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Leaving Certificate: English Notes 
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Language technique 
 
According to Department of Education Guidelines you are expected to be familiar with FIVE distinct language styles. However, it is 
highly unlikely any one passage or answer will be written exclusively in one individual style. It will more than likely be an amalgam of 
two or three types.  It is your task to decide the primary style of the passage or the primary style in which you must write.  
 

Persuasive writing 
 
 
The purpose of persuasive writing is to make an emotional appeal to the reader.  It does not have to confine itself to logic.  It appeals 
to the emotions of its audience.  It is used by preachers, teachers, politicians, lawyers and advertisers. The language of persuasion is 
subjective and can be dishonest and misleading in its selective use of fact. During the debate on the Smoking Ban the Vintner’s 
Association certainly had a very different point of view to the Department of Health!  This is in contrast to language of argument 
which is objective and honest.   
 
Types of persuasive writing: speeches, sermons, articles, advertising on TV or internet or in print media.  
 
Appeals to audiences:  

 Emotions 
 Fears 

 Desire to seem intelligent 

 Need to protect their family 

 Desire to fit in, to be accepted, to be loved 

 Desire to be an individual 

 Desire to follow a tradition 
 Desire to be wealthy or save money 
 Desire to be healthy 
 Desire to look good 

 Desire to protect animals and the environment 
 Pride in our country 

 Often other persuasive techniques can also involve an appeal. 
 
 
Techniques used:  

 Rhetorical devices which include: rhetorical questions, listing, repetition.   
 Rhetorical questions are an excellent way to create a dramatic pause and to allow your audience time to reflect. 
 Short snappy sentences create an energetic tone of voice. 
 Epigrams which are concise memorable statements can be very useful. E.g. ‘Ask not what your country can do for you – ask 

what you can do for your country.’ JFK Inaugural Address. 
 Antithesis or contrasts create a wonderful cadence as can be clearly seen in attached speeches. ‘Let every nation know, 

whether it wishes us well or ill…’ ‘United, there is little we cannot do…..Divided, there is little we can do…’ JFK Inaugural 
Address. 

 Satire can be used to ridicule a person or organization.  It can be serious or comic.  If serious it is often used to encourage 
reform in an individual or society.  Comic satire is frequently used by cartoonists or comedians to ridicule politicians. 

  Use of alliteration, plosive alliteration, onomatopoeia, sibilance,….. 
 Groupings of words in triadic structure e.g. ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’ M.L. King 
 Imagery: ‘America has given the Negro a bad cheque, a cheque which has come back marked “insufficient funds”……but we 

refuse to believe that the bank of justice is bankrupt.’ ibid. Imagery and Figurative Language i.e. metaphor and simile can 
paint a word picture for audience, making the point visually and by comparison, or appeal to emotions. They can also make 
the author appear sophisticated or well spoken. 
E.g., Australia is a fabric woven of many colours (metaphor) 

            E.g. Citizenship was thrown around like confetti (simile) 
            E.g. Bodies were piled up in makeshift roadside graves and in gutters 

 Monosyllabic words, used for emphasis. 
 Anecdote: Short story personalises general point you want to make. 
 Humour suitable to target audience 
 Hyperbole The use of hyperbole emphasizes points by exaggerating. lt can be used to mock opposing opinions, as a shock 

tactics technique, or an appeal to fears. 
E.g. Those who support this ridiculous idea would have us believe that it 
will dramatically improve the quality of life for modern living. Of course it will! And it will probably bring about world peace, 
stop pollution, and make the trams run on time! 



 Exclamatory language 
 Pseudo science 
 Inclusive language i.e. Language such as ‘we’, ‘our’, ‘us’ can persuade by including the audience, or by creating a sense of 

solidarity or responsibility. 
E.g ‘people like you and me don’t want to see this happening’ 
 

 Connotations: The connotation is the emotional meaning associated with the word. 
Persuasive authors often choose their words carefully so that the connotation 
suits their purpose. 
E.g. 'Kill' and 'Slaughter' both mean the same thing, but the word 
'slaughter' has a different connotation to 'kill', as it causes the audience to 
imagine that the act was particularly horrific. 
Or 'Health issue' vs. ‘health crisis' 
0r  'Terrorist' vs. 'freedom fighter' 
. 
 

 Analogy: Analogy is a form of reasoning which compares one thing with another in order to make a particular point. 
      E.g.: School is like a prison and students are like prisoners. 

 Generalisations: Make sweeping statements about a whole group, based on only one or two members of that group. These 
can be persuasive if the audience believes the generalization is appropriate, but can undermine argument if they do not. 

      E.g. A store manager might see one or two teenagers shoplifting, and write 
      a letter to the editor claiming all teenagers steal and can't be trusted. 
 
 
 
 

Argumentative Writing 
 
 

The primary purpose is to induce reader to accept the writer’s point of view or see a subject or idea in a new light.  This is done 
by asserting a position and by supporting this by means of analysis and logical argument.  It must be supported by facts and 
examples. It must have a clear, logical structure and must be consistent throughout.  The success of the language of argument 
depends on whether the writer is able to present convincing evidence in a context of sound logic.  This means that the 
conclusions drawn must follow logically from the assumptions or premise on which they are based. 
 
 
Types of argumentative language: journalism, philosophy, scientific and legal documents. 
  

 
 Techniques used: 
 
Deductive argument. 

 state a general principle: all the planets in the solar system are spheres 
 makes a specific statement: the earth is a planet in the solar system 
 deduces a conclusion from 1 and 2: therefore the earth is a sphere 

The reader must however be on the lookout for a false premise e.g. 
 The most entertaining programme on television is the one with the largest audience 
 ‘the Late  Late Show’ has the largest audience 
 Therefore ‘The Late Late Show’ is the most entertaining       (NCCA Draft Guidelines / Leaving Certificate Syllabus) 

 
      Inductive  argument 

 
 state your  proposition or point of view: the death penalty is an abuse of human rights  
 supply evidence: it is barbaric, an innocent person might be executed by mistake, it cheapens the value of 

human life, against God’s commandments ‘Thou shalt not kill’, is a state sanctioned murder 
 State your conclusion: Therefore the death penalty is an abuse of human rights. 

 
     When writing an argument: 
  

 It is important to ascertain whether the opinions presented in evidence are based on assumptions or fact, or 
whether they are subjective and therefore open to interpretation.  This is clearly evident in Vincent Brown’s 
article published in The Irish Times of 23rd August 2000.  



 Statements should be objective and evidence should be factual. 
 A logical structure and clear evidence provide a coherent argument. 
 Anecdotal evidence such as a short story or an account of an incident may be used. However this is a weaker 

form of evidence than scientific or factual information. 
 
 
 
 

Informative Writing 
 

 
The purpose of the language of information is to convey facts i.e. convey information in a clear and precise manner. Sometimes 
a writer may present information in a selective way by emphasising some relevant facts but excluding others, thus presenting a 
distorted, unbalanced, prejudiced version of the topic being discussed. 
 
Types of informative language:  reports, instructions, obituaries, records, memos, bulletins, travel guides, textbooks, speeches, 
diaries, newspapers, reviews, scientific and medical journals…. 

  
 
Techniques used:   

1. Concise, accessible, user- friendly language. 
2. Should be objective and neutral, balanced and non-didactic. 
3. Reliable sources, statistics. 
4. Tone of voice should be formal. 
5. Bullet points, numbering, tabular, listing. 
6. Close attention to target audience. 

 
 
 
 

Narrative and aesthetic writing 
 
 
Narrative writing is the telling of stories, real and fictional.  Its primary purpose is to entertain the reader.  Good narrative writing 
always sounds true even when stories are fictional.  Readers are looking for believable characters, accurate descriptions, realistic 
dialogue and convincing plots.   
 
Types of narrative and aesthetic writing:  autobiographies, biographies, narrative travel account, diaries, novels, news features and 
stories, reviews, short stories, drama, film, poetry. 
 
 
 
Techniques used: 

 
 Characters must be realistic; your audience must care what happens to them. 
 Setting should be seen, heard and felt. Frame your story, design your set.  You must depict a credible world. It must draw 

attention away from the fact that it is working to create a fiction. 
 As a story teller you must help the reader see and hear the actions. Show, don’t tell. 
 Four acts in story: 

 State equilibrium/balance 

 Disruption of equilibrium/conflict/ complications 

 Struggle to overcome disruption 

 Restoration of equilibrium 
 

 
 Remember a short story is ‘a piece of fiction dealing with a single incident…. It must sparkle, excite, impress.’ Sean O Faolain.  

It is a slice of life. 
 Plot development highlights struggle between people, within a person or between a person and their environment. They 

must have a goal with obstacles in the way and try to end with an unexpected twist.  Conflict leads to suspense, creating 
excitement and apprehension. 

 Use chronological order and/or flashback. 



 Point of view 
 

 First person point of view is when story is told by character involved in the story. We feel very close to the story 
being told. We usually live with the fears and hopes of the narrator 

. 

 Third person point of view is from the point of view of an omniscient, all seeing point of view.  This author is an 
invisible observer with the power to see everything. 

 
 

 
The difference between narrative and aesthetic writing is that the later is there to enlarge the reader’s imaginative and 
emotional awareness.  Your narrative will always have elements of aesthetic writing.  This is evident in James Joyce’s short 
story EVELINE.  The unseen poetry section in Paper II is an exercise is aesthetic awareness. (See notes on unseen poem for 
further analyses.) 

 
 
It is important to remember in Paper I that the genre of a text does not always fit neatly into a predetermined package.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 



 



 

 

 



 



 

 
Unseen Poetry: an appreciation of the Aesthetic.          
 
        
 
GENERAL 
 ‘Students should be able to… read poetry conscious of its specific mode of using language as an artistic medium.’ (DES English 
Syllabus, 4. 5. 1) 
 
 Note that responding to the unseen poem is an exercise in aesthetic reading. It is especially important, in assessing the responses of 
the candidates, to guard against the temptation to assume a ‘correct’ reading of the poem.  
 
Reward the candidates’ awareness of the patterned nature of the language of poetry, its imagery, its sensuous qualities, its 
suggestiveness.  
 
Note that the Unseen Poem is essentially a reading test; do not expect lengthy answering. Dept. of Education guidelines 

 
 
A poem is an artistic idea, painted with words. Unlike a painting it is much more than just visual; it is sensory in the fullest sense of 
the word. Poets assail our senses, seducing us into their world, so that we can hear, see, taste, touch and feel the experience. It is 
important to connect with this experience so that we can respond in a personal, fresh way. 
 
Having read the poem once, pause, reflect. Brainstorm: what image/picture comes to mind, any key words or phrase, are there 
specific colours which you recall? Who is speaking in the poem? Is it the poet, or is he or she pretending to be someone else? Who is 
the poet speaking to? Is it to a particular person or a general audience? 
 
During your second reading you can focus more closely on striking language and images. What feelings are being evoked: sad, 
melancholic, gloomy, angry, lonely, excited, exultant, frustrated, anxious, pensive?  
 
Always take a moment to consider the title of the poem. What does it suggest? As you read the poem, acknowledge how it relates to 
the subject matter. What particular image is evoked when you first glance at the title ‘The Skunk’ by Seamus Heaney? It might 
surprise you to know that it is a beautiful love poem to his wife!  
 
Close your eyes and think of your favourite song. Feel the feeling the song creates inside. Name it. This is how you find the mood, 
tone of the poem, the voice of the poet. Does the poet invoke a sense of pathos in the reader? Do we have a deep, sympathetic 
feeling for his/her subject matter? 

 
Colour plays an important role in a poem. It can reflect the mood and signify change. This is very obvious in Sylvia Plath’s poem 
Child. 
  
Examine the shape of the poem, stanza length, sonnet, villanelle, and sestina. Ask yourself why the verses are structured in this 
particular way. Notice the punctuation of the poem; observe the use of enjambment (run-on-lines), short sentences, and 
monosyllabic words. What effect do they have? 
 
Is the language conversational, abstract, archaic? Are there any specific words or phrases repeated? This is clearly a persuasive 
technique and is used by the poet for emphasis. Look at Yeats’ September 1913 and Easter 1916. 
 
How would you describe the rhythm of the poem… fast or slow… regular or irregular? Does the poem rhyme, look for internal 
rhyme?  
 
Can you notice any sound effects? Look for assonance, consonance, sibilance, alliteration, onomatopoeia and comment on the 
effect they have on the poem. 
 
 
Observe the images - simile or metaphors that are used. Do you notice an unusual connection between two distinct things? This is 
known as a conceit. John Donne probably coined the most famous conceit of all in his poem A Valediction forbidding Mourning, in 
which he likens the lovers to a compass. Are the images mysterious, beautiful, startling, sinister? 
 



Does the poet use symbol in the poem. Check what aspects of the symbol are relevant to this particular poem. Fire can represent 
warmth, family, or danger. A rose can represent love, beauty or suffering. You must be careful! To which aspects of the symbol the 
poet is alluding? Remember, sometimes the literal meaning is enough!   
 
Are there any obvious changes from beginning to end?  What journey of discovery is made as the poem progresses? Is there an 
“epiphany”/ a revelation or insight into the meaning of something? I like to think of an epiphany as that moment in a darkened 
room when the light is switched on and you remark ‘Wow, now I see!’! Notice the words that indicate a shift or change i.e. however, 
yet, perhaps, although, but. 
 
Do you notice any significant allusions in the poem; quotations, reference to another literary work or situations or characters from 
history or religion. This is very clearly seen in The Prodigal, Elizabeth Bishop and “Out, Out…” Robert Frost. 
 
As you reach the final lines reflect. Has the poem significantly changed from beginning to end? Is this a logical and satisfactory shift? 
Or is there an element of bathos? Do we, the reader feel let down? Maybe the poet does as Yeats subtly expresses in Sailing to 
Byzantium. 
  
Lastly, be open and receptive to the poem, trust your insight and root your response in text and …. Enjoy! 
 
Mary Carroll 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Composing 
 

A personal essay does not have to be all about YOU! 

It is your opinion on issues 

 

Some ideas for personal essays: 

 
 Historical 

 Social 

 Economic 

 Geographic 

 Environmental 

 Political 

 Religious 

 Scientific 

 Aesthetic 

 Anecdotal 

 Personal 

 Health 

 Sport 

 Cultural 

 Technology 

 Internet 

 Nature 

 
 

You can have sections on these aspects of a topic and make a personal comment 
about it. 

 
 

 
Title: Popular Music 

Political – 60’s, punk, rap 
Moral – exploitation of kids 

Social – express youth, culture, fashion 

Environmental – waste, noise, concerts 

Aesthetic – lyrics, poetry, music, dance 
Personal – own taste in music 

Scientific – vinyl to Cd to online 
Technology – on‐ line music 
Historical – rock n roll 

Geographic – global and ethnic 
Economic – big business 
Religious – spiritual aspect 



Title: Freedom 

 
Political 
Religious 

Freedom of the Press 

Historical perspective 
Cultural 
Personal view and perspective on above aspects 

Arrange points in blocks, then off you go ….. 


