
 
 
Becoming an A Level Language Student - a 
Quick Guide 
Examiner and university lecturer Dr Marcello Giovanelli tells students 
embarking on an A Level language course what to expect and how to 
make the most of the course. 

If you're reading this then you may well have just started your A Level studies in English Language. 
Congratulations on choosing an exciting, modern and engaging A Level course! However, the 
transition from GCSE or iGCSE to A Level can be a demanding one, and so in this article, I'll share 
some key principles of A Level language study with you that will help you to bridge the gap and get 
the most from your studies. Together, these form a 'quick guide' to becoming an A Level English 
Language student. 

1. Learning a Metalanguage and Avoiding Impressionism 
Given that you may not have had to do much explicit language work at KS4, you will find that you 
need to acquire a new terminology to deal with the kinds of analyses that you will undertake at A 
Level. We call this type of language about language a metalanguage. For English Language, most of 
this revolves around what we term levels of language (discourse, grammar, semantics, lexis, 
phonology), or what are currently known as linguistic methods or frameworks in examination board 
specifications. As a beginning linguist, it's important to start using these terms confidently and 
accurately to ensure that all descriptive linguistic work (any analysis that identifies and explores 
language features) that you do is as precise and clear as is possible, and avoids merely making 
impressionistic and speculative claims that are not rooted in language analysis. 

As an example, look at the text (above right). This was written by a mid-day supervisor and attached 
to a biscuit tin in a school staffroom. It was motivated by her anger towards a member of the 
teaching staff persistently going through the tin trying to find chocolate biscuits. 

A non-linguist might comment on this text in quite an intuitive way by identifying the angry 'tone', 
perhaps making some comment on the order that's being given, and even arguing that the use of 
the word 'please' makes the order seem more polite. However, because there's very little language 
analysis going on here beyond simply identifying words, the comments feel impressionistic and 
idiosyncratic; they are not grounded in a recognised and accepted way of talking about the content 
and structure of language. 



On the other hand, knowing even a little bit about how language works can be incredibly enabling, 
helping with the analysis and making you sound more competent and professional in your work. For 
example, using the knowledge that events can be grammatically presented using either the active or 
passive voice not only enables an analysis to take place using a shared and accepted metalanguage, 
but can also lead to a more intricate analysis. In this example, the mid-day supervisor has chosen to 
write in the passive 'they are getting broken' rather than the active 'someone/name of person is 
breaking them'. Since the use of the passive voice downplays the agent (person responsible) for the 
action of the verb, we can argue that using this form is generally significant. In this instance, we 
might deduce that the supervisor wants to avoid attaching a sense of blame to the breaking of the 
biscuits. Being able to discuss the grammar (or any other aspect) in this way is likely to lead to a 
much better analysis. 

2. The Importance of Context 
At A Level, engaging with context means moving beyond simple GCSE notions of audience and 
purpose. Now what's really important to remember is that by context we are referring to a range of 
factors both within and outside of the text, paying close attention to situations where a text is both 
written or spoken (the context of production), and where it is read or listened to (the context of 
reception). Returning to our 'biscuit tin' text, we could identify a whole range of contextual factors 
that would be important to comment on. 

In terms of the context of production, the fact that the text producer is a mid-day supervisor and not 
a member of teaching staff is significant since it is likely that she will have a less powerful role in the 
school, and consequently will need to be careful about not offending someone of a higher status. 
This goes some way to explaining her motivation for using the passive voice that was discussed 
earlier. 

In terms of the context of reception, we can imagine that this note would be seen by whoever was in 
the staffroom and happened to come across the biscuit tin, and that this could take place at many 
different times. It's relatively easy therefore to see that there are as many possible contexts of 
reception as there are potential readers, and that each reading will be motivated by who the reader 
is, the conditions in which they read (carefully, in a rush, whether they have had a good day or are 
fed up), whether they are actually guilty of breaking the biscuits and so on. Equally, context needs to 
be understood as a dynamic entity rather than a static one; the situation and circumstances in which 
a text is understood can change quite considerably. For example, the person responsible for 
breaking the biscuits might suddenly react in a very different way when he realises the message is 
aimed at him. In this instance the context that surrounds the reading, and therefore influences it, 
can develop and evolve as the reading itself takes place. 

There are two important points worth emphasising here. First, the relationship between context and 
language features is both a complex and incredibly important one. Writers and speakers make 
language choices that are influenced by contextual factors, and readers and listeners interpret what 
they read and hear within the specific situations in which they find themselves. Second, the richness 
of contextual detail and its importance in the process of making meaning means that it's often 
better to think of any data you engage with in your studies not as a 'text' but as part of a larger 
communicative act called a discourse event that has real participants with intentions, beliefs and 



emotions engaging in an act of communication. All of these influence what gets written or said, and 
how that gets interpreted. 

3. Ideas about Language 
Another key skill that you will develop as you progress through your studies will be your ability to 
read and engage with ideas about language study. This will move you beyond seeing yourself as 
someone who analyses language to someone who actively explores ideas and concepts that 
researchers and academics have grappled with. Whichever specification you are following for your 
own studies, being able to understand the various debates surrounding language topics, and 
integrating these into your own analyses of data is an important skill that you will need to master. In 
your analysis of the 'biscuit tin' text, you could draw on a number of theories related to how people 
communicate with each other (interaction and politeness theories), how status at work affects the 
ways in which language is used (language and occupation, the discourse of the workplace), and how 
technology might be influencing the ways in which we communicate in non-electronic forms 
(language change, attitudes to language). The best way to become competent at working with ideas 
like these is to try to explore them in the light of any data you are looking at in class. To what extent 
do you find that your data supports or challenges established research ideas that you have read? 

4. Read Around the Subject 
Of course, one of the best ways to explore issues and ideas in language is to read as widely as you 
can around the subject. emag is a great place to start for language articles that have been written 
specifically for A Level students, and your teacher will be able to guide you towards suitable ones. 
Beyond emag there is a wealth of material. As a start, you might try David Crystal's The Cambridge 
Encyclopaedia of the English Language (Cambridge University Press) for a good reference book and 
overall guide to language topics, Louise Mullany and Peter Stockwell's Introducing English Language 
(Routledge) for an excellent, albeit quite advanced, guide to the study of language and linguistics. 
Language: A Student Handbook on Key Topics and Theories (ed. Dan Clayton, English and Media 
Centre) offers an excellent collection of essays by leading academics on A Level language topics. 

It's also a good idea to use the internet to keep up to date with news stories and the latest debates 
involving language. Whether it's schools banning students from using non-standard English, how the 
latest innovations in technology are affecting the ways that we use language, or what the latest 
research in child language learning is, there's always something to interest the language student. 
Regularly visiting the online pages of tabloid newspapers will lead to no end of stories to read and 
discuss in class. To make things easier for yourself, you could subscribe to a blog which collects the 
latest news for you such as Dan Clayton's peerless EngLangBlog http://englishlangsfx.blogspot.co.uk 

5. Become a Data Collector 
Another important part of becoming a student of language is learning how to become a researcher 
of language. In fact your career as a collector of language data begins the moment you start your 
course. The wonderful thing about language data, of course, is that it's everywhere: in the 
conversations we have with friends, the TV we watch, the books, magazines, social media pages, and 
tweets we read, the websites we browse, the computer games we play and so on. Make a point of 



collecting interesting examples of language you see, either in hard copy form or using the camera 
facility or a scanning app on your smartphone. Record conversations of both real (do ask for 
permission!) and represented (on the TV and radio) speech, practise transcriptions, start a 
scrapbook, and share ideas with your fellow students via a blog or your school or college's VLE. Get 
used to working with data and start applying learning in class to your own examples that you collect. 
You've got an exciting two years of study ahead of you! 
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