
 

Mid-Year Exams: Year 8 Reading Exam revision guide 

 

In your Year 8 Reading exam, you will write a response to an essay question based on 
one of the poems we have studied this term.  

To help you prepare for the exam, you should read this booklet and complete the 
activities. 

Task 1: Re-read the poems 

Here is a list of the poems we have studied. Re-read the poems to remind yourself of 
what each poem is about.  

• Not My Business by Niyi Osundare 
• For Those Who Listen When Courage Calls by Therese Lola 
• Caged Bird by Maya Angelou 
• In My Country by Jackie Kay 
• I Look at the World by Langston Huges 
• Doors by Monica Alvi 
• The Chimney Sweeper by William Blake 
• England in 1819 by Percy Bysshe Shelley 

 

Task 2: Key themes that link these poems 

The poems we have read are all linked by the theme of social justice. In your English 
lessons you have been learning some key vocabulary. Make sure you are confident using 
these words to write about the poems.  As you read through them, think about which 
poems they relate to. 

Term Definition 
Oppression A situation in which people are governed in an unfair 

and cruel way and prevented from having opportunities 
and freedom. 

Tyrants A cruel and oppressive ruler 
Liberation The action of setting someone free from imprisonment, 

slavery, or oppression; release 
Confinement Confinement means you're being held and you can't 

move freely.  
Violence Actions that are intended or likely to hurt people or 

cause damage 
Collective responsibility How we must look after and take responsibility for 

one another, not just ourselves. 



Injustice An event or situation which is unfair. 
Prejudice An unfavourable opinion or feeling formed without 

knowledge, thought or reason 
Corruption Illegal, bad, or dishonest behaviour, especially by 

people in positions of power 
Hypocrisy A situation in which someone pretends to believe 

something that they do not really believe, or that is the 
opposite of what they do or say at another time 

Dictatorship A government that holds total power over a country and 
allows its citizens little to no freedom or choice 
 

 

 

Task 3: Revise poetic techniques. 

Below is a table showing the terms we use to write about a poet’s language and 
structural choices. Make sure you are familiar with each of these. 

Term Definition Example from one of the poems 
Imagery Descriptive language that 

uses the 5 senses – sight, 
smell, hearing, touch, taste 

The violent imagery in ‘booted the 
whole house awake’ helps the 
reader understand the noise and 
destruction created by the 
soldiers when they enter Danladi’s 
house in ‘Not My Business’. 

Refrain Lines that are repeated in a 
poem, usually for emphasis 

In ‘Caged Bird’ Maya Angelou uses 
the refrain “The Caged Bird sings 
with a fearful trill” to emphasise 
the bird’s fear heard in his song. 

Metaphor A figure of speech that refers 
to one thing by saying it is 
something else. 

In ‘For those Who Listen…’ Lola 
uses the metaphor of “a leader 
without support is a bell without a 
clapper” to show that change 
takes a group of people not one 
individual.  

Personification Giving non-human things 
human characteristics 

In ‘My Country’ Kay personifies the 
‘honest river shaking hands with 
the sea’ to represent how even 
things that are different can be 
friends shown through the friendly 
gesture of the “handshake 

Simile Comparing two things using 
the word ‘like’ or ‘as’ 

In ‘My Country’ Jackie Kay uses 
the simile ‘as if I were a 
superstition’ to show that the 
woman is fearful of what is not 
familiar. 



Symbolism The use of symbols to 
express ideas or qualities.  

In ‘Caged Bird’ the birds are 
symbolic of the injustice in 1950s 
America. 

Juxtaposition Two things being placed 
close together to emphasise 
their difference 

The use of juxtaposition in ‘grave 
of dreams’ in ‘Caged Bird’ 
emphasises how the bird’s 
dreams are dead and he has no 
hope. 

Couplet Two successive lines of verse 
of which the final words 
rhyme with another. 
 

Blake writes his poem ‘Chimney 
Sweep’ in rhyming couplets to 
contrast the childlike, nursery 
rhyme rhythm with the harsh 
reality of the speaker’s life. 

Connotation The ideas we associate with 
words 

The word ‘soars’ in ‘Caged Bird’ 
has connotations of speed and 
movement. 

 

Task 4: What to do in the exam 

In the exam, you should follow these steps: 

1) Read the poem and underline the key words in the question. This will make sure 
you understand exactly what you are being asked to write about. 

2) Read the poem and highlight / underline the words / phrases / lines that are 
linked to the focus of the question. 

3) Plan three key things you want to say in response to the question. 
4) Use WHAT-HOW -WHY to structure each of your three paragraphs 

 

Read the following questions and underline / highlight the key words that tell you what 
the question is asking you to do.  The first one has been done for you as an example. 

• How does Niyi Osundare present ideas of power in ‘Not My Business’? 

• How does Jackie Kay show the idea of prejudice in her poem ‘In My 

Country’? 

• In what ways is the theme of injustice explored in ‘Caged Bird’ by Maya 

Angelou? 

 

 

 



 

 

Task 5: WHAT-HOW-WHY paragraphs 

Below is a WHAT-HOW -WHY paragraph in response to the question, How is the idea of 

confinement presented in Maya Angelou’s poem ‘Caged Bird.’  Read the paragraph. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now have a go at writing a WHAT-HOW-WHY paragraph in response to one of the 

following questions; 

• How does Niyi Osundare present ideas of power in ‘Not My Business’? 

• How does Jackie Kay show the idea of prejudice in her poem ‘In My 

Country’? 

WHAT – what 
has the writer 
done? 

HOW – How has 
the writer 
achieved this? 
(Methods and 
evidence) 

WHY – Why did 
the writer do 
this? To what 
purpose? 

In her poem ‘Caged Bird’ Angelou present the experience of being 
confined as an awful experience that is restricting and limiting. 
Angelou has achieved this by comparing the experience of a caged 
bird to the experience of a free bird. Angelou uses verbs associated 
with freedom and movement to describe the free bird as it “soars” 
and ‘dips”. In contrast the caged bird is described using the 
adjectives “clipped” and “tied”. The use of the verbs are effective 
because they have connotations of free movement and liberation, 
the bird doesn’t just fly, it ‘soars’ implying it moves at a fast and 
exhilarating pace. In contrast ‘clipped’ and ‘tied’ have connotations 
of being shackled and imprisoned. Angelou wants us to think about 
the experience of the caged bird, expressing the idea that to be 
trapped and unable to move when we want is upsetting and 
frightening. The free bird seems majestic and bold whereas the 
caged bird is fearful.  We could link this to Angelou’s interest in the 
Civil Rights Movement in America in the 1950s. Maya was influenced 
by Martin Luther King and it is likely the caged bird is symbolic of the 
restricted and oppressed people of this era, who were held back by 
the prejudice of the time. 



• In what ways is the theme of injustice explored in ‘Caged Bird’ by Maya 

Angelou? 


