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This glossary may clarify some of the terminology used in the English 
Department and help you to assist your child with their English work. 
 
Argumentative Essay 
A specific type of Discursive Essay which deals with a 
controversial issue by looking at arguments on both sides. 
Typically uses a formal, objective and unbiased approach to 
examine the arguments for and against a thesis. The pupil 
might arrive at a conclusion, giving their opinion in the final 
paragraph, or the essay may simply present the issues for the 
reader to consider. 
 
Close Reading 
An activity requiring the pupil to read an article or passage of 
prose (usually non-fiction/broadsheet journalism) and answer 
questions to show understanding of the passage and the 
language techniques used in it. In the past this type of task 
was called ‘Interpretation’.  
At Higher, Close Reading constitutes a significant percentage 
of the final grade and is assessed in the final exam. 
 
Creative / Imaginative Writing 
Any kind of writing which is original and fictitious. This 
covers writing a short story, (the start of a) novel, a 
monologue, a play-script or a poem. 
 
Critical Essay 
An essay that critically evaluates a text such as a novel, play, 
poem or film. Critical Essays should show the pupil’s 
understanding of the text and their ability to evaluate how the 
text was written. This kind of essay is always written in 
response to a question (sometimes called a ‘task’) and pupils 
should make sure everything they write answers the question 
or relates to the task. Using the P.C.Q.E. structure is designed 
to help pupils achieve this.  
At National 5 and Higher Critical Essay writing constitutes a 
significant percentage of the overall grade. Pupils are 
required to write Critical Essays in the exam, under timed 
conditions and in response to unseen questions.  
The best ways for pupils to improve their Critical Essay 
writing skills are to: re-read the text they will be writing 
about; identify and memorise key quotations; practise writing 
several Critical Essays on each text studied, responding to a 
range of different questions, and use the P.C.Q.E. structure 
when appropriate. 

Pupils who read widely and understand 
their topic thoroughly before beginning to 
write produce the best argumentative 
essays. 
 
 

The best way for pupils to improve their 
Close Reading grade is to regularly read 
quality journalism from broadsheet 
newspapers. 
 
When completing questions, pupils should 
use the Close Reading ‘formulae’ taught in 
class. 

The best way for pupils to improve their 
creative writing is to read a wide range of 
fiction – novels, short stories, plays and 
poetry – and practise writing regularly. 

Simply re-reading the text is an oft-
overlooked, but effective way of 
improving a pupil’s knowledge of the text 
and confidence to write critically about it. 
 
The most common areas on which critical 
essays are marked down are: 

- lack of relevance to the question 
- superficial evaluation of quotes 
- not showing an understanding of 

the whole text and its wider 
themes 

- poor technical accuracy 
(spelling, grammar & 
punctuation) 



 
 
Discursive Essay 
Any essay that takes a controversial issue or topic and 
explores it through arguments and evidence. There are two 
main type of discursive writing: Persuasive Essays that seek 
to persuade the reader of one particular argument, and 
Argumentative Essays that take a more neutral, balanced 
approach and avoid bias.  
The best way for pupils to improve their Discursive Essay 
writing skills is to: engage with current affairs through 
newspapers or TV news; to read ‘opinion’/‘comment’ pieces 
in broadsheet newspapers; to plan their line of argument 
carefully. 
 
Drama 
In English, pupils study drama texts in the form of play-
scripts. It should be remembered that the requirements for a 
Critical Essay in English about a drama text are somewhat 
different to the requirements for an essay written in the 
Drama Department. Nonetheless, pupils should remember 
that a play-script is designed to be performed and not read 
like a novel, and take this difference into account when 
writing essays on drama texts (i.e. refer to the ‘audience’ 
rather than the ‘reader’; the ‘playwright’ not the ‘author’).  
 
Evidence 
In Discursive Essays (Argumentative or Persuasive) pupils 
are required to support their arguments with evidence. This 
can take many forms: statistics, facts, examples, illustrative 
stories, anecdotes or quotes from a relevant source. Pupils 
must remember to provide a list of sources at the end of their 
essay to show where their evidence was taken from. Evidence 
that is not acknowledged in a list of sources could be 
considered plagiarism. 
In Critical Essays, pupils are required to support their points 
(see P.C.Q.E.) with evidence from the text. When writing 
about novels, stories, plays or poems this will usually mean a 
quotation. When writing about media texts this will mean 
referring to specific cinematic techniques such as camera 
angles, lighting, costume etc. 
 
Folio 
A collection of pieces of writing. 
In S1-3 pupils collate samples of all their class work into 
ring-binder folios. 
At National 5 and Higher pupils are required to formally 
submit a folio comprising two pieces of writing: one must be 
a Discursive Essay or report; the other must be a creative 
piece or a Personal-Reflective Essay. 
 

The most common mistakes made when 
writing a Discursive Essay are: 

- not thinking deeply enough 
about the arguments and simply 
re-cycling someone else’s ideas. 

- plagiarising a source 
- not linking logically from one 

idea to the next 
- not supporting arguments with 

evidence. 
- not acknowledging counter-

arguments 

Pupils are regularly given feedback on 
their work. When tackling a new piece of 
writing, pupils should look back at 
previous work of the same genre to 
identify existing strengths and the areas 
they can develop or improve. 

All S1 pupils are taught how to lay out a 
bibliography / list of sources. 
Pupils’ Library Skills workbook contains 
examples of how to lay out a list of 
sources. 
This advice is also reproduced on the 
department blog. 
 
When gathering evidence for an essay it is 
always advisable for pupils to make a 
note of the source and/or page reference 
as they go along. 
This also applies to finding quotations in a 
literature text. 



Line-of-argument 
The way a series of points are linked together to form a 
strong argument. A clear, strong, logical line of argument is 
an essential feature of a Critical Essay where each point 
should respond to the question/task. In discursive writing, 
pupils must build a line of argument by making points or 
arguments and supporting them with evidence. 
To improve their line-of-argument in a piece of writing, 
pupils should ensure: each paragraph focuses on one, clear 
point; the order of their paragraphs is logical; paragraphs are 
connected using linking phrases or linking sentences; every 
point is relevant to the question or thesis, and that there is no 
repetition or contradiction in the points made. 
 
Media 
Pupils have the opportunity to study media texts in English 
alongside traditional written literature. This usually means a 
film, however, newspapers, adverts, radio and TV 
programmes are also considered media texts.  
At National 5 and Higher pupils may have the opportunity to 
write a Critical Essay on a media text. The study of media 
texts requires some specialist knowledge (including camera, 
editing and sound techniques) and pupils should not answer a 
question on media in the exam unless they have been 
specifically taught how to do so. 
 
NAB  
An acronym derived from the ‘National Assessment Bank’ – 
the selection of official assessment materials provided by the 
SQA to test pupils’ progress in individual units of the Higher 
course. Commonly used to refer to those formal assessments 
throughout the year that are internally marked but must be 
passed in order to achieve a full award in the Higher exam. 
 
P.C.Q.E. 
An acronym used to structure Critical Essays.  
Stands for POINT, CONTEXT, QUOTATION, 
EVALUATION 
A paragraph in any basic Critical Essay should contain these 
four elements. 
- The POINT is a statement that responds to the question.  
- The CONTEXT introduces the quotation by making clear 

(as appropriate): where in the text the quotation comes 
from; what the quotation is about; who is saying the 
words of the quotation. 

- The QUOTATION is evidence from the text that supports 
the point. 

- The EVALUATION is the most important part of the 
paragraph, which analyses the quotation, explains how 
the quotation supports the point and/or discusses the 
reader’s response. 

As pupils progress up the school and 
become increasingly familiar with writing 
critical essays, they need not stick rigidly 
to this structure. Within a single 
paragraph, for instance, several 
quotations  may be used to support a 
single point, or the order of the elements 
may change to create a less formulaic 
structure. 
Nonetheless, ensuring critical essay 
paragraphs contain these four elements in 
some configuration will ensure successful 
critical essay writing. 



 

Personal-Reflective Writing 
An essay written about a personal topic from the pupil’s 
perspective. The essay should explore an event / emotion / 
relationship / memory / topic from a first-person stance using 
detailed description and storytelling. To be successful, pupils 
should include their thoughts and feelings at regular points 
throughout the essay, as well as reflection. Reflection means 
thinking carefully about the significance, relevance, lesson or 
impact of the experience on the pupil as well as consideration 
of other people involved in the story. While pupils should 
root their essay in genuine personal experience, they must 
also employ many of the techniques used in creative writing 
to help bring their experience alive for the reader.  
The best way for pupils to improve their Personal-Reflective 
essays is to: avoid simply narrating a series of events; include 
refection throughout the essay; avoid irrelevant details; use 
humour, dialogue, imagery and other stylistic techniques 
where appropriate. 
 
Persuasive Essay 
A specific type of Discursive Essay which deals with a 
controversial issue and attempts to persuade the reader of a 
particular stance or opinion. Typically uses a semi-formal, 
subjective and biased approach to convince the reader of the 
writer’s thesis. The pupil’s opinion should be conveyed 
through their points, word choice and tone. Rhetorical 
devices and persuasive techniques such as hyperbole, 
emotive language and humour can be used to persuade. 
While the essay’s aim is to argue one side of a debate, 
acknowledging and undermining opposing arguments is an 
essential part of achieving this.   
 
Plagiarism  
Taking someone else’s words or ideas and passing them off 
as your own. Pupils are at greatest risk of plagiarism when 
writing Discursive Essays as this inevitably involves 
background reading, note-taking and using evidence. 
Pupils must acknowledge the sources of all words or ideas 
which are not entirely their own by putting the words or 
information in quotation marks and/or including a list of 
sources at the end of the essay. The penalties imposed by the 
SQA for plagiarism - intentionally or otherwise - are very 
severe. If in doubt, pupils should consult their teacher or the 
librarian for advice about avoiding this common pitfall. 
 
Prose 
Texts such as novels, short stories, essays, letters and 
newspaper articles, which are written in ordinary sentences 
and paragraphs. Compare with poetry or drama which is 

Pupils who read widely and understand 
their topic thoroughly before beginning to 
write produce the best argumentative 
essays. 
 
 

Reading quality non-fiction such as auto-
biographies, travel journalism and 
columnist-led newspaper articles will help 
pupils get to grips with this style of writing. 
 
Pupils often struggle to choose a topic to 
write about. Important life events, hobbies, 
interests, personality traits, relationships, 
prized possessions, aspirations and 
disappointments can all form the basis of a 
good Personal-Reflective essay.  
Pupils should remember that the truth of 
real-life events can be embellished and 
creatively adapted to suit the essay, within 
reason.  
 
 

To avoid the risk of accidentally 
plagiarising pupils should be encouraged 
to: 

- plan and write as much of their 
essay as possible before even 
consulting other sources. 

- not copy, paste or print 
information directly from 
websites. Instead they should 
summarise or write down key 
information by hand, using their 
own words as far as possible. 

- reference every book and 
website they use whilst 
researching in a list of sources at 
the end of their essay. 

 



written in lines or verses and employs rhythm, rhyme and 
other unique stylistic features.  
Report 
A factual piece of non-fiction writing designed to convey 
information. Important features of a report include: formal, 
objective and clear language; careful structuring and sorting 
of information into sections, sometimes using headings and 
sub-headings; the inclusion of facts, data, statistics or other 
forms of evidence taken from sources or research. Reports 
may sometimes include graphs or illustrations.  
 
SQA 
The Scottish Qualifications Authority: the body that sets, 
moderates and marks exams in Scotland. 
 
Technical Accuracy 
The correct use of spelling, punctuation and grammar. In 
examined or assessed pieces of work technical accuracy is 
one of the criteria used to mark or grade. Work which 
contains too many errors that make it difficult to read is said 
to have “poor technical accuracy” and may fail as a result. 
The following codes are used across the school to identify 

specific technical errors: 
 

sp.       spelling error 
p. punctuation error 
cs. comma splice: a comma has been used to join two 

sentences where a conjunction word or full stop is 
needed. 

t. wrong tense 
c.  capital letter needed 
∧ word(s) missing 
exp. expression: wording is clumsy or weak 
ns new sentence needed 
// new paragraph needed 

   
Textual Analysis 
An activity requiring the pupil to read an extract of a literary 
text (usually fiction such as an extract from a novel or story, a 
poem or a scene from a play) and answer questions to show 
understanding of the extract and the literary techniques used 
in it. This is one of the formal course assessments at National 
5 and Higher. 
When studying literature texts in class, pupils will often focus 
on aspects such as characterisation, imagery, atmosphere, 
mood, plot etc. and identify how the writer uses language to 
create particular effects. This is practice of Textual Analysis. 
 
Thesis 
The overall argument that a Persuasive Essay aims to argue 
or the overall question that an Argumentative Essay aims to 
answer by exploring arguments on both sides of the debate. 

Poor technical accuracy is one of the most 
common problems with pupils’ written 
work. 
Pupils should be encouraged to: 

- re-read work several times 
carefully 

- look for particular mistakes they 
know they commonly make 

- use a spell-checker and 
dictionary as necessary 

- read work aloud to ‘hear’ 
grammatical errors 

- leave a gap between finishing 
writing and proof-reading to 
allow ‘fresh eyes’ to see 
mistakes 

- proof-read from a printed copy 
rather than a computer screen 

 

The SQA website hosts a wealth of useful 
advice and materials for pupils studying 
for NQ exams which many pupils are 
often unaware of:  

www.SQA.org.uk 
 



Every point that makes up the essay’s line of argument 
should be relevant to the thesis.  


