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Lesson plan 

Grammar, linguistics and unseen 
texts 
Luke McBratney 

This lesson plan offers you ways to make sense of unseen texts, using the column on pp. 40–41 of the 
magazine. 

The big picture Use the article by Alan MacColl (pp. 40–41) and ideas from grammar and linguistics 
as tools to respond to unseen texts. 

Learning 
objectives 

To broaden the range of literary and linguistic terms in your active vocabulary (AO2). 

To use ideas from grammar and linguistics to explore methods writers use to shape 
meaning and create effects (AO2). 

To formulate and appreciate opinions on a text. Some students may also be able to 
evaluate or apply critical views (AO5). 

Starter activity  Grammar revision — word classes: 

1  Define the following word classes/ parts of speech: 

adverbs  

demonstratives  

pronouns 

conjunctions  

determiners 

prepositions   

auxiliary verbs   

2  Place the following words in the appropriate word class: 

by, with, from, under  

I will go, you would go, she has gone 

and, but, if, when 

a, an, the, some, any, no 

this, that, these, those 

I, me, you, we, they 

here, there, now, then 
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Answers to (1) can be found on 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/words/word-classes-or-parts-of-speech 

With the exception of demonstratives, which may be defined as: ‘Words whose 
function is to demonstrate, that is, point to something in the sentence. “Give me that 
phone”: in this sentence, “that” is a demonstrative (more precisely a demonstrative 
adjective).’ 

Answers to (2) can be found in the box accompanying Alan MacColl’s article (p. 41).	  

Lesson 
activities 

1  Read Alan MacColl’s article, ‘Analysing function words’.  Explain what he means 
by function words and content words. In your own words, write down a definition of 
each, with two or three of your own examples for each. 

2  Explain the job that each of the words in bold type is doing in the stanza below.  
Overall, what are the effects of the use of the demonstratives (in this case, the uses 
of the word ‘this’ and the use of the personal pronouns in this stanza of John Donne’s 
‘The Flea’)? 

 

Mark but this flea, and mark in this,  
How little that which thou deniest me is;  
It suck’d me first, and now sucks thee,  
And in this flea our two bloods mingled be.  
Thou know’st that this cannot be said  
A sin, nor shame, nor loss of maidenhead;  
       Yet this enjoys before it woo,  
       And pamper’d swells with one blood made of two;  
       And this, alas ! is more than we would do. 
 
2 Study the unseen poem ‘Love Songs in Age’ by Philip Larkin (1922–85): 
http://www.poetryconnection.net/poets/Philip_Larkin/4786 

Examine the view that Larkin presents love as entirely impossible in the poem.  
In your answer, practise commenting on function words. For example, you might 
comment on the use of function words in the final stanza (including the use of 
adverbs of time in the last line). 
Extension  Select another love poem that you have studied as part of your wider 
reading.  Compare the ways in which the poets present love. 

Plenary   Discussion: Which of your set texts is the least dependent on figurative language?  
To what extent might your response to that set text be enhanced by a close 
examination of function words? Select particular passages suited to this approach. 

Further lesson, 
leading to a 
homework task  

Other approaches from linguistics can help you to respond to texts. For example, you 
might like to analyse a passage of speech from a novel or a play using some 
techniques borrowed from linguistics. The following is a brief and simplified way to 
use some aspects of conversation analysis. Please note that, in every case, the 
overall context is vital. Take that into account every time you analyse speech. Don’t 
just assume that, for example, because someone speaks a lot they are in control. 
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Some areas to explore include: 

Functions of speech. 
Is the speech: 

• referential? (Does it provide information)? 

• transactional? (Is the main focus on getting something done?) 

• interactional? (Is the exchange focused on social relationships?) 

• phatic? (Is the speech just ‘small talk’ — where something is said just for the 
sake of talking?) 

Aspects of conversation 
Note the length of speeches. Everything depends on context, but in general the 
person with power speaks in long speeches, or ‘holds the floor’ longer. Note fluency, 
too. By contrast, one speaker might have conversational control by asking short 
questions and eliciting longer responses from another speaker. 

Note the length time spent on the topic. If there are several topics in a short space of 
time, this might show an uncertain relationship, or suggest an anxious subtext. Or it 
could indicate a transactional conversation. 

Note the shape of the dialogue. If the speeches are evenly matched, it can show that 
the speakers are cooperative and on friendly terms. If they are uneven, it can show 
awkwardness or an imbalance of power.  

Note the topic shifts. Who changes the topic of conversation? Again, the one who 
shifts the topic is often the one with power.  

Closing the conversation 
Who closes the conversation and how?  Often the one who closes the conversation 
is the one with the power in the relationship. The same is also often true of the one 
who starts (or initiates) the conversation. 

Task  Select a key passage from your Shakespeare play. Use some of the 
techniques above to explore how Shakespeare presents the relationship between 
two characters. For example, if you are studying Othello, you could analyse the 
relationship between Othello and Iago in Act 3.3, beginning at the point when 
Desdemona and Emilia leave (l.90) until they return (l.282). 

Assessment  An essay on the Larkin poem, or one comparing it to another love poem, could be 
written and assessed using the criteria from your exam board.   

Differentiation 
opportunities 

Groups could be differentiated by ability.  More or less support could be given.  For 
example, some teacher-led examples of working with function words could be used.   
The teacher could model conversation analysis, and a task could be begun in class 
under teacher supervision 

This resource is part of ENGLISH REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by 
subject experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to 
www.hoddereducation.co.uk/englishreview 


