
 
  The School For Excellence 2021                   English – How to Discuss Language                   Page 1 

HOW TO DISCUSS LANGUAGE 
 
Based on the title of the resource, you could assume that its focus will be on the Analysing 
Argument and Language (AAL) component of VCE English, but instead, this will be a more 
holistic approach to the study design. It is important to remember that language and how it is 
expressed forms part of each Area of Study. See the following extracts from the VCE 
English and English as an Additional Language Study Design: 
 
•  Explain and analyse 
 

 how the features of a range of texts create meaning and how they influence 
 interpretation (Key Skill, pg. 19) 
 

•  Identify and analyse 
 

 language used by the writers and creators of the texts to position or persuade an 
 audience to share a point of view 
 
 the way in which language and argument complement one another and interact to 
 position an audience (Key Skill, pg. 20) 
 
•  Explain and analyse 
 
 the choices made by authors to convey particular perspectives (Key Skill, pg. 25) 
 
Although the directive to analyse language is stated more explicitly in Unit 3 Area of Study 2, 
we should be mindful that texts are constructed through language, whether that is verbal, 
visual or written. This resource will focus on the way that language is used for constructing 
written texts but could serve as a prompt for guiding investigation into how language is used 
in other contexts. 
 
There are many features of writing that most students already know they should discuss in 
their essays, whether that is symbols and metaphors in a text-response or comparative 
essay or alliteration and hyperbole in AAL. However, there are fewer students who will 
venture further into a discussion of the fundamental mechanics of writing. For example, have 
you ever considered: 
 
•  the length of the sentences used?  

 E.g. are they long and complex with multiple clauses or short and abrupt? 
 
•  the paragraph structure? 
 
•  the vocabulary or word choice? 
 
•  the sound of each phrase? This relates to language devices like alliteration, 

 onomatopoeia, rhythm, rhyme and repetition.  
 
•  the overall tone? 
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The significance of these elements can seem to be most evident in verbal communication 
yet are nonetheless present in writing. Consider the sentence: 
 
I like going to Grandma’s house because it is old and full of interesting books to read. 
 
Read it again but with the following additions in grammar. 
 
I like going to Grandma’s house because… it is old. And full. Of interesting books to read. 
 
You may have noticed that the sentence appeared innocent initially but after the addition of 
an ellipsis and two full stops, it became laden with an undercurrent of hidden meaning. By 
these grammar choices, the reader is instructed to think about the narrator’s hesitancy. 
Inevitably, you begin to question if there are dangers of going to Grandma’s house that have 
not yet been revealed. Is the narrator uncertain because they have had a previous negative 
experience? Alternatively, are their generic statements simply evidence of a lack of 
sophistication? 
 
When applying this to the type of texts that you examine in VCE English, it is not as clearly 
demonstrated. Obviously, you are not given two different versions of a piece of writing by the 
same author to analyse the ways in which their change of grammar usage impacts their 
meaning. However, you can form interpretations based on the style. 
 
To illustrate this, let us examine the language of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and 
Alice Munro’s Runaway. 
 
The first quotation is from Chapter 44 of Pride and Prejudice: 
 
‘She respected, she esteemed, she was grateful to him, she felt a real interest in his welfare; 
and she only wanted to know how far she wished that welfare to depend upon herself, and 
how far it would be for the happiness of both that she should employ the power, which her 
fancy told her she still possessed, of bringing on her the renewal of his addresses.’ 
 
Note that this whole section of text is one sentence divided into nine different clauses. How 
does this contribute to the reader’s understanding of what thought processes are occurring 
in Elizabeth Bennett’s mind? A sample analysis could be as follows: 
 
Austen explores the different ways in which prejudiced mindsets are overturned. In her 
account of Elizabeth’s stream of consciousness as the protagonist attempts to reconcile Mr 
Darcy’s transformed behaviour with her former impressions of him, Austen’s verbose 
sentences reveal the self-discovery that is taking place. The evolution of Elizabeth’s feelings 
from respect to feeling a “real interest in his welfare” over four clauses with each phrase 
increasing in fervency and length suggest that Elizabeth is gradually gaining a new 
understanding of her once suitor. In contrast, the lack of insight into Mr Darcy’s mental state 
following Elizabeth’s rejection affords little ability to deduce how his prejudice against her 
family was overcome yet Austen… 
 
This only skims the surface of the richness of the language that can be found in Austen’s 
classic novel. Anyone studying this text could continue their research through exploring the 
vocabulary as well as how the use of language varies per gender. 
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The second quotation we will examine is from the eponymous short story of 
Runaway: 
 
‘So. 
 
Maybe Clark didn’t know yet. If he was sitting at the computer, he would have his back to the 
window and the road. 
 
But he would have to know before long.’ 
 
Unlike the above quote from Pride and Prejudice, this excerpt is written with a scarcity of 
words. A sample analysis could be as follows: 
 
To expose the unpredictability of human reasoning Munro initially exposes the complexity of 
thought processes. In the short story “Runaway”, the author foregrounds how despite the 
impressions an outsider might derive from a situation an individual can still act contrary to 
expectations. The terse manner in which Carla’s thoughts are conveyed positions the reader 
to “runaway” with their own interpretations of how the protagonist actually perceives Mrs 
Jamieson and her return at the beginning of the text. The singular, abrupt “so” allows little 
insight into Carla’s emotional response and as the single word sentence is further separated 
into its own paragraph, the reader is compelled to dwell on the implied subtext. As the plot 
unfolds, the inferences formed… 
 
This twenty-first century short story is significantly distinctive from Austen’s nineteenth 
century novel not only in its form but the style of language. Consider how Munro does not 
follow formal grammar conventions in the structure of sentences and even the use of 
contractions. How does this reflect on the character she is creating? 
 
Based off the analyses demonstrated here, conduct your own investigation into the nuances 
of language that is present in the texts you are studying for Section A, B, and C of the VCE 
English exam. Such detailed examination will help separate you from the majority of 
students who only discuss the most noticeable features of a text. 
 
This resource was prepared by Rachel Bell, on behalf of TSFX. 


