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Exploring the language of OU study

Introduction
During your OU study, you will become familiar not only with the language of your course materials but also with how language is used in other methods of communication, such as emails, phone calls and online discussions.
Whatever the method, you should think about the intended audience and the purpose of communication as they influence the style of language you use.
In this activity you will view sample extracts of the type of language you may encounter in OU study.  You will
	identify the purpose of these extracts (e.g. to instruct, to explain or describe and experience)

explore how the style of language (formal or informal) reflects the purpose of the extract and its audience.

Sample texts and questions 
Sample 1: Essay question
Write an essay of 2000 words on the following question
Critically review and evaluate the three extracts provided, which are: Martin and Tait 1998, Palmberg and Kuru 2000, and Maxey 2006
Your answer should
	provide an introduction and summary accounts of the three research extracts;

compare and contrast the research documents, commenting on their strengths and weaknesses
present some broad conclusions about the merits and limitations of each study.

Step 1
What to you think the purpose of this piece of writing is? Select the phrase which best describes this.
To inform and instruct
	To inform and explain
To introduce an argument
To describe an experience
Step 2
Now look at the style of the language used.  Choose whether it is formal, informal or a mixture of both.
	Formal

Informal
A mixture



Sample 2: Essay introduction
This essay considers and critically evaluates three papers, each of which reports research findings on an environmentally related issue.  The first paper (Martin and Tait 1998) examines group attitudes to biotechnology; the second (Palmberg and Kuru 2000) looks at the attitudes of youths to the protection of the natural environment in Finland; and, the third paper (Maxey 2006) reports on opinions related to small-scale farming methods in Wales and Canada.  The papers take the position that human society and our technological advancements have an adverse impact on the natural environment and that there are problems to be addressed and resolved. 

Step 1
What to you think the purpose of this piece of writing is? Select the phrase which best describes this.
To inform and instruct
To inform and explain
To introduce an argument
To describe an experience
Step 2
Now look at the style of the language used.  Choose whether it is formal, informal or a mixture of both.
	Formal

Informal
A mixture

Sample 3: Online group activity  
Log onto the Tutor Group Forum and locate the first online activity.  You’ll see that I have already posted a message introducing myself.  Now it’s your turn to post a message in the forum introducing yourself.
Read the messages posted by others.  Find someone with similar interests or experiences and reply to their message.
I suggest you get online and try out this activity as soon as possible. I look forward to ‘meeting’ you all very soon!
Step 1
What to you think the purpose of this piece of writing is? Select the phrase which best describes this.
To inform and instruct
To inform and explain
To introduce an argument
To describe an experience
Step 2
Now look at the style of the language used.  Choose whether it is formal, informal or a mixture of both.
	Formal

Informal
A mixture

Sample 4: Email
Hi Anna
I’m afraid I shan’t be able to make our phone tutorial this coming Tuesday evening because of work commitments. Would it be possible to have it at the same time on the following Tuesday, July 2nd?
Apologies for this but hope we can rearrange a mutually convenient date and time.
Best wishes,
Jenni

Step 1
What to you think the purpose of this piece of writing is? Select the phrase which best describes this.
To inform and instruct
To inform and explain
To introduce an argument
To describe an experience
Step 2
Now look at the style of the language used.  Choose whether it is formal, informal or a mixture of both.
	Formal

Informal
A mixture

Sample 5: Online research diary
Our Man in the Antarctic
I have had some equipment sitting on the seabed off Rothera Research Station for the last two years.
I have woken up loads of times over the last year dreaming of icebergs running the kit over and destroying it.
So it's now about 14 months after the last time I deployed this bit of kit and I am close to where we dropped the kit off.
We stop and lower our hydrophone (a big waterproof microphone) and shout "hello" (an acoustic signal at a special frequency that tells the kit to answer us).
Silence.
My heart starts to sink and I have a mental picture of the iceberg that must have destroyed the kit. It's one of those moments you plan for but hope won't come.

Step 1
What to you think the purpose of this piece of writing is? Select the phrase which best describes this.
To inform and instruct
To inform and explain
To introduce an argument
To describe an experience
Step 2
Now look at the style of the language used.  Choose whether it is formal, informal or a mixture of both.
	Formal

Informal
A mixture

Sample 6: Assignment feedback
I enjoyed reading your assignment.  You show you understand the resource materials you have selected.
It’s important to set out the focus of your argument in your introduction and, in your conclusion, to show how you have established your claims.  Try to introduce and develop your argument with statements which relate to the question and the key concepts and which then lead into evidence and discussion.  Have a look at the examples on page 165 of Book 2.  
You are making good progress: well done.  Please do get in touch to go over anything in my feedback or to ask any questions.

Step 1
What to you think the purpose of this piece of writing is? Select the phrase which best describes this.
To inform and instruct
To inform and explain
To introduce an argument
To describe an experience
Step 2
Now look at the style of the language used.  Choose whether it is formal, informal or a mixture of both.
	Formal

Informal
A mixture

Answers
The answers to the questions are as follows:
Sample 1: Essay question
Step 1 a) To inform and instruct
Step 2 a) Formal 

Sample 2: Essay introduction
Step 1 c) To introduce an argument
Step 2 a) Formal 

Sample 3: Online group activity
Step 1 a) To inform and instruct
Step 2 b) Informal 

Sample 4: Email
Step 1 b) To inform and explain
Step 2 b) Informal

Sample 5: Online research diary
Step 1 d) To describe an experience
Step 2 b) Informal 

Sample 6: Assignment feedback
Step 1 a) To inform and instruct
Step 2 c) A mixture 
Points to consider
In this activity you have seen how English language is used in various aspects of OU study.  With any type of communication, you need to be aware of its audience and purpose – that is, whom you addressing and why.  These will in turn affect the choice of language style.  One of the first things you notice when someone speaks or writes to you is whether their style is formal or informal, or perhaps a combination of both. You make a judgement about this so that you can respond appropriately.
Formal language is generally used in written assignments, articles or reports. 
In contrast, the language used between student and tutor is generally quite informal, particularly when it’s by email or phone. 
However, in certain cases, there may be a mixture of styles. For instance, a tutor’s written feedback to assignments may include informal sections where the aim is to provide encouragement. There may also be more formal sections where the tutor’s purpose is to inform, instruct or award marks. 
In summary, it’s important to think about the audience, the purpose and the method of communicating, so that you use the kind of language that is appropriate for the situation.

