
15: Lively dialogue in pre-20th Century prose

Using authentic dialogue from classic texts

Suitable for Key Stages 3-5

Summary

This is a useful technique which helps pupils to focus
on character and dialogue in pre-20th Century novels
and short stories.

What’s the point? 

Faced with a densely printed page from a canonical
novel many pupils have difficulty engaging with the
text. By stripping the text back to just the dialogue
you can use an edited version to scaffold reading of
the full text as the pupils get to act out the dialogue before tackling the full version of the original.

In the classroom

Select a passage from the original text containing interesting dialogue. This usually works best with
passages where there are two or three characters at the most. Double space the dialogue without 
any stage directions and ask pairs/threes to ‘act out’ the conversation. Here’s an example from the 
opening of A Christmas Carol:

Fred: A merry Christmas, uncle! God save you!
Scrooge: Bah! Humbug
Fred: Christmas a humbug, uncle! You don’t mean that I’m sure?
Scrooge: I do, Merry Christmas! What right have you to be merry? What reason have you to 
be merry? You’re poor enough.
Fred: Come, then. What right have you to be morose? You’re rich enough.
Scrooge: Bah! Humbug.
Fred: Don’t be cross, uncle!

Allow pupils to discuss their impressions of the characters and to draw out ideas about the 
characters and their relationship to each other.

Read through the original and now pupils should be more confident as they will be familiar with 
aspects of the text. After reading and discussing the descriptive passages that support the dialogue
ask each pupil to revisit the dialogue and annotate with any significant points. 

Tips and techniques

Annotation using two different coloured pens (one for key quotations and another for the pupil’s 
personal responses) can be effective. 

Extend the work by giving groups different passages to perform, annotate and report back on. 
Using a visualiser display the annotated texts on the IWB for whole class learning and note taking.

For GCSE and A Level students, acting out dialogue helps to bring out the melodrama and comedy
that students otherwise find hard to grasp in scenes such as Hindley’s drunken confrontation with 
Nelly Dean and Hareton in Chapter IX of Wuthering Heights. 

Find classic texts online at Project Gutenberg 
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