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Teacher Guide

English Lesson Notes

Figurative Language

 Lesson notes
We call language either “literal” or “figurative”. 
Literal language is the actual, dictionary meaning of 
words. It is the most basic meaning of words without 
requiring any special interpretation.
Figurative Language refers to words and language 
that are used to extend meaning beyond the everyday, 
and create more than surface meaning. You would 
use figurative language to make an idea that you are 
communicating more interesting and special.
Example:
He grumbles but is not really angry.
This sentence means exactly what it says. This is an 
example of literal language.
His bark is worse than his bite.
A person does not really bark but, in this context, is being 
compared to a dog. This is an example of figurative 
language.
To identify and interpret figurative language, you have 
to understand its two main characteristics.

1.  Figurative language uses the connotations 
that people associate with certain words 
to communicate ideas more effectively.By 
connotations, we are talking about how certain 
words create mind-pictures and how these 
images can help us to express ourselves in a 
more powerful way.

2.  Figurative language uses comparisons to 
suggest certain ideas.

Figurative language is related to idioms.  

An idiom is an expression that is specific to a particular 
language. Its meaning is not clear from the meaning 
of the actual words. 

Tip!
Think of instances where you could use figurative 
or idiomatic expressions effectively in your English 
studies, such as in a speech or in a creative writing 
assignment. Be careful, though, not to use common 
idiomatic expressions that have lost their impact 
because they are used and heard so often. It is far 
better to use original figurative language in your writing 
to show that your ideas are fresh and fascinating.

?  TASK
1(a.  On your way to school, read the newspaper 

banners on lampposts and robots. 
(b. Decide which texts are examples of 

figurative language and which are literal.
2(a.  Find an example of a newspaper banner 

which uses figurative language. 
(b.  Find the article in the newspaper to which 

your chosen headline refers. 
(c. Identify the link between the figurative 

headline and the literal content of the article.

Literal and figurative meaning 
The focus of our first lesson is the literal and figurative meanings of words. You will find that a lot of the language 
you read and hear is figurative or metaphorical. Therefore, if you are going to communicate well and understand 
what other people are saying or writing you really need to understand how figurative language works. In this first 
lesson, we make sure that you are comfortable with the term “figurative language”.

 Lesson Outcomes
By the end of this lesson, you should be able to:
•  identify figurative language
•  interpret figurative language
•  define idioms and idiomatic language

 Curriculum Links
LO 4: Language
• use a range of figurative language such as 
 idiom, idiomatic expressions and proverbs with 
 developing appropriateness
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