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35: Narrative and Dialogue  
Understanding the way narrative 
and dialogue work together 

 

Summary 

This activity explores the dramatic qualities of 
dialogue in fiction by separating out the dialogue 
and looking at it as a playscript. Students then explore what is added by the narrative.  

 

What’s the point?  

Students tend to see fiction as a mass of print. They need to see the authorial craft working on the 
pages. This activity helps students to appreciate authorial craft in general and to prepare for AO2 
(language and structure) in GCSE Literature. They need to understand that a novel is structured 
with two distinct methods of presenting characters, events and situations. Narrative provides 
information in a “telling” mode. Dialogue presents characters in a “showing” mode. As both modes 
are integrated skilfully by writers, it helps to focus students on the workings of these two modes 
separately. This example uses an extract from Lord of the Flies. The method can be applied to 
most prose fiction texts, but is especially helpful when studying nineteenth century texts which may 
be heavy on narrative. 

 

In the classroom 

1. Read the dialogue-only version and discuss/write about: 

a) the impression created of the two characters  

b) the relationship between them. 
 

“Hi! Wait a minute! Wait a minute, I got caught up. I can’t hardly move with all these creeper 
things. Where’s the man with the megaphone?” 

“This is an island. At least I think it’s an island. That’s a reef out in the sea. Perhaps there aren’t 
any grownups anywhere.”  

“There was that pilot. But he wasn’t in the passenger cabin, he was up in front. All them other 
kids, Some of them must have got out. They must have, mustn’t they? Aren’t there any 
grownups at all?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“No grownups!” 

“That pilot.” 

“He must have flown off after he dropped us. He couldn’t land here. Not in a place with wheels.” 

“We was attacked!” 
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“He’ll be back all right.” 

“When we was coming down I looked through one of them windows. I saw the other part of the 
plane. There were flames coming out of it. And this is what the cabin done.” 

“What happened to it? Where’s it got to now?” 

“That storm dragged it out to sea. It wasn’t half dangerous with all them tree trunks falling. There 
must have been some kids still in it. What’s your name?” 

“Ralph.” 

“I expect there’s a lot more of us scattered about. You haven’t seen any others, have you? My 
auntie told me not to run, on account of my asthma.”  

“Ass-mar?”  

“That’s right. Can’t catch my breath. I was the only boy in our school what had asthma, And I’ve 
been wearing specs since I was three.” 

 

2 Read the narrative-only parts of the text. Discuss/write about: 

a) factual details added to what is in the dialogue 

b) additional impression conveyed about the characters and the relationships between 
them. 
 

 

• The fair boy stopped and jerked his stockings with an automatic gesture that made the 
jungle seem for a moment like the Home Counties. He was shorter than the fair boy and 
very fat. He came forward, searching out safe lodgments for his feet, and then looked up 
through thick spectacles.  

• The fat boy looked startled. 

• The fair boy began to pick his way as casually as possible toward the water. He tried to 
be offhand and not too obviously uninterested, but the fat boy hurried after him.  

• The fair boy said this solemnly; but then the delight of a realized ambition overcame him. 
In the middle of the scar he stood on his head and grinned at the reversed fat boy.  

• The fat boy waited to be asked his name in turn but this proffer of acquaintance was not 
made; 

• …said the fat boy with a touch of pride.  

• Ralph was faintly interested. 
 

 

3 Watch a clip of this scene from one of the screen versions and discuss/write about 

a) how far the clip is based on the dialogue 

b) how far the clip is based on the narrative. 

 

Tips and techniques 

A variant activity is to get students to replace the writer’s narrative links with their own inserted into 
the complete text reproduced with spaces between the lines of dialogue. 


