fanny resorts to superlatives and exaggeration. Fanny’s flattering 
description of her husband’s kindness as ‘beyond anything great’, and 
the repeated use of exclamation marks, indicate her own awareness of 
her falseness. What is being concealed from her husband here is Fanny’s 
greed, which ironically is almost matched by his own, but is unable to be 
openly admitted by either. Both husband and wife disguise their avarice 
as concern for their ‘poor little boy’ and the welfare of the sisters. Austen’s 
use of ironic humour in this passage is effective in condemning these 
characters and exposing their avarice and self-delusion. The gradual 
erosion of the Dashwood sisters’ meagre inheritance – juxtaposed 
with John and Fanny’s ridiculous logic – is very amusing as they justify 
their dishonesty with phrases such as ‘certainly’, ‘to be sure’, and ‘that is 
very true’. Yet beneath Austen’s implicit criticism of these self-seeking 
characters is a condemnation of society’s values. As Elinor reflects, it is ‘the 
world which had made [Willoughby] extravagant and vain’. The ‘world’ of 
18th century England has also made it obligatory for women (and men like 
Willoughby) to ‘be sure of doing well’. Thus, many impoverished young 
women such as Lucy practise concealment and artifice in single-mindedly 
pursuing a suitably rich husband. Elinor and Marianne, to their credit, do 
not. While they both recognise the need for financial security, neither is 
willing to sacrifice her integrity. To varying degrees, Elinor and Marianne 
find love, respect and financial security in marriage. In doing so, they 
balance the opposing forces of reason and passion.

In setting up an opposition between openness and concealment, 
Austen makes an interesting point. While Willoughby’s belated honesty 
might redeem him, absolute honesty is not always appropriate. In the 
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confined and often claustrophobic environment of their social sphere, 
Austen’s characters must frequently resort to hypocrisy, pretence and 
secrecy to avoid open hostility and social upheaval. There is a vast 
difference, however, between deceit, which entails cruelty and self-
interest, and circumspection which is motivated by kindness or common 
sense.

Austen’s examination of the detrimental effects of both 
concealment and openness suggests that a balance between these 
opposing forces promotes both individual happiness and social harmony. 
Indeed, Austen also attains a successful balance between concealment 
and honesty through her use of irony. In exposing the gap between what 
is said and what is meant, Austen subtly reveals the flaws and foibles of 
her characters in a way that does not threaten to destabilise her society; 
yet she argues eloquently for a reassessment of society’s values.
(973 words)
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Assessor comments
(Refer to the exam assessment criteria as published by the VCAA and reproduced in 
the table on pp.203–4; key phrases from the criteria appear below in italics.)

The interpretation is relevant and plausible: it uses the passages to show an awareness 
of the characters’ complex personalities and relationships, and to comment on 
the values of the society in a way that is consistent with details elsewhere in the 
text (referring briefly to the wider text to support the interpretation). This also 
demonstrates understanding of the text.

Thoughtful analysis and close reading of textual details are evident in the selection 
of appropriate material from the text (direct quotes) and the discussion of how 
this material is used to make observations about characters, relationships, ideas 
about restraint and concealment and the writer’s views and values. These ideas are 
developed in interesting ways, which go beyond the obvious and impart a degree of 
complexity to the response. One of the most effective ways of analysing the features of 
a text is to discuss the effects of the language features, such as tone, sentence structure 
and punctuation, explaining how they contribute to the interpretation.

The response is coherently structured, using passage 2 as a springboard for a 
discussion of the other set passages and relevant aspects of the wider text. The 
response moves comfortably between the set passages, into the wider text and back to 
the passages, as it develops ideas about concealment and the pressures on individuals 
in a conservative, patriarchal society. There is some evidence of wider reading of 
critical articles and literary theory in the analysis.

The writer uses language expressively, deploying a sophisticated vocabulary and a 
fluent style; ideas are appropriately connected through such words and phrases as ‘by 
comparison’, ‘however’, ‘yet’, ‘thus’, ‘another’, ‘despite’ and ‘also’. These connecting 
and qualifying words also suggest that a ‘point of view’ about the passages and their 
relationships to the text is being developed – which adds greatly to the coherence of 
the discussion. This response would score in the 18–20 (A+) range.


