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 Grade Boundary: Low Excellence 

1. For Excellence, students need to demonstrate perceptive understanding of a play. 
This means to make insightful connections between the play and the time it was set, 
or first produced. 
 
The exemplified student speaks first in the video. 
 
The student has used their research to make informed and perceptive links to the 
play The Pohutukawa Tree, and has created a PowerPoint embedded with video 
that includes detailed and insightful connections to the key themes and ideas in the 
play.  
 
The student has shown a perceptive understanding of the attitudes of the key 
character’s relationship with the land, tension created around an unwanted 
pregnancy, and the ideas for technological possibilities to explore the dramatic 
purpose of the play. 
 
00:22 The student is in role as Mr Atkinson and portrays his ideas about 

land ownership. The student draws a link between the text and 
the context, by discussing how Mr Atkinson is seriously 
considering selling the land despite Aroha Mataira’s cultural 
values that connect her ancestry to this land. 

01:10 The slide ‘Relating the play to the world today’ includes a 
presentation written by the student. The dialogue is perceptive 
and it includes points of views around the use of land ecologically 
as well as culturally, and is set in the future. 

02:26 Information in the following slides demonstrates detailed 
knowledge and insight. 

 
For a more secure Excellence, there could have been more detailed explanation of 
the attitudinal difference about land between Mr Atkinson and Aroha Mataira.  
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 Grade Boundary: High Merit 

2. For Merit, the student needs to demonstrate informed understanding of a significant 
play. This means to give detailed and well-illustrated references that link the play to 
the time it was set, or first produced, providing examples.  
 
The exemplified student plays the pregnant daughter (dressed in black).  
 
This student has shown an informed understanding of The Pohutukawa Tree, 
bringing in knowledge of the relationship between Aroha and both of her children. 
Well-illustrated references are used to support the student’s understanding (1). 
 
This improvisation demonstrates a modern take on the issue of teenage pregnancy 
to contrast with the time the play was set. 
 
The convention of voices in the head reveals a tension between the characters of 
the daughter and the mother. This references the lack of communication between 
Queenie and Aroha within the play itself. The girl’s physical stance demonstrates the 
barrier between mother and daughter, as illustrated in the play, and the inner 
thoughts reveal understanding. 
 
The student has looked beyond the text to consider the relevant idea that both 
children have made mistakes as an ‘act of defiance’. She has considered Queenie’s 
need for fun (3) and Johnny’s hiding of the sketch book (2). This reference of 
Queenies’ motivation moves towards perceptiveness. 
 
To reach Excellence, a more insightful understanding could be demonstrated by 
referencing how Johnny and Queenie could not be open with Aroha in terms of the 
broader text. For example, discussion of Queenie’s later role in Tamatea and how 
this contrasts with the world of her mother. 
 

 



91000    Student comment on the improvisation 

The first similarity of the play “ The Pohutukawa Tree” by Bruce Mason to our scene is that in 
our scene the mother believes that she knows most things about her daughter and her 
daughter tells her most things about her life but in reality the daughter actually doesn’t tell 
her hardly anything, which is why the mother is so surprised when she finds out that the 
daughter is pregnant and has had a boyfriend. Aroha believes that Queenie is a good girl, 
that she tells her everything but then Queenie tells her she’s pregnant and to this guy she 
has never even heard about , so then Aroha realises that Queenie actually doesn’t tell her 
anything. This shows that the two generations don’t really understand each other.[1] 

 

Another similarity between our scene and the Pohutukawa Tree is that also Johnny hides his 
sketch book things from his mother. Johnny drinks and likes comics and other immature 
things and his mother doesn’t know. When she finds the comic she throws it into the fire 
because she wants Johnny to grow up and take responsibility for stuff. Our daughter doesn’t 
tell her mum anything either. The mum thinks she has been really irresponsible by getting 
pregnant. [2] 

 
Another of the similarities between our performance and the play ‘The Pohutukawa Tree’ is 
that the mother and daughter relationships. . In both the performance and the play the 
daughters have become tired and frustrated of their mothers strict rule over their lives. 
Queenie really wants to wear pretty clothes and have fun. Even though she is a bit scared at 
first, she likes dancing with Roy because it is more fun. Both of the daughters have both 
made huge mistakes as an act of defiance towards their mothers. They pull away and put 
strain on their once strong relationship. Not only do the daughters act in a similar way but 
their daughters news makes the mothers react the same. They are disappointed and 
surprised and both plan to disown their daughters. [3] 
 
The next similarity for our scene is that the mother and daughters relationship is 
represented by the Pohutukawa tree dying in the play. The relationship is dying in our scene 
from the daughter keeping secrets and this is just how the tree dies in the play. [4] 
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 Grade Boundary: Low Merit 

3. For Merit, the student needs to demonstrate informed understanding of a significant 
play. This means to give detailed and well-illustrated references that link the play to 
the time it was set, or first produced, providing examples.  
 
The student uses the significant George Bernard Shaw play, Pygmalion to 
demonstrate their understanding. They use some detailed references to illustrate the 
account of the play, linking it to the social conditions of its first appearance. The 
presentation is a convincing personal statement.  
 
The student sets out an acceptable overview of the play, commenting on the 
playwright's own response to the principles of the time. The mention of Shaw's 
personal life echoes Higgins’ own self blindness, and reinforces the irony identified 
by the student (2). 
 
Some detailed reference to Eliza and Higgins explains how they fit into Shaw's 
didactic and satirical intentions (3). 
 
Thematic consideration is widened to include sexism with a general statement about 
the relative social position of men and women (4). 
 
For a more secure Merit, the student needs to explain, through more specific and 
referenced detail, how Shaw explored the themes identified. The minor inaccuracy of 
the motives imputed to Henry Higgins are extended beyond those set out in the play 
to include aspirations of marriage (1), and need to be revised to strengthen the 
overall case for well-informed evidence. 
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Dearly beloved. We are gathered here today to witness the joining of this man, and this 
woman, in holy matrimony. In the sight of God, and the sight of the church, they shall both 
make the vows of loving each other and accepting each other no matter what.  
 
The play Pygmalion, written in 1912 by George Bernard Shaw, is a cleverly written play, with 
memorable characters and catch phrases, realistic exposure of the social class system that 
remained prominent in the Edwardian era, and also demonstrates the theme of marriage 
morality. Personally, I find this last point rather ironic, as George Bernard Shaw was known 
to be a ladies man and the woman he married, she eventually got sick of him, saw the light 
and left to go to Italy.       Bummer Georgie. Bummer.  
 
 George Bernard Shaw’s classic play Pygmalion could also, suppose, be called satirical. In 
the time of 1912, there was a social class system which determined one person, or family’s 
social status. A wealthy family would be upper class, while a poor man would be lower class 
or working class. In Pygmalion, when we first meet Eliza, she is a cockney, frowned upon, 
lower class lady, who works as a flower girl.   While the almost superior Professor Henry 
Wiggins is a wealthy, upper class bachelor, at teacher of phonetics with a healthy income.  
The contrast between the two characters, first introduced in scene one of the play is early 
exaggerated into satirizing the cliché of social classes.        This helps us, the audience, or as 
the case may be, actors, to define the image that Shaw is trying to create. He has shown us 
his canvas, and now we know what he is working on, he can begin his masterpiece.  
 
As the play got well underway I began to understand the point of the story: the right to inflict 
change upon another. Is it socially or ethically acceptable to change an individual to make 
them the way you want to be, or does one not own the right to develop another into their own 
ideal person, in their character, demeanour and physicality? This is what the entertaining 
Pygmalion explores throughout the play.  
 
For example, in the case of marriage, would a fiancé say to his beloved partner, I’m going to 
ask you to marry me, but you have to change your weight, hair, clothes, opinions on 
everything and your whole personality because honestly how you are right now is wrong and 
just doesn’t do it for me. This is more or less what Higgins says to Eliza. He basically tells her 
she’s not good enough and has to change everything about herself. As Pygmalion suggests, 
what right does one human being have to tell another human being, who also has emotions, 
a mind and conscience of their own, that they are not good enough. This is just what Higgins 
did to Eliza.  
 
As Eliza changes throughout the play, it is shown that Higgins has been able to have power 
over Eliza because of his social status and self-opinion. This also shows a theme of sexism 
coming through as men have once again overruled women.   
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 Grade Boundary: High Achieved 

4. For Achieved, the student needs to demonstrate understanding of a significant play. 
This means to make relevant references that link the play to the time that it was set, 
or first produced. 
 
The student plays ‘The Mother’. Relevant references are made between the 
improvised scene and the world of the play The Pohutukawa Tree. 
 
The students have chosen to show a mother with aspirations for her daughter that 
are so rigid and focused that she fails to see her for who she really is. The focus is 
less on the pregnancy, and more on the intensity of the high expectations that the 
mother has for the daughter. This references the relationship between Aroha and 
Queenie. 
  
The character of Aroha is contrasted with that of the mother (1). This is later 
expanded, to demonstrate understanding of Aroha’s motivation within the text, and 
this adds to the evidence for Achieved. 
 
The similarities and differences in the mother’s responses are discussed. There is 
specific reference to Aroha’s concerns within the world of the play (2) (3) (4).  
 
To reach Merit, this student needs to demonstrate more detail in their understanding 
of the whole of the play, or the time that the play was first produced. For example, it 
would be necessary to demonstrate knowledge of the social response to a mixed 
race child, or an unwed mother, in the late 1940s.  
 

 



91000 Student comment on the improvisation. 

 
 
Our one minute presentation is different from the play the Pohutukawa Tree by Bruce 
Mason but it also has some similarities. The first main difference is that our play is set in a 
modern time. You can mainly see this through the way the mother acts and the way she 
dances. The Pohutukawa tree was set in a more olden daytime. You grow to understand 
this through the odd language they use. You also see it through how separated the Māori 
and Pākehā people are. The Pākehā’s are racist towards the Māori, but only under the 
surface so the Māori don’t really notice it all that much. The other difference is that the 
mother in our play is more upbeat and is younger than Aroha in the Pohutukawa tree. [1] 
 
The first main similarity between the Pohutukawa Tree and our play is that both mothers do 
not take the fact that their daughter is pregnant very well. They both get extremely upset and 
both are very unsupportive and don’t want to even see their own daughters. They both only 
think of themselves. The mother in our play is only concerned about how hard she has 
worked for this competition coming up and Aroha only cares about what other people are 
going to think about how she raised her children. Both mothers consider their daughters to be 
selfish. [2] 
 

The second similarity is that both daughters are afraid to tell their mothers and they both 
know she is not going to react well to the situation. In our play the daughter is scared to tell 
her mum and has been hiding it for thirteen weeks because she is just too afraid of her 
mother’s reaction. Queenie also kept it a secret from her mother. Not for as long as the girl 
on our play but she did keep the fact that she was having sex with Roy for from her mother 
form some time. [3] 
 

The characters in both plays are similar in some ways and different in others. Both mothers 
basically shun their daughters. Although in our play the mother would be considered as ‘a 
mother trying to be hip’ where as in the Pohutukawa Tree, Aroha wants to stick to her old 
traditions and cultural ways. Both daughters in the play are very scared to tell their mothers 
and both know there are going to be huge consequences to their actions. Both daughters 
were brought up under strict rules. The daughter in our play was brought up to only think 
about dancing. And Queenie was bought up to always honour her culture and to stick to her 
families’ way of life. [4] 
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 Grade Boundary: Low Achieved 

5. For Achieved, the student needs to demonstrate understanding of a significant play. 
This means to make relevant references that link the play to the time that it was set, 
or first produced. 
 
The exemplified student plays Queenie’s grandaughter (wearing a red sweatshirt 
and and black tights).  
 
The student has received this grade through the development of a contrasting 
improvisation that draws sufficient and relevant connections between The 
Pohutukawa Tree, its context, and the improvisation.  
 
The timecodes listed are those that appear in the black box on screen. 
 
10.24 The improvised scenes begin in the future, with Queenie now a 

grandmother. 
10:42 The young girl reveals that the grandmother (Queenie) is old 

fashioned and traditional. This references Queenie’s own attitude 
to her mother, Aroha, as played out in the middle sequence of this 
action. 

10.47 ‘Didn’t the same thing happen to her?’ This question foreshadows 
the possibility that, in contrast to Aroha, Queenie is more 
accepting of change. It also, by inference, shows the attitudes of 
the period in which the play was first produced (compared to a 
more modern context). 

 
The scene from the text is placed in the middle segment of the improvisation, and it 
is central to the ideas that are communicated in other scenes. Queenie is influenced 
by her own experience with Aroha and consequently deals with her own 
granddaughter, Marama, in a more open and accepting fashion.  
 
For a more secure Achieved, the student would need to explore issues in greater 
breadth, and to have expanded on their ideas with documentation, or a presentation 
after the performance.  
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 Grade Boundary: High Not Achieved 

6. For Achieved, the student needs to demonstrate understanding of a significant play. 
This means to make relevant references that link the play to the time that it was set, 
or first produced. 
 
There is no student work currently available at this grade. 
 
A student would receive this grade had a simple translation of the situation of a play 
been improvised into a modern context.  
 
To reach Achieved using this approach, the improvisation needs to draw out the 
intention of the improvisation in a manner that demonstrates ‘understanding’.  
 
There must be evidence (supported by documentation) that the student has, at the 
very least, an understanding beyond the plot itself. For example, the student must 
demonstrate understanding of the character relationships, ideas and concerns that 
are evident in the play, and provide some evidence of how this fits with the world in 
which the play is set or was first produced. With some or all of this information, the 
student can achieve the standard. 
 

 
 


