
C O M P R E H E N S I O N  C O M P A N I O N  2 . 0  
“Every man dies, but not every man really understands” 

  

Literal questions 
1. These questions (typically “who”, “what”, “how”) require you to (a) identify the relevant ideas and (b) re-express them in your own words as the idea(s) required is 

itself in the text. The single biggest clue for such question types is the tagline “use your own words as far as possible”.  

E.g. What is the claim the writers makes about aid pumped into Africa? Use your word words as far as possible 

E.g. According to the author, how might too little fear cause problems for society? Use your own words as far as possible. 

 

The key to scoring for such questions (often these are 2m or 3m questions) is really to OVER DELIVER. 1m does not mean 1 point.  

 

2. The rare question may call for direct lifting but this often has to supplemented from explanations of your identified words/phrases  

E.g. Identify 3 words from the… 

E.g. Which explanation from the passage… 

 

Inference 
A key difference between inference (typically a majority of the questions) and literal is that the idea(s) required is NOT a direct paraphrase of the text but has to 

drawn out from clues and context (thus requiring you to interpret the text sensibly with your contextual knowledge and understanding). Often (but not always) the 

tagline “use your own words” isn’t given.  

 

1. Basic inference (no quoted words or phrases): Basic inference questions are rare and do not hinge on a specific word or phrase.  

Steps taken are similar to the literal question. (a) Identify the appropriate clue/idea and (b) re-express (mixed with your own contextual knowledge) to address to 

address the question. For example:  

Q:  According to the author, why are the poor drawn to religion?  

A: (a) Word clues: “dangles carrot of future reward in front of you” + (b) personal knowledge of the carrot and stick analogy 

Answer: Just like a how a carrot hung in front of donkey will motivate it to run forward, religion offers the poor an incentive  

 

2. Clarification of quoted words and phrases: Such questions require you to help clarify (i.e. make clear) what the author means (which is not stated directly in the 

text). They require you to (a) invoke your own understanding of the words/phrases in question, (b) look for textual clues, and (c) finally use (a) and (b) to address the 

question in context.  

 

E.g. What does the author mean when he says that the effects of our kindness are ‘not zero sum’ (line 30)?  

(a):Personal knowledge: “zero-sum” means what is gained by one is lost by the other  

(b) Text clues: “Those who receive charity have their lives improved, but these who provide it also benefit. It feels good to be good.” 

(c) Combining (a) and (b): “Zero-sum” means what is gained by one is lost by the other. Thus, the author means that those who are kind to others do not lose something, 

but instead gain a sense of satisfaction (“feels good”).  

 

3. Author intention concerning a quoted word or phrase: These questions require you to infer the author’s purpose or intention.  

Steps are similar to the clarification type above BUT your answer must include a verb explicitly stating what the author is doing (e.g. the author uses the word to 

emphasize, contrast, support, refute, show that etc.). Significance of the word choice in context (e.g. ‘even unions joined the riots’) must be highlighted.  

 

E.g. Explain why the author uses the word ‘arbitrary’ (line 35) 

(a) Personal knowledge: ‘Arbitrary’ means random  

(b) Text clues: “Is sport’s appeal also, perhaps, to be found in the sense of order and completion which its rules and time-limits impose, so unlike the endless and 

arbitrary flow of events in our everyday lives?” 

(c) Combining (a) and (b): The author uses it to juxtapose the randomness/unpredictability of our daily lives against the orderliness of sport. 

 

Note: Whenever there is a quoted word or phrase in the question, explain what it means first before going on to answer the question proper. This will help ensure 

your inferential answer is clearly linked to your understanding of the text.  

 
Inference: Language Appreciation 
1. Metaphor: comparison between two unlike things (i.e. X is Y, where often Y is the object we don’t expect)  

E.g. Why does the writer compare “modern cures” with “a kind of vanishing cream for the mind”? Use your words as far as possible.  

(a) Identify the comparison between original object X and compared object Y: Modern cures compared with vanishing cream 

(b) Describe literal qualities of compared object Y: Vanishing cream a facial product that  conceals signs of ageing 

(c) Translate/Apply the qualities of Y onto X with proper explanation: Just as vanishing creams merely conceal or remove the signs of ageing, in the same way modern 

cures do not deal with our lack of acceptance of ageing.  

 

2. Irony: Real meaning opposite from expected meaning 

E.g. Explain the irony the writer raises about having large families.  

(a): Identify the expected outcome/meaning: The expected outcome is that large families will counter the problem of high child mortality rates 

(b) Identify the actual outcome/meaning: However, the reality is that bigger families are putting more strain instead 

(c) Explain why and how the actual outcome/meaning falls short/is opposite to the expectation: The expected outcome is that large families will counter the problem of 

high child mortality rates, but however in reality, it is the strain from big families that cause high mortality rates in the first place 

 

3. Paradox: Contradictory ideas simultaneously existing 

E.g.  ‘The only lesson to be learnt from history is that there are no lessons to be learnt from history.’ Explain why this is a paradox. 

(a) Identify intended idea: On one hand, the statement is saying there are no lesson to be learnt. 

(b) Identify contradicting idea: On the other hand, that statement is in itself a lesson.   

(b) Explain why and how there is a paradox in context: Thus, there is a contradiction because the statement, in saying there are not lesson, is itself suggesting a lesson.  

 

*Note: An Oxymoron is a form of paradox where the two contradictory terms are placed together, often in (adjective + noun) e.g. “cold fire”, “exciting boredom”, 

“good death” etc. In such cases, apply the same steps.  



4. Punctuation: deliberate modifications to the way the text is to be read or understood  

“Inverted commas” Ellipsis… Bold or Italics (Parenthesis) 

A. Unconventional meaning 

B. Author’s disagreement (sarcasm) 

* For inverted comma questions, point out the 

conventional meaning / public opinion first 

A. Repeated cycle 

B. Endless list 

B. Ending in suspense 

C. Let reader make instinctive conclusion from preceding words 

Emphasis, 

especially in 

relation to other 

words in sentence  

Additional 

commentary (a 

clarification or 

personal view) 

E.g. Many have blamed the 9/11 attacks on ‘fanatical Muslims’. Explain the use of the inverted commas.  

(a) Identify and explain the techniques used: The quotations marks mean that the word or phrase suggest author’s disagreement with the term.  

(b) Explain the intention behind the technique with elaboration in context 

(E.g. The wider public might be using the term ‘fanatical Muslims’ but the writer disagrees with it he probably thinks such labels are prejudiced and discriminatory.  

 
6. Attitude and Tone 

Attitude Tone 

Writer’s personal feelings towards subject Manner of conveying attitude using certain words 

(a) Provide a simple adjective e.g. The writer’s has an X attitude/tone.  

(b) Provide textual evidence to justify your choice of word e.g. This can inferred from the harsh phrases X and Y etc.  

 

Sample tone and attitude words with definitions  

Positive words (rare): laudatory, humorous, passionate, sympathetic                           Fairly Neutral words (rare): whimsical, detached, indifferent  

Negative words (most common):  

Bitter/Resentful: Unhappiness and anger towards  subject  

Condescending: show that one feels superior  

Critical: Finding fault with   

Cynical: Believing the worse of the subject / people  

Disapproving: Having an unfavorable opinion of  

Disdain/Dismissive/Contemptuous/Scornful: Feeling that something/someone is unworthy 

of one’s consideration 

Frustrated: Feeling dissatisfaction and lack of fulfillment  

Incredulous: Unwilling or unable to believe something  

Mocking: Tease scornfully; ridicule  

Sarcastic: Use of irony (i.e. opposite meanings) to mock or convey 

contempt 

Skeptical: inclined to question or doubt  

 

*Note: While the words can either connote attitude or tone, certain words like ‘sarcastic’ ‘humorous’ can only refer to tone, while words like ‘disapproving’ usually 

refer to attitude. Also, DEGREE is very important, so employ an intensifier if needed (e.g. very critical) or revise the word  

 

Summary Strategy 
1. Read the question carefully e.g. “paragraphs 2 and 4” and underline the requirements  

2. Identify points in the text (as your highlight or underline, LABEL (e.g. 1, 2, 3) the points to differentiate them)  

3. Paraphrase in context (not blind paraphrasing)  

- Leave out trivial info and mere examples; try to group certain words together (e.g. ‘larger social, economic problems’ � ‘issues’) 

- Avoid stumbling over tedious word-for-word substitution; you can capture ideas with simple phrases if necessary  

- BUT, remember to capture adjectives, verbs and adverbs of the key ideas as well (e.g. ‘we feel powerless to address problems on our own’ � ‘we think we are 

incapable of solving issues independently’) 

 

*Note: 1m does not mean 1 point. Capture anything that is relevant in your answer and revise the length later on.  

 

Vocabulary Strategy  
1. Linking words: Contrast, Cause & Effect, Elaborations (analyze how 

word is used in sentence) 

2. Root word, suffixes (e.g. teach-er) 

3. Specific contextual meaning (e.g. star: celebrity/planet)   

4. +ve/-ve Connotations (e.g. tolerant vs. understanding)  

5. Capture intensity (e.g. tumultuous:  very loud) 

 

Very Basic AQ Strategy  
1. Identify ALL the question tasks in the question  

‘Direct’ tasks examples  

E.g. Who are you more in agreement/sympathy with? – Requires you to offer your 

personal evaluation of the idea first  

E.g. Whose view is more reflective of / relevant to your society? – Requires to first 

evaluate whether the text’s idea is indeed evident in your society, and if so, should 

your society adopt the author’s recommendation (if there is one)  

E.g. Do you regard the increased choice available to you and your generation is 

broadly beneficial or harmful? 

*Be mindful of contextual specifications!  Are are they asking you to consider 

yourself/your generation/your society/the world etc.   

‘Supporting’ tasks  examples  

E.g. Support your answer with reference to both passages and your own 

knowledge and experience.  

E.g. Illustrate your answer by referring to the ways in which you and your 

society regard work and leisure.  

‘Additional’ tasks examples 

E.g. What can your society do to promote altruism?  

E.g. How free do you want to be? 

- You must address these in detail with rationales drawn to your evaluation 

from the direct tasks 

 

2. Finding points: Summary and short answer ideas are always a good starting point. If they weren’t salient, we wouldn’t have asked about them right?  

 

3. Basic argument  

Text idea Evaluation (WHY)  Examples (HOW)  Link (full circle)  

Simple 

paraphrase 

of specific 

quoted 

phrase is 

sufficient  

- Evaluate the text idea in according to the direct tasks in question e.g. My 

society shares the view / I agree or disagree  

- Explain WHY your evaluation is as such by bringing in larger 

social/political/economic traits of your society / generation E.g. Political: 

Increasingly liberal, democratic, communitarian  

Economic: Competitive, business-oriented, consumerist 

Social: Pragmatic, ‘kiasu’, multi-racial, IT-savvy, ageing population, conservative, 

traditional yet western etc.  

- Explain HOW your evaluation is 

manifested in real world with 

relevant, varied and detailed 

examples  

- Complement personal ones with 

general ones if applicable  

 

- Develop examples and 

link them explicitly to your 

earlier evaluation  

 

- Provide further 

evaluation if possible 

 

Achieving balance: If single passage, you can broadly agree with two ideas and disagree with one. If double passage, you can broadly agree with one passage 

and disagree with the other for a consistent argument.  
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