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Fact Sheet 32 - Common concepts found in high school English 

classrooms 

A guide for teachers and teacher aides in Australian schools. 

 

Some of the common terms that you may come across in a literacy and language 

classroom are explained below. These concepts form the foundation of a person’s 

critical literacy skills (which you can read about in other factsheets). While some of 

these concepts are touched on in primary school, they become a key focus of high 

school English classrooms. Many other concepts could have been included here, but 

we chose just 7 to get you started. Note that TAs only need a general understanding 

of these concepts. 

Text 

A textbook is something that students carry around and a text message is something 

sent from a mobile phone. As mentioned in previous factsheets, a ‘text’ in the language 

and literacy context is anything that is created for the purpose of communicating a 

message. This includes ads, books, articles, magazines, posters, reports, movies and 

so on. When you read something, you are reading a text; when you hear something, 

you are listening to a text; when you watch something, you are watching a text. All of 

these texts have the same goal – to pass information from the creator to another 

person – to communicate. You will regularly come across this term in schools, while 
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on PD, in books and courses about education theory, and especially in high schools. 

In fact, this book uses the word ‘text’ nearly 200 times! 

Have a think about how the following text types can be used to design an engaging 

reading or writing activity: 

A blog on a website Labels on a can  Ancient drawings A TV show or 

series 

Comments on a 

forum 

Blurbs on an ad Hieroglyphs on a 

tomb  

A shop catalogue 

Text messages A restaurant menu YouTube videos A poem 

Emails Song lyrics Facebook posts Short stories 

An article on a 

website 

A magazine article A series of tweets A speech 

Instructions on a 

PDF document 

A police report A movie Sports commentary 

 

Purpose 

An important part of literacy is recognising that all texts are created and used for 

planned purposes. In other words, texts are created for a reason and we should 

assume that every aspect of a text was therefore planned and deliberate – authors 

don’t ‘accidentally’ try to convince us of something even if they didn’t consciously set 

out to do so. Sometimes the purpose of a text is difficult to ascertain because it might 

have been deliberately concealed. The purpose is important because it has a 

substantial impact on the creator’s text design decisions (such as which details to 

include and exclude). It helps us to understand the text in a deeper and more 

sophisticated way. At the basic level, texts are created and used for various purposes 

including: 

• personal and reflective reasons (such as journals) 

• social reasons (e.g., an email or text message) 

• business or work reasons (such as a letter or an email) 

• scientific reasons (e.g., a debate, report or summary) 

• cultural reasons (such as stories or song lyrics) 
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• financial reasons (e.g., planning or budgeting) 

• educational reasons (such as an essay or project). 

Target audience 

Creators of texts can seek to attract, engage and influence a single person or a 

particular group of people who share common characteristics (e.g. an entire country, 

culture or subculture, or a demographic such as an age group or gender). A group in 

this context is known as the ‘target audience’ and creators work hard to attract them 

to their work. The purpose of a text is often to convince the target audience of 

something although it can be for other reasons such as simple enjoyment.  

The target audience is important because creators of texts need to plan and modify 

their work (including their mode/method of communication, style, genre and other 

linguistic and literary devices) in order to maximise their appeal and effect on the 

desired target audience. What one target audience finds appealing, another audience 

may not. 

Genre 

‘Genre’ is best described as a type or style of something. For example, popular movie 

genres include action, horror and comedy. Rap and pop are genres of music. Each 

genre has identifiable characteristics unique to it, as well as some that overlap. For 

example:  

• All action movies have a hero and a villain, plenty of action scenes (such as 

gun fights and car chases) and a climax of some type where the hero 

overcomes the bad guy. There is often a beautiful girl and a twist at the end 

that goes like this: it looks like the bad guy is going to win but the good guys 

prevail at the last second thanks to teamwork or some other moral 

characteristic. 

• Horror movies typically begin by showing young, happy and innocent 

characters enjoying life (e.g., a road trip, a party, etc.). Then something really 

bad happens, people try to escape and some or all of the innocent characters 

are caught and killed. One person usually escapes to tell the story. Bad guys 

hang out in creepy old houses and wear scary outfits or masks. 
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• Crime movies usually focus on a detective who needs to operate outside of the 

law to get justice. He or she is partnered with a comical sidekick and together 

they crack open cases while dealing with a few family issues at the same time.  

 

Style 

‘Style’ in the language and literacy context is best described as the characteristics of 

a particular text that can be attributable to the personal decisions of its individual 

creator or group of like-minded creators. For example, some authors might have a 

light-hearted style, while others may deliberately take a darker or comical style. 2 basic 

styles of writing are: 

• Informal (where slang, free-flowing, chatty or gossip-like language is used).  

• Formal (where official, edited and precise language is used). 

The style for a text is chosen by the creator in light of the text’s genre, purpose and 

target audience. Choosing the correct style to use is an important skill. Using an 

informal style when a formal style is expected means that the text won’t be taken 

seriously. On the other hand, using a short story style in a text message or an email 

would be pretty strange. Style doesn’t just refer to written texts, however. For example, 

it can relate to verbal language. 

Linguistic and literary devices 

Linguistic and literary devices are tools that creators use to make their texts more 

effective and convincing. For example, literacy devices can be used to make a text 

easier to understand, more enjoyable, catchier or sound more authoritative. When you 

come across a linguistic or literary device such as those listed below, ask yourself why 

the author decided to use it and what effect it has: 

Hint 
‘Denouement’ is a term that describes the tying together of all the loose ends 

after the final climax. In typical Hollywood films, the final scene may be several 

days, weeks, months or even years into the future. In this scene, everyone is 

content and happy (except for the bad guys), and there’s often a wedding or 

another socially significant event taking place. 
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• choice of language 

• selection of detail (this is probably the most important device, along with choice 

of language) 

• allegory (a hidden meaning or purpose of a text such as to convince readers of 

a political or social perspective, often achieved by the choice of language and 

the selection of detail) 

• colloquialism, simile, metaphor, analogy 

• connotation and insinuation 

• brevity (i.e. extremely short and concise) 

• flashbacks 

• foreshadowing (alluding that something bad is about to happen) 

• formatting, font size and type, colours, structure 

• images, diagrams and links  

• intertextuality (linking to another text that the reader is likely to be aware of) 

• irony/wit/sarcasm/humour 

• jargon (using lots of technical language) 

• juxtaposition (putting 2 things side by side to emphasise something) 

• onomatopoeia (when the pronunciation of a word is similar to its natural sound) 

• repetition, rhyme and alliteration 

• symbolism. 

Note that you are not expected to remember or be able to use all of these devices, 

although it’s certainly handy to know some of them. 

Cues 

A cue is like a clue. When we don’t fully understand something (such as a word or a 

series of words), we can use cues from the text to figure out its meaning. Adults are 

really good at using cues to figure out unfamiliar words and we use this strategy to 

decode texts without even thinking. People who need to learn a second language 

become very skilled at using cues because of their limited vocabulary.  

Other types of cues include pictures/images, music, voice-overs, titles, font type and 

size, the mode of communication and the platform (e.g., YouTube). Users can also 

consider background information and intertextuality (information from other texts). 
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Other aspects such as the style, genre, purpose, target audience and any other 

information that gives a clue should be considered as well.  

Take a student who doesn’t know the meaning of a word. An experienced reader might 

call on their knowledge of similar words to solve this problem. They could check nearby 

words to see if they help, they could completely ignore the word, or they might check 

images, diagrams or other design aspects for a hint. One of the problems that happens 

when children are learning to read is that they don’t naturally know how to use cues. 

For example, they might stop on a word that can easily be skipped. 

 


