Understanding word choice

Questions about word choice are very common in the Higher Close Reading papers. Often a question will ask you to deal specifically with word choice. Other questions might ask you to consider word choice among other techniques. 

Words used in different contexts can have different connotations. When you answer a question about word choice you are not only being asked what that word means but to consider how that meaning is affected by the context of the passage. You will be able to infer a great deal about writers' opinions from the words they use. 

Word choice questions ask you to focus on the connotation rather than the denotation of a word.

Considering word choice is all about thinking beyond the obvious meaning of a word in order to explore what it suggests. Often words meaning almost the same thing imply quite different things. You need to be alert to recognise these when they occur. 

Examples

· One question asks, 'Should parents be allowed to smack their children?' and another asks, 'Should parents be allowed to strike their children?' Both are asking almost the same but the first seems to be less against 'smacking' than the second speaker, because the word 'strike' suggests something more violent and aggressive than 'smack', which has connotations of a more gentle action, a slap rather than a blow. 

· Would you rather have a 'crowd' outside your house or a 'mob'? Probably a crowd, since 'mob' has connotations of an unruly, rather threatening group. 

· When a group of workers is looking for a pay-rise, newspapers who support them will usually write something like: 'Sheet metal workers are asking for a 20% increase' while newspapers who are opposed to them will probably say they are 'demanding a 20% increase'. Why? Because, although the figures are the same, 'demanding' suggests a more aggressive, unreasonable approach. 

· 'She looked at Sharon's new hairstyle, and sniggered.' What does the choice of the word 'sniggered' here suggest about her attitude to Sharon? Friendly? Sympathetic? Respectful? Surely not. If the writer had wanted to suggest that, she'd have chosen a word like 'chuckle' or 'giggle' that suggest a more friendly, warm kind of laughter. 'Sniggered' suggests a bit of contempt, a bit of a sneer.

Understanding imagery

Imagery is a feature of written and spoken language and occurs whenever someone has chosen to use language in a non-literal way. In other words, imagery is a way of describing something symbolically using words to create a visual picture in the reader's imagination. In the Close Reading paper you need to be able to recognise imagery and to consider how successful the imagery is in making you share what the writer is trying to express.

Imagery, then, frequently conveys more than just meaning. It is used to heighten the effect of language and is often an extension of word-choice. Normally an image will extend to a phrase or a few words but sometimes it will be longer.

The simplest form of imagery to recognise is when something or someone is compared to something else, with the purpose of establishing some parallel between the two. Images of this kind frequently concern qualities like beauty, speed, force, power and natural and animal traits.

Example   'He ran as fast as a leopard.'

This does not literally mean that he ran as fast as the animal, but that he ran quickly and probably gracefully as well. It says more than:

'He ran fast.'

In this way an image carries an extra dimension of meaning in subtle ways. As a reader, your task is to get as much from reading materials as you can, by recognising images when you see them and by taking from them the extra layers of meaning that they contain.

Example 2 Here is a very simple image from John Steinbeck's Of Mice and Men:

'swinging his hands like a bear'

In the book this works as an extended image - where a descriptive idea is consistently used and developed throughout the story. This image gives the reader the picture of a man moving like a slow, lumbering animal. It also implies the idea of a dangerous beast and, as the story progresses, this idea of danger increases. The effect of the image is emphasised by the added layer of menace or danger.

	Using simile and metaphor

Imagery is a figurative comparison between two things which have no literal connection. By comparing things that are not alike, writers use imagery to create a poetic or descriptive impact. Effective imagery works by allowing readers to compare something they are familiar with to something less familiar. There are two very easily recognised forms of imagery: similes and metaphors.

Similes are simple comparisons and usually contain the word 'like' or 'as' 

Examples

' As cool as a cucumber' describes someone who is calm and composed.

'Like a fox in a henhouse' describes dangerous carnage.

Metaphors involve comparison like similes but they do so more subtly than similes. Where a simile tends to describe a comparison by making a simple association like the examples above, a metaphor suggests the comparison without stating it explicitly.

'A trickle of aid to sub-Saharan countries came from the West last year instead of the necessary flood.'

This imagery illustrates that a natural force like water can be used to describe the way that third-world countries are provided with aid. The image relies on the 'trickle' being a slow flow of water inadequate for the purpose of useful aid to the sub-Saharan countries, contrasted with 'flood'; the large volume of support actually needed.
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Interpreting imagery

Images and imagery have a purpose. Writers want you to share their thinking as fully as possible. To interpret images and explain how things work, and how well, we have to be methodical. 

It can help to consider three things:

· What is the image? 

· Does it work? 

· Why is it effective? 

Example 1   'His wife sat in her fur coat in the car like a drugged bear.'
· The simile compares the woman in the car with a 'drugged bear'. 

· It works by making a physical comparison; bears have coats like the woman's. And like a bear she is large and ponderous. The simile extends by introducing the word 'drugged'; this suggests that, like a tranquillised animal, the woman might also be dangerous if roused. 

· The image is successful and effective because it goes beyond the physical description of a bear and a woman and introduces ideas of behaviour and character. It's also quite a funny idea. 

Example 2      'We have to get to the heart of the matter.'
· The metaphor suggests the need to get to the core, or most important part, of something. 

· It works by comparing something of central importance to the most essential organ in the body. Both are vital. 

· The image is effective because the heart is literally the centre of our existence and the comparison emphasises the importance of the essential centre of what is being discussed. 

Example 3 'The generals of World War I were beached, high and dry, above the tide mark of history.'
· The metaphor suggests the uselessness of the debris that is washed up on a beach. 

· It works by comparing the generals' role in World War I with flotsam and jetsam washed high up on the beach away from the ebb and flow of the tide. 

· The image is effective when we understand the historical context of the generals in World War I. The image of debris above the tide mark stresses the unimportance of the generals and the fact that they are unnoticed, inactive and forgotten by history. 

Understanding basic punctuation and sentence structure
Punctuation marks are the signposts in the structure of sentences. They guide you when looking at the way sentences are made up. We all carry in our heads the basic sentence construction made up of a subject, object and verb and understand the purpose of using basic punctuation of comma and full stop.

Example 

In the simple sentence 'I play CDs', the subject 'I' carries out an action 'play' and this is related to the object 'CDs'. 

Whenever this simple pattern is added to, or is altered, the writer has chosen to create a different effect. Words are specifically placed to emphasise an element of the sentence. Your , is to identify or speculate about, the reasons why a sentence is made more complex or why it has been written in a certain way.

All sentences start with a capitalised word and end with a full stop. More complex sentences, which have more clauses than a simple sentence, may require commas to punctuate them. You will also see more complicated punctuation devices in close reading, such as:

· the colon : used to introduce an elaboration or explanation of the words that went before it 

· the semi-colon ; used to connect two sentences that are very close in content 

· the question mark ? used to indicate a question or doubt 

· the exclamation mark ! used to indicate surprise 

· brackets ( ) or dashes - contain words marked off from the rest of the sentence for emphasis or as an aside. Also known as parentheses. 

Variations on the basic

You also know when things are different and the simple sentence is altered in some way.

Example      The dog bit the man.
is very similar to:

The man bit the dog.

In the above example only the order of words is changed but the meaning alters completely because the subject of the sentence has switched places with the object. 

This technique is known as inversion. Inversion is where the normal expected order of events is turned round for some effect; in this case to create surprise or humour.

The establishing of subject and object in a sentence is one of the basic starting points of language. Understanding the way a sentence has been constructed can help us describe what is happening with some more complex and sophisticated writing.

Example 

A simple sentence such as 'The man waited outside the bank'

can be made more complex by adding a bit more information

'The man, who had done nothing to create suspicion, waited outside the bank'

The writer may give us the extra information to add to our understanding and expectation of what is to come but the additional words do not change the grammar of the sentence. Equally being told something more about the man does not change the original meaning of the sentence.

This technique can be signalled using commas, brackets or dashes but in each case is called a parenthesis. A phrase in parenthesis is one that is signalled as giving extra information. Your job is to decide why it has been done.

Naming the technique will not be enough. In the close reading exercise you will often be asked why or 'to what extent' a technique is effective. These devices are all signals to what is happening in a sentence or a paragraph. With practice, you learn to recognise these devices and their significance.

As well as understanding the different uses of punctuation, there are some printing conventions that are used in written text. It is useful to recognise these:

Examples

· Italics are often used to indicate the title of a published piece of writing. 

· Bold print is used to emphasise a word. 

· 'Quotation marks' can be used to indicate speech. 

Look at the following passage. What do we learn from the printing conventions?

' After Isadora, he made a couple of neglected minor gems in the US, The Gambler (1974), with James Caan as a college professor and compulsive gambler, and Dog Soldiers, aka Who'll stop the Rain? (1978), about a traumatised Vietnam war correspondent caught up in drug smuggling.'

This is part of an obituary for film director Karel Reisz. Even if we do not know who he is, from what we read we can work out roughly what the passage is about. Most obviously there are some titles that contain words that are capitalised and italicised. There are also dates in brackets following them. From these clues we can guess that the titles refer to books or films and the dates inform us when they were made.

Identifying different techniques in sentence structure
The key to understanding sentence structure is to recognise when it departs from familiar, everyday patterns. When the simple sentence becomes longer and more complex, when more use is made of different punctuation marks and when different printing conventions are used. 

One of the best ways, when answering questions in close reading, or when practising for examinations, is to look at the punctuation and try to block out the words. 

Example

He flicked through the copy of Vogue he had bought at the newsagent's the day before. For a long time women's magazines had been a puzzle to him. All of them - whether for the young or middle-aged, cheap or pricey - seemed identical in their triviality: no politics, no economics, no sociology, no history, no analysis. Everything was reduced to the golden rule of four: food, relationships, disease and looking good.'

If we block out the words and look only at visual differences in font and punctuation we have:

H. ...... ........... ................Italics..... ....... ........... ......... .....'s .... ...... .......... F.. .. ......... ...............'s ...... A ..... ...... ...... - ....... .... ...., ....... ...... ..... - ... ........ ...... ......: ...... ..., .... ........, ....... ...... ......, ....... ........., ....... ..... E ...... .. .................. ... ..... ............. .... .......... .... : ...., ................, ..... .......... ........... ............ .'

From this we can see parenthesis, lists and a title. There may also be some repetition.

Now look at the sentences one by one:

· The first two sentences are simple statements. 

· In the second sentence, 'For a long time' is placed at the start to emphasise the 'time' rather than the 'puzzle'. Even if you don't know the magazine the word in italics tells you it must be a publication. 

· In the third sentence 'All of them' reinforced by the parenthesis 'whether for the young or middle aged, cheap or pricey' emphasises the point that the writer does not make any exceptions. 

· For him, all such magazines are the same and the parenthesis is to rule out any exclusions; age or price do not change his opinion. 

· The word 'triviality' is followed by a colon and this lets us know that what follows will expand on the idea of triviality. It does so by using the list of negatives that follows. This listing and repetition are stylistic features used to hammer home the point that there are no exceptions to his rule: when you repeat 'no' five times, you must mean it! Notice also that you can pick up the idea of the list by looking merely at the repeated commas. 

· The last sentence is similar in that he has reduced all magazines to the 'golden rule of four' which we know is going to be enumerated after the colon as: 'food, relationships, disease and looking good.' 

Understanding questions explained
In these questions you are being tested on how well you understand important points the writer is making in the given passage. Look out for words like 'explain' or 'main points' or 'line of thought' in the question. Remember always to use your own words; do not simply repeat words from the passage. It is important to show that you understand the question by using other words with a similar meaning.

In a close reading question sometimes it is simply a matter of identifying a key word and showing that you understand what it means.

Example 

'It soon became obvious that the antiquated approach taken by the judge was inappropriate.'

Question - 'Explain why the judge's method did not work?'

Answer - 'Because it was out of date.'

Note that it doesn't have to be a complex sentence. The point is to show that you can paraphrase or describe in your own words. If your answer uses the word 'antiquated' you will not score any marks, but 'out of date' clearly demonstrates that you know what it means.

Other questions will ask you to summarise key points from an excerpt or paragraph. In these questions you will need to show that you have grasped the main ideas. For questions like these, it is acceptable to use note form or bullet points.

Example 

'When travelling around it is important to remember to carry official documentation, such as passport and visas, with you at all times. If travelling by car, from time to time there are road-blocks, manned by the military, where you will have to pay to pass through. These are not always official tolls, but the amount demanded is usually very small and may well be supporting an entire family in the local village. If you are flying, it is important to choose carefully which airline you use. Some have a very poor safety record. Recently it has become easier to move around the country, but it is important to be aware of the places that are off-limits.'

Question - Summarise the key points in the paragraph

Answer - The paragraph is describing some of the areas you have to be aware of when travelling:

· passports and visas 

· road-blocks 

· tolls 

· safety record of airlines 

· off-limits areas 

Summary

· use your own words 

· keep your answers concise 

· try to work for all the marks on offer 

Be aware!
Sometimes codes are combined. This can look confusing. The most common combination is A/E, which indicates that as well as evaluating the information in a passage, the answer should also analyse the language. The U/E questions ask you to focus on the ideas in the passage.

Analysis questions explained
In these questions you are being asked to show how writers use particular techniques to get their points across effectively. It is assumed that you understand what the point is, so the whole of your answer must be about the techniques. Look out for phrases like 'show how' or 'the language of lines...' or 'the effect of' in the question.

You don't score any marks just for picking out the words. All the marks depend on the quality of your comments. 

Example 

'Cooking is a subtle alchemy. There is magic involved in creating delicious food for people to eat. Blending certain flavours and textures, understanding the effect herbs and spices can have on a dish and instinctively knowing when to throw in that pinch of something is a gift. It is not something you can learn.'

Question - What does the writer's word choice tell you about his admiration for cooks?

Answer - By using words like alchemy and magic, the writer makes it clear that he thinks that cooking has some mystery or secret power behind it.

An answer to a word choice question, which picks out five important words from this passage and does not explain why the writer has used them, will score no marks. The answer which picks out one and makes a perceptive and relevant comment on it will score 2. 

Often the question will help you understand where to focus your response. In the example above, because of the word 'admiration' in the question, you know that you need to look for words that show cooking in a positive light.

Remember to check the number of marks. These questions are often for 4 marks, so a substantial answer is needed. The more relevant and to the point your answer is, the more chance you have of scoring full marks.

Check also that you are doing exactly what the question asks for: is it asking for a number of techniques to be dealt with? Is it asking for more than one example of a technique? You can't score full marks if you don't fulfil the demands of the question.

Summary

· always comment on the words you choose 

· look for the number of marks awarded for an answer 

· study the wording of the question to inform your answer 

Be aware!
Sometimes codes are combined. This can look confusing. The most common combination is A/E, which indicates that as well as evaluating the information in a passage, the answer should also analyse the language. The U/E questions ask you to focus on the ideas in the passage.

Evaluation questions explained
In these questions you are given the opportunity to express your opinion about the ideas and/or the styles of writing in the passages. It's important for you to give a considered opinion, based on your understanding of the ideas, and an appropriate analysis of the style. The only way you can show this is to continually refer to the passage. Look out for phrases in the question like 'how effective' or 'to what extent' or 'in your opinion' or 'which passage did you find more'.

Sometimes codes are combined. This can look confusing. The most common combination is A/E, which indicates that as well as evaluating the information in a passage, the answer should also analyse the language. The U/E questions ask you to focus on the ideas in the passage.

Evaluation questions which come in the 'Question(s) on both Passages' section at the end of the paper pose a bit more of a problem. They can be worth more marks and you may well be running short of time, so it's important that you approach them with a clear plan in mind.

You are not being asked to comment about the ideas or writing styles in the passages. You are being asked for a specific response to the ideas or the styles (or both) in the passages.

Make sure that you understand whether you are being asked to respond to the ideas of the passages or to the styles of writing or to both. Use the code to help you. Plan your answers accordingly.

Always refer closely to the passages to support what you are saying. You don't have to refer to the passages equally but you can't deal with just one, no matter how much better you understand the ideas. There's nothing wrong with using material from answers to earlier questions, but don't overdo it!

Summary

· check out the comparison questions at the start 

· plan your time carefully 

· refer in detail to both passages 

· explain clearly the nature of the comparison 

