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Introduction
This book is designed to help students develop their reading comprehension skills. 
It will also help to familiarise students with the new question type featured in the 
current format of the Reading section of the NSW Selective High School Placement 
Test. 

At the time of writing, the Reading section of the test comprises 30 questions to be 
answered within 40 minutes. 

In the final section of the Reading paper, students are asked to read four short 
extracts, labelled A, B, C and D which are linked by a common theme. The extracts 
may be taken from any genre of writing.

Students are then required to answer 10 multiple choice comprehension questions 
where the answer in each case will be extract A, B, C or D.

It is worth noting that this section of the test consists of more than 30 per cent of 
the whole paper so adequate time should be left to complete it. As a rough guide, this 
section should take about 10 minutes. As you work through the book, you might like 
to time yourself to see how long each set takes. Don’t be disheartened if the first few 
take longer than you think; you will find that you get much faster with practice!

How to approach the task:

 � The theme that links the four extracts will be identified so keep it in mind as 
you read.

 � Read each extract carefully.
 � As you read, take note of the following:

 � What type of text is it? Fiction or non-fiction? Is it persuasive? Is it 
obviously a specific genre, like science fiction or autobiography? How can 
you tell?

 � How does the extract relate to the theme given and what does it have to 
say about it?

 � What is the overall tone of the text? Does it change or remain consistent?
 � What are the characters like and how do they interact with each other? 

Consider their various moods and how they behave; do they change? 
 � Are the extracts similar, or wildly different?
 � Has the writer used figurative language like metaphors, similes or 

personification? What effect have they created?
 � Once you have finished reading the texts, read through the questions.
 � Answer the questions by marking your paper with A, B, C or D.SAMPLE
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Marking your work:
We have included comprehensive explanations for each answer at the back of the 
book. Take your time with this bit and read through all the explanations! Even if 
you’ve got the answer right, just check to see if we came up with a different way of 
getting there. This is a good opportunity to re-read the extracts and see if you missed 
anything important. If you got a question wrong, go back and see why; it will be 
helpful for the next time.

Good luck!
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UNIT 10 HEROES

Read the four extracts below on the theme of heroes. 
Answer questions 1–10 by choosing the correct option, A, B, C or D.

Which extract…

connects bravery to our common understanding of heroism?  1.    

suggests that engaging with our heroes is a form of escapism?  2.   

considers helping disadvantaged people as one aspect of heroism?  3.   

is about the selfless sacrifice of heroes?  4.   

refers to the context that gives rise to heroes?  5.   

includes an example of the expression ‘when one door closes another opens’?  6.   

uses a simile to describe visual imagery?  7.   

admires the trailblazing qualities of heroes?  8.   

uses a word that means the highest point?  9.   

expresses disappointment at the realisation of what a hero is?  10.   

Extract A

Superheroes have long been a stalwart of pop culture, but Marvel Studios has proven 
that it is undeniably the age of the superhero. In fact, the Marvel Cinematic Universe 
is the highest grossing film series of all time, comfortably beating Star Wars, Harry 
Potter and the James Bond series. So why is our society drawn to these caped and 
costumed crusaders? 

Interestingly, many superhero comics began in the 1930s, during the Great Depression. 
Iconic heroes like Superman and Batman were created and rose to prominence at this 
time. Over the next century, the popularity of the superhero waxed and waned, but 
today, they have reached a new zenith of success. We live in a world devastated by a 
pandemic, concerned with the impacts of climate change and saturated with social 
media. There is heightened emotional stress, economic uncertainly and rising crime. 
And in difficult times, superhero films not only offer entertainment, but also offer 
hope. A couple of hours with Iron Man, Thor, Wonder Woman or Black Panther is a 
couple of hours with characters who, defying our human limitations, have the power 
to protect us from danger and restore stability. In addition, the superhero narrative 
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reinforces the good vs evil struggle of our traditional fairy tales, like a mirror of our 
established moral compass.

Extract B

To me, a hero is someone who shows the way. In 2000, Sydney hosted the Summer 
Olympic Games. In front of a packed stadium of 112 000 screaming fans and under 
the immense pressure to win gold for the host nation, Cathy Freeman famously won 
the 400m track event. She carried both the Aboriginal and Australian flags on her 
victory lap, tying both ends together to symbolise that they were of equal importance 
to her. 

Ten days before this iconic achievement, Cathy Freeman had the honour of lighting 
the Olympic cauldron at the Opening Ceremony, representing the organisers’ hopes 
that the Sydney Olympics would shine a light on the issue of reconciliation.

Cathy Freeman officially retired from athletics in 2003. But this did not signify an 
end to her inspiring deeds. In 2007, she established the Cathy Freeman Foundation, 
which provides educational opportunities to remote Aboriginal communities. The 
organisation provides support to communities who may face economic, cultural or 
geographic barriers to schooling. 

Cathy Freeman is not my hero because she won a gold medal; she is my hero because, 
through doing what she loves, she inspired an entire nation and showed that just 
because someone hasn’t achieved something before, it doesn’t mean it can’t be done. 

Extract C – from The Little Regiment by Stephen Crane

He had no full appreciation of anything, excepting that he was actually conscious 
of being dazed. He could feel his dulled mind groping after the form and colour of 
this incident. He wondered why he did not feel some keen agony of fear cutting his 
sense like a knife. He wondered at this, because human expression had said loudly for 
centuries that humans should feel afraid of certain things, and that all who did not 
feel this were phenomena—heroes.

He was, then, a hero. He suffered that regret which we would all have if we discovered 
that we were ourselves capable of those deeds which we most admire in history and 
legend. This, then, was a hero. After all, heroes were not much.

No, it could not be true. He was not a hero. Heroes had no shames in their lives, and, 
as for him, he remembered borrowing fifteen dollars from a friend and promising to 
pay it back the next day, and then avoiding that friend for ten months. SAMPLE
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Extract D

I carefully unfurled the newspaper clipping for the trillionth time. The news 
remembered her as a hero, but to me she would always be my mum. 

In the black and white photograph, she was smiling, in uniform. I remembered her 
visit to school one day, in that same uniform, showing my class how the truck worked. 
I even got to sit on her lap and wear a helmet in the driver’s seat. For a moment, 
everyone envied me. When the school bus came around the corner, she would have 
my lunch packed and my hair plaited (I would always redo it as soon as I got to school, 
she wasn’t good at everything). She would stand there, a warm smile on her face as 
she waved goodbye. I’d give anything to see that wave one last time. 

I remember it vividly, the wave of panic rippling through the town that weekend. The 
hush as the electricity went out. The orange glow across the horizon, contrasting with 
the black of the sky, even though it was noon. Mostly, I remember the rain that day. 
Like the burnt pages of a book, ash rained that afternoon. Little, black snowflakes.

“Many of us are still here because of her,” Dad whispered from the doorway, as I placed 
the newspaper clipping back into my box of memories. “I miss your mother too.” 
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UNIT 10 HEROES

1. C The following sentence from Extract C answers this question: ‘He wondered at this, because 
human expression had said loudly for centuries that humans should feel afraid of certain things, and 
that all who did not feel this were phenomena—heroes.’ The absence of fear should be interpreted 
as bravery.

2. A The term ‘escapism’ refers to seeking a distraction and relief from unpleasant realities, often 
through entertainment. 
The second paragraph of Extract A mentions various unpleasant realities (pandemic, climate 
change, social media, rising crime, economic uncertainty, emotional stress) and then suggests 
that these things are contributing to the popularity of the superhero genre. 

‘And in difficult times, superhero films not only offer entertainment, but also offer hope. A couple of 
hours with Iron Man, Thor, Wonder Woman or Black Panther is a couple of hours with characters who, 
defying our human limitations, have the power to protect us from danger and restore stability.’

3. B Extract B mentions the Cathy Freeman Foundation, a charitable organisation providing 
educational opportunities to remote Aboriginal communities. By seeking to support 
those who face ‘economic, cultural or geographic barriers to schooling’, we can infer that the 
organisation seeks to support disadvantaged groups. 
While Extract A does refer to superheroes protecting the innocent from danger, this should 
not be interpreted as helping disadvantaged people.

4. D A selfless sacrifice is an act that involves giving up something of value, including one’s life, in 
order to benefit others.
Extract D is about a child remembering her lost mother, who we can infer died while fighting 
bushfires.

5. A In Extract A, there are a number of references to the contextual circumstances contributing to 
the popularity of the superhero genre. The text specifically references the context of the Great 
Depression as the backdrop for the rise of many enduring superhero characters. Later, the text 
references the pandemic and other factors as contributing to the current popularity of the 
superhero genre.

6. B The expression ‘when one door closes another opens’ refers to a new opportunity or endeavour 
that presents itself after the ending of another.
The third paragraph of Extract B refers to the ending of Cathy Freeman’s athletics career, 
(‘retirement’) a career in which she achieved many accolades and inspired others. The 
paragraph then talks about the establishment of her charitable organisation, the Cathy 
Freeman Foundation.

7. D A simile compares two things using like or as. 
In Extract D, the simile ‘like the burnt pages of a book’ is used to describe the visual imagery of 
ash raining from the sky during a bushfire. 
Extract C does use a simile, but the purpose of this simile is to describe a feeling, not a visual 
image. 

8. B Trailblazing refers to new ideas or achieving something that hasn’t been done before.
In Extract B, the beginning of the text specifically refers to the narrator’s opinion: ‘a hero is 
someone who shows the way.’ The text then goes on to discuss Cathy Freeman’s symbolic act of 
carrying both the Aboriginal and Australian flags following her gold medal victory. The ending 
of the passage reinforces this notion: ‘she is my hero because, through doing what she loves, she 
inspired an entire nation and showed that just because someone hasn’t achieved something before, it 
doesn’t mean it can’t be done.’
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9. A The word ‘zenith’ in Extract A refers to the peak, or highest point of something. Students could 
use context clues to infer the meaning of this word, as this section talks about the popularity 
of the superhero genre being at a high point. 

10. D The second paragraph of Extract D describes the disappointment of realising what a hero 
is. The word ‘regret’ and ‘This, then, was a hero. After all, heroes were not much’ both express 
disappointment.
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