FS English Level 2

Rules and Tools

Critical reading









Critical reading involves identifying fact, opinion, bias and implicit meaning in a text.  It is quite rare to find a news article that is purely factual; in most cases there is a mixture of fact and opinion.  It is important to distinguish between the two, so that you can use facts to arrive at your own opinion rather than just accepting the view of others.

Fact informs the reader and can be proved by observation or reference to a reliable source.

Opinion is a subjective view and cannot be proved.

Bias is how a person selects and presents facts.  It can be very subtle and well hidden.  Bias is usually stronger than opinion and is a deeply rooted feeling for or against something.  It can be used to prejudice a reader.

Sometimes the meaning of a text is implied rather than communicated explicitly.  The reader infers meaning from the style, tone and language features used.  This is often the case with headlines.  For example, if a word is put in inverted commas, the reader will immediately infer that there is some doubt or difference of opinion.

For example, in the headline: Terror alert leak an ‘accident’, the reader infers that the leak was not really an accident.

Facts and opinions








A fact is a statement of something that is measurable or provable.  It is based on direct evidence, actual experience or observation.  For example, “The sky is blue” can be proved through observation.

An opinon is a statement of belief or feeling. It shows your feelings about a subject. Many opinions are based on facts but are actually showing someone's views on a subject.  For example, “It is very easy to drive a car” is a statement many people would agree with, but it cannot be proved or measured.

Ask yourself the following questions to help distinguish between facts and opinions:

· Does the author use emotive or persuasive language, such as: 
pretty   ugly   safe   dangerous evil  attractive   good?

· Are there words that indicate a statement of opinion, such as: 
probably   perhaps   usually   often   sometimes   on occasion   I believe   I think   in my opinion   I feel   I suggest?

· Can you disagree or can you identify different opinions?

· Can the fact be measured or observed? 

· Is the source of the statement mentioned?  Is it from a reliable authority? 

· Has the fact come from a study or research evidence?  Have you heard of other, contrary evidence or studies?

· Has anything been left out, such as unfavourable or negative points?

Rhetorical language








Writers use particular writing techniques to create particular effects. Rhetoric is the art of persuading or making an impression. It is often associated with speech but is also used in writing. Politicians and journalists often use rhetoric.

Some common rhetorical techniques are defined below:

Emotive language - words used to excite emotion and arouse feeling rather than just describe.  For instance: yob instead of young person. 

Rhetorical question - a question asked not to get an answer, but to create an effect.  For instance: who cares? really means nobody cares.

Pun - a humorous use of a word to create a different meaning.  Often a pun involves using a word with the same sound (or similar sound) as another, but a different meaning.  For instance: Glue factory in sticky situation.

Alliteration - choosing words that start with the same letter sound for a phrase.  For instance: Cool, calm and collected.

Always make sure the persuasive language you chose suits the context and audience of your writing.  Chose your emotive language carefully or else you may sound hysterical instead of persuasive.  Check the meanings of unfamiliar words to ensure you are saying what you intend.

More on: Emotive language

Words that provoke strong feelings in the reader are examples of emotive language.  They are words that are powerful and persuasive, promoting a particular opinion. 

For example:

· I was shocked by his disgraceful behaviour.

· The room was a gorgeous purple colour.

· The Prime Minister was stunned by the impertinent questions.

Using different emotive language can produce very different views of the same situations:

· I was amused by his hilarious behaviour.

· The room was a hideous purple colour.

· The Prime Minister was angered by the impertinent  questions.

Target audience









Every text is written for an audience and has a specific purpose.  Always identify the purpose of a text and think about the intended audience before you consider its meaning.  The same words can mean different things in different contexts.

For example, a list of food items could be for shopping, for a recipe or to identify allergy foods.  The reader of the list would act very differently in each case – the meaning comes from the audience and purpose. 

Every piece of written material has an intended or target audience. Remember this when you write. The target audience may be quite wide-ranging or more specific.  

In choosing a target audience, you may wish to consider:

· age range

· gender

· interests, hobbies or pastimes

· ability or disability

· ethnic or religious background

· wealth, occupation or status

Not all these categories will be relevant all the time, and you may think of others to add to the list.

The description of your target audience influences your choice of language, sentence structure, the information you include, the layout and images, etc.  All these elements need to be designed to appeal to your chosen audience.

Formal and informal writing





 

When you know your purpose and target audience, you know whether to write in a formal or informal style. 

Formal writing is when you are writing to someone you do not know well or when you are writing in an official or business capacity. Formal writing may include:

a business letter           
an agenda           minutes of a meeting        a contract                      
a report            a news analysis in a broadsheet newspaper        

· an impersonal style, using the third person and often the passive voice 

· an objective style, using facts and references to support an argument

· complex and compound sentences to express complex points

· planned and drafted paragraphs and text development

· precise business and technical vocabulary
· precise grammar and spelling
Informal writing is when you are writing to someone you know personally or when you are writing subjectively to express your own private feelings and thoughts. Informal writing may include: 

emails to friends or family       a personal diary        free creative writing    

To make their readers feel like personal friends, writers of the following often assume an informal style: 

tabloid news reports         advertising leaflets              magazines

Informal writing may include:

· a personal style, using the first and second person and the active voice
· a subjective style, expressing opinions and feelings
· short simple sentences
· contractions
· spontaneous expressions within the text

· personal vocabulary and jargon
· humour 

Most people use a combination of formal and informal language in their everyday lives, ranging from chatting to friends (informal) to addressing the boss at work or writing to officials in the outside world (formal).

Note-taking








 

Points to remember:

· Notes should not be written in full sentences.

· If they are for your own use, spelling and punctuation are not important, so long as you can still read and understand your notes.

· Use bullet points to list the important items.

· Only note the items that are relevant or important for your task.  What you decide is important will vary depending upon the task.

· Use your own words as much as possible.

Note-taking through active reading
When you read complex texts, it is easier to pick out the main points of information if you interact with the text in some way.  This is called active reading.  

In active reading you can pick out key points by:

· highlighting with a highlighter pen

· mind-mapping 
To produce a mind-map, follow these steps:

1. Draw a central picture.  

2. Add a main branch for each key idea.  Use a different colour for each branch.

3. Divide and sub-divide your branches to record specific details.  

4. Write down only key words, short phrases, pictures or symbols on each branch.  Do not use sentences.

5. Make sure all the lines are connected – this helps your brain to see and remember links.
Summary writing








Points to remember:

· When writing a summary, use your notes.  Resist the temptation to look back at the original so that you cannot copy straight from it.

· Consider your audience and the purpose of your writing and use appropriate language and sentence structure. 

· Use bullet points to list the important items.

· Use your own words as much as possible.

To identify and summarise key points from a text follow these stages:

1. Firstly, find the main point and the most important information from each paragraph.  In a well-written paragraph, the main point will usually be contained in the first or second sentences.  It is useful to use a highlighter pen for marking the key points.  

2. Summarise the information from the key points only, re-writing it in your own words and making the text shorter than the original.  Sometimes this can be done most effectively by transferring the information into a table. 

For example:

Tabloids and broadsheets

Tabloids

A popular newspaper in a style with bold headlines and large photographs, having pages of half size.

Broadsheets

Broadsheets are written in a more formal style, reflecting world news events.  The headlines are not as emotive.  There are detailed stories and less prominent photographs.  Most have a full size newspaper format.

	Features of tabloids
	Features of broadsheets

	Half size

Large photographs

Bold headlines

Emotive language

Popular style
	Full size

Smaller, fewer photographs

Factual, less emotive headlines

Detailed news stories

Formal style


Sentence types









A simple sentence contains one clause (one verb and one subject).

For example:
· I ate dinner.  (I = subject; ate = verb)

· The dog chased the cat.  (the dog = subject;  chased = verb)

A compound sentence contains two or more simple sentences linked by conjunctions (and, or, but).  For example:
· I like cheese but I prefer chocolate.

· The dog ran around the garden and then chased the cat up a tree.

A compound sentence has two or more clauses which each make sense on their own and have equal importance.  They can be linked in this way because they contain similar ideas.

A complex sentence contains one main clause and one or more subordinate or dependent clauses.  For example:
· I ate dinner, which consisted of cheese and chocolate.

· The dog, that belongs to my neighbour, ran around the garden.

The subordinate clauses, as highlighted, do not make sense on their own.  They are dependent on the rest of the sentence.  They do not, on their own, contain a subject, but they do give readers more information and make the content a little more interesting.

Sentences: Clauses







 

All sentences must contain at least one main clause. A clause is a group of words, which contains a verb. 

The man ran is a clause; it is also a sentence. It contains a subject (the man) and a verb (ran).

The sentence can be made longer by adding additional clauses: 

· by using conjunctions (joining words)
The man ran out of the house and jumped into the waiting van.

· by using other linking words for additional points
       The man, who had started the fire, ran out of the house, even though he was choking from the smoke, and jumped into the waiting van, which belonged to his brother.
Each additional clause contains a verb.

The man, who had started the fire, ran out of the house, even though he  was choking                                                             
from the smoke, and jumped into the waiting van, which  belonged to his brother.

Other examples of joining or linking words are:

so   but   because   if   unless   although    what   when   that   while  as

Punctuation









Semi-colon (;)

Semi-colons are used within sentences. They can be used to create a longer, more dramatic pause than a comma.

· The lottery win changed everything; life would never be the same again.

Semi-colons can also be used when listing information that already contains commas.

· The drawer contained shirts, mostly old; trousers, mostly new; socks, all odd. 

Apostrophe (‘)

Apostrophes are used to indicate possession, apostrophes also show when letters have been left out of contracted words.

When showing possession add ‘s to the end of nouns (names) that do not end in s, this includes plurals.

· John’s essay was very good.

· The dog’s bone.

· The men’s changing room was flooded.

For plurals that end in s add an apostrophe after the s.

· The lecturers’ car park is full.

· The managers’ meeting was cancelled.

· I am going to my parents’ house.

Use an apostrophe to represent letters that have been removed from contracted words (words that have been combined and shortened).

· Please don’t put your feet on the seats. (do not becomes don’t)

· This isn’t acceptable. (is not becomes isn’t)

· Surely it’s the best movie of the year. (it is becomes it’s)

(Important - Plurals do not have apostrophes)
Quotation Marks (“  ”)

Quotation marks appear at the beginning and end of direct speech. They are also used around titles of books, articles, etc.

· Bobby asked, “When do we go on holiday?” 
(note: there is a comma before the quote begins and the question mark is inside the quotation marks)


· My favourite book is “The Da Vinci Code”.

Phrases










Long sentences may also include phrases.

A phrase is a group of words, which does not contain a verb. In the following sentence, phrases have been added to the two clauses to give extra information.

The man from the fire brigade ran into the house at the end of our street and put out the flames with a fire extinguisher.

If you take the phrases, marked in colour, out of the sentence it will still read well and make sense.

Long sentences are often used in formal text where a lot of complex information is needed. Here is an example:

The manager’s report has been issued in accordance with the terms of the key features document, which was distributed at the point of investment, and takes account of the terms and conditions, which is normally supplied, unless the investment was made by proxy, in which case the document must be requested separately. 

In long sentences, the comma indicates where additional information, related to the main idea of the sentence, starts or ends. It is used to break up the sentence into smaller parts for easier understanding.

The comma is never used to separate one sentence from another.

Look at these examples:

Although it was raining, the woman, who was wearing a thin jacket, decided to go for a walk, while her partner, who had a good raincoat, stayed at home and watched television. 

The main thought is: The woman decided to go for a walk.
The linking words:  although   who   while   and the conjunction: and connect the additional ideas to the main idea.

The comma shows where each additional idea begins or ends. It breaks up the sentence for easier understanding. 

Conjunctions like and, but, so and because normally stand in place of a comma. 

Clauses introduced by other linking words are usually separated by a comma from the rest of the sentence.

In the big house at the end of our road, or rather opposite our house across the common, a man is working.

The main thought is: A man is working.

Extra details are added as phrases and enclosed by commas. Take out the words between the commas and the sentence still reads well and makes sense.

The woman decided to go for a walk. Her partner stayed at home and watched television.

These are two separate main clauses and therefore two separate sentences. A comma must not separate them, unless a conjunction or linking word is introduced:

The woman decided to go for a walk, while her partner stayed at home and watched television.

Active and passive verbs







You use active verbs to say what the subject of a sentence does, e.g.

The airport authority employs two hundred people.

You use passive verbs to say what happened to the subject, e.g.

Two hundred people are employed by the airport authority.

Passive verbs can be used:

· when the writer wants to emphasise the action rather than ‘who’ or ‘what’ carried out the action, e.g. 

Prices slashed in massive clearance sale.

· when the writer does not know ‘who’ or ‘what’ carried out the action,  e.g. 

Shops vandalised in riot.

Look at the following sentences. 

My insurance policy covers accidental damage.

My insurance policy is the subject of the sentence; covers is the active form of the verb.

Accidental damage is covered by my insurance policy.

Accidental damage is the subject of the sentence; is covered is the passive form of the verb.

The fire-fighter poured gallons of water onto the fire.

The fire-fighter is the subject of the sentence; poured is the active form of the verb.

Gallons of water were poured onto the fire.

Gallons of water is the subject of the sentence; were poured is the passive form of the verb.

The passive voice is constructed like this: the required tense and person of the verb to be + the past participle of the verb in use.

In is covered, is is the present tense of the verb to be; covered is the past participle of the verb to cover.

In were poured, were is the past tense of the verb to be; poured is the past participle of the verb to pour.

In the passive voice, the verb to be may change according to the tense and person; the past participle never changes.

Look at this sentence:

We are helped by insurance schemes. 

The tense and person can be changed by altering the verb to be:

The man is helped.   They were helped.    I shall be helped.

Changes can be seen in the verb to be; the past participle helped does not change.

The past participle, for most verbs, ends in –ed. 

There are many irregular past participles, such as: 

stolen    broken    given  chosen   sold   told    burnt   hurt  

The passive voice is often used in formal language because it is less personal. 

Look at these two examples:

She stole my mobile phone.

My mobile phone was stolen. In this sentence, the passive voice is less personal. It avoids the need to say who stole the phone.

The passive voice is often used in formal documents or notices:

Passengers are requested to leave the station by the main staircase.

Trespassers will be prosecuted.

The first, second and third person





I and we are first person.

You is second person.

All other subjects are third person (both pronouns - such as he/she/it - and nouns)

First person                 I am                                       We are

Second person           You are                       

Third person                He/she/it is                           They are      

The insurance company is   Passengers/trespassers are  

The third person has traditionally been used in formal documents, although some documents are now written in the second person to sound more friendly and personal.

Look at these examples:

Job applicants are asked to provide references.

We ask you to provide references when you come for interview.

The first sentence is more formal. It uses the passive voice and the third person.

The second sentence is less formal. It uses the active voice and the first and second person. It speaks more directly and personally to the reader.

Using pronouns clearly







A pronoun is a word that stands in for a noun or noun phrase.

For example: 

Joe asked Mrs Redding [noun] to repeat what she had said [noun phrase].

Using pronouns, the sentence becomes: 

Joe asked her to repeat it.
I or me
Watch out for how you use the pronouns I and me, especially in phrases pairing up I or me with another person.  For instance: 

my wife and I   

 the children and me.

Use I if referring to the subject of a sentence but me if referring to the object.  

To test whether I or me is right, try leaving the extra person out of the sentence.  

It is right to say:                   My friend and I went to the cinema. 

                                                     (I [subject] went to the cinema.)

But, change I to me when used as an object: 
My husband took my friend and me to the cinema. 

           (My husband  [subject] took me [ object] to the cinema.)

More punctuation tips







The colon is used at the start of a list. The words in the list are separated by commas until the last two words which are separated by the word and. For example:

From the mountain top I could see lots of things: trees, fields, farms and animals. 

It is also used after a word or phrase which is then explained. For example:

It was the most beautiful scene in the world: snow-capped mountains against a brilliant blue sky.

The semi-colon is used in place of a full stop between short closely related sentences. For example:

On the one hand fox-hunting is a cruel sport; on the other hand farmers need to control the fox population.                 

(Two sides of an argument.)

I love listening to music; it is the only thing that makes me happy.

(An extension of the first sentence but without a joining word to turn it into one sentence.)

Inverted commas are used to mark direct speech. They show the actual words a person says as if they were in a speech bubble in a picture.

“I don’t believe you,” he said.        “How are you?” she asked.

“So what you are saying,” she said, “is that you can’t always believe what you read in the newspapers.”
Inverted commas also mark quotations. For example:

“A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse.”
This is a quotation from Richard III by William Shakespeare. 
The stages of writing








With any writing task there are five stages to go through to get to the finished piece.

1. Pre-writing – This involves analysing the task and finding the key purpose(s).  Useful techniques include ‘word-storming’ and probing.

2. Planning – This involves summarising, organising and rearranging ideas from the first stage.  It is essential to look for connections so you can provide directions to the reader.

3. Drafting – This involves shaping your notes into a draft piece of text.  Turn back repeatedly to your notes and your plan.  You may need to repeat this stage!

4. Editing – Does the message sound right?  If not, change it!

5. Proofreading – Do this in three stages.

a. First read through carefully checking for sense.  (Try asking someone else to read the work to you; by hearing it you will pick up any clumsy or unclear sentences.)

b.   Read through again looking for grammar and punctuation mistakes.

c.   Read through a third time checking your spelling.

It is important that there are NO spelling or grammatical errors in formal writing tasks.

Spelling










Unstressed vowels

When a word has a vowel sound that is not stressed it can be difficult to work out how to spell it because there is no clue from the sound.  Whether an unstressed vowel is an ‘a’, ‘e’ or ‘i’, the sound made by an unstressed vowel is ‘uh’  For instance, the word relevant would sound the same if the correct spelling were relivant or relavant.

Sometimes you can work out the correct spelling by identifying the root word, and other linked words, and finding a stressed vowel that you can hear clearly.  For instance, the ‘a’ in the word relative is unstressed, but the ‘a’ in  the word relate is stressed and therefore sounds like an ‘a’.

For some words with unstressed vowel sounds you may need to find a way of making the spelling memorable for you.  You could use a visual memory aid or an aural memory aid (to make the word sound memorable).

Words ending in -cian
If a word that ends in a shun sound is a word used to describe a person in terms of the job or skill they perform, then spell the ending –cian, as in:

electrician    musician    politician
Identifying key points when listening





To identify key points from a long explanation or presentation, it is useful to make notes as you listen.  

The speaker(s) will often use signposts to warn the listener that a key point is coming.  

These include significant pauses, repeating words or phrases to emphasise a point, showing a photograph or other image, using sign-posting words or phrases such as:

most importantly           my main concern    a significant factor

Giving and receiving criticism constructively



It is never easy to accept criticism but it is important to listen to – and take note of constructive criticism.

Here are some tips to help:

	When giving criticism:

Be polite!

State facts, not feelings

Use a friendly tone

Don’t use sarcasm 
Don’t personalise the criticism
Don’t generalise from a single incident
	When receiving criticism:

Check you have understood correctly.  You may have missed the point
Listen for the whole message – don’t focus on just the negative parts
Think before you respond

Remember that the criticism is not about YOU as a person, just something you said or did
Put forward ideas for putting things right

Be polite!


Discussion – group rules







In order to make an effective contribution to a group discussion, it is important to stick to agreed group rules.  If the group has no set rules, suggesting that you agree on some could be your most effective contribution!

The rules will vary according to the purpose and nature of the group, but the following rules will usually apply.

· Have clear aims for the discussion and do not go off track.

· Make notes of decisions made.

· Agree start and finish times for the whole discussion and for each part.

· Let everybody have a turn to speak.

· Don’t make personal comments.

· Make all criticism constructive.

· Don’t take constructive criticism personally.

Making effective contributions in discussions



· Make useful contributions  and adapt your contribution to the audience, the context, the purpose and the situation.

· Signal appropriately when you want to speak at an appropriate time.

· Put forward a well-supported argument.

· Research factual information to support your views and argument.

· Use body language effectively during the delivery of key points.

· Judge the body language of the person delivering the opposing argument.

· Ensure the discussion is good-natured and productive.
Rules and Tools are adapted from the Excellence Gateway’s SfL resources

http://rwp.excellencegateway.org.uk
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