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54: Film and 19th Century Novels 
Why movies should be more than an 
add-on 
Adwoa Oforiwa explores how film can help 
develop students’ critical reading skills whilst 
helping to make 19th century novels accessible. 
A version of this article was published in Issue 
9 of Teaching English, and is available online to 
members of NATE, along with the entire archive 
of NATE magazines. 

 

Summary 
With the requirement for all students to study 19th century novels for GCSE, many teachers 
are seeking new strategies to make challenging texts more accessible and enjoyable.   Film is 
an obvious choice: less obvious is how to use this universally appealing medium to full effect.  

Film adaptations have long been used by English teachers but have generally been perceived 
as an ‘add-on’ – useful for covering plot, engaging more reluctant learners – or as a ‘treat’ after 
completing the real work of reading the novel.   Yet the potential offered by film to help 
students meet the demands of a more rigorous literature curriculum is far greater.  Studied 
alongside a novel, film adaptations can be used to develop students’ interpretation and 
understanding of narrative, character, form and language, as well as cultural and social 
context.   Reading film as text will develop learners’ critical thinking, analytical and 
contextualisation skills - skills equally applicable to and transferable between film and literary 
texts.  

Into Film, in collaboration with education practitioners and literacy consultants, has developed 
a range of approaches for using film to raise literacy attainment, including a new Literacy CPD 
programme which focuses on encoding and decoding film, and a 19th Century Novels on Film 
resource which illustrates generic approaches to the use of film adaptations with example 
lessons from the study of A Christmas Carol.  From exploring what happens to a book when it 
is adapted for a film and analysing whether the opening of a film can do what the opening of a 
novel does, to analysing dialogue, identifying key themes and messages, and looking at how 
emotions are conveyed in books and on screen, these approaches will add a new dimension 
to literature lessons and encourage memorable learning. 

 
What’s the point? 
In simple terms there are four main ways in which film can support critical reading of a text: 

• Reinforce 
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One simple but important function of the film might be to reinforce understandings, especially 
where the text is long or dense. 

• Compare the novel and film 

Close comparative reading of the film and the novel can illuminate the structure, form and 
language of each. 

• Compare different adaptations 

Comparing different film versions foregrounds questions of interpretation and can support 
close and detailed reading of the original text. 

• Practise elements of adaptation 

Creative approaches, in which students propose translations of the novel into film, can require 
imaginative and detailed interpretative responses. 

This article presents four activities from Into Film’s resources designed to help students get to 
grips with 19th century novels. 

 
Activity 1: Writing from sound 
This activity is taken from Into Film’s CPD session Raising Literacy Attainment  - Level Two, 
which builds on the 3Cs and 3Ss framework (character, colour, camera, story, setting, sound) 
and includes activities to be used to raise higher order thinking and literacy attainment through 
predictive encoding, storyboarding, placing shots in sequence, linking film and literary texts 
and examining setting and genre. Each activity is designed to help build on a learners’ 
comprehension, analytical and writing skills, and includes an opportunity for curriculum-
focused filmmaking and extended writing. 

This activity is a great starter to encourage students to identify and analyse how ideas are 
communicated through film and written texts, by creating their own piece of writing before 
attempting to analyse a section of a set text. 

1. Play only the sound from your chosen sequence of film. A clip no longer that 90 
seconds and with sounds other than dialogue works best. 

2. Allocate groups of students one of these terms and definitions (available on the Into 
Film Advanced Level prompt cards): 

o Diegetic sound – sound set within the world of the film, which characters within 
that world can hear 

o Non–Diegetic sound – sound external to the world of the film, which characters 
within the film cannot hear 

o Sound FX – sound other than speech or music made artificially for use in a film 

o Foley Sound – everyday sounds recorded for use in post-production to enhance 
audio quality, for example footsteps on gravel or a squeaky gate 

o Parallel Sound – sound that matches the mood or tone of the sequence 

o Contrapuntal Sound – sound that strongly contrasts with the mood or tone or the 
scene 

3. Play the sound clip twice more with students focussing on their particular term and 
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definition. 

4. Ask each group to feed back the sounds they identified. At this point provide all 
students with all of the terms, so that they can become familiar with them during the 
discussion. There may be some overlap: for example, Foley sound can be an example 
of diegetic sound. Ask students to take it in turns to write and draw the shared ideas to 
create a large-scale mind-map on the wall or whiteboard. 

5. Having constructed the collective mind-map, ask students to work alone or in pairs to 
write a maximum 150-word description of the scene. Provide the 3Cs and 3Ss 
framework (colour, character, camera, setting, story and sound) as a checklist to ensure 
students are covering the key elements of a film text. 

6. Ask some students to read out their descriptions, and explain which sounds inparticular 
they have referenced in their piece of writing. 

7. Now play the film clip with the visuals; you may like to do this twice. Give students a 
couple of minutes to discuss which ideas were present in both their pieces of writing 
and the film sequence and any visuals or elements of the film text they had not 
predicted. 

8. Now look at the relevant extract of the set text, and ask students to work in pairs or 
small groups to complete a three-circle Venn diagram to identify similarities and 
differences between the film sequence, their piece of writing and the section of the set 
text. 

  

Activity 2: Encoding meaning - creating atmosphere 
This activity is taken from the Into Film and V&A partnership resource Reel to Real: Great 
Expectations. Download the resource at: www.bit.ly/rtorgreatexpectations. Film clips are in 
the PowerPoint presentation within the resource. 

1. Divide students into four groups and give each group a different descriptive passage 
from the text. Passages that would work well: 

o Graveside and marshes (chapter 1) 

o Miss Havisham at Satis house (chapter 8) 

o Arrival in London (chapter 21) 

o Wemmick’s home (chapter 25) 

2. Students analyse the language closely to identify how Dickens creates atmosphere and 
tone, and annotate the text with their findings. This could be developed into an essay-
practice task such as writing PEEE (point, evidence, explanation, effect on reader) 
paragraphs. 

3. Then ask students to use the descriptions to visualise their allocated setting and create 
a location sketch. Students should label their sketch with the following elements: 

o Costume, hair and make-up 

o Performance (the actors facial expressions and body language) 

o Setting and props 
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o Sound and music 

o Lighting 

o Camera (where is the camera positioned? How is the audience viewing the 
scene and the characters?) 

4. Ask each group to present their sketches and explain their ideas, and then watch the 
clip from the film. Ask students to make notes and compare and contrast the way they 
had encoded the scene and created mise-en-scene with the techniques the director 
had used. Was there anything missing, or anything that was better than they had 
imagined? 

 

Activity 3: Decoding meaning - the ending 
Use the four Christmas Carol images near this section 
This activity is taken from the Into Film resource 19th Century Novels on Film: A Christmas 
Carol. Download the resource at  http://bit.ly/19thCresource. Films are available on the Into 
Film website (free to order for schools with an Into Film Club). 

1. Ask students to think of the ending of a film or book that they know well. How is the 
ending meant to make the viewer or reader feel? How does it do this? How satisfactory 
is it? 

2. Read the last two paragraphs of the novel. Ask students to pick out the three most 
important words in each paragraph and circle all the ‘positive’ words. Ask students to 
discuss what Dickens is trying to convey, and which words and phrases in particular 
suggest a sense of resolution. 

3. Watch the ending of David Jones’ 1999 adaptation of A Christmas Carol. Ask students 
to analyse how well it conveys the ending’s: 

o atmosphere? 

o emotions? 

o messages? 

o sense of resolution? 

4. Watch the ending from a further three different film versions of A Christmas Carol (available 
from the Into Film website): 

o Brian Desmond Hurst (1951) 

o Clive Donner (1984) 

o Robert Zemeckis (2009) 

5. Ask students to discuss and debate which version they think is closest to conveying the 
meaning in Dickens’ text. 

 

Activity 4: Record and Playback 
Film-making to enable students to express and consolidate ideas does not require lots of 
equipment or need to be time consuming. The Record and Playback technique requires a 
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clear focus and any equipment that can record up to two minutes of filming, such as a tablet, 
mobile phone or digital camera. If films can be shared on the large screen by connecting 
devices or sharing files this is ideal, otherwise students can swap devices to view each other’s 
films. 

Suggested focuses for 19th Century literature Record and Playback films: 

• Describe a character using three sentences for other students to guess which 
character this is. 

• Move and speak like a character from the text for other students to guess which 
character you are. 

• Present a scene from the text which you feel is a turning point or the most 
important moment in a character’s journey, and compare these with other 
students’ ideas. 

• Provide key quotes with words missing: students record these in groups using 
helpful intonation for other students to complete the quote correctly. 

• Record your reaction to the book as a 21st century student, followed by your 
reaction to book as a 19th century reader. 

• Quickfire revision: record a question for other students; swap the camera for the 
next group to record the answer; share the films for revision or as the starter for 
written work. 

For all Record and Playback tasks, provide students with a clear focus, time limit for 
completion, maximum film length, and this checklist: 

o Lighting – is your film well lit, with participants and props clearly visible without 
shadows? 

o Sound – can any dialogue or sounds be heard clearly, are in you in a quiet space away 
from distracting noise? 

o Framing – is your film framed correctly, can all of the participants and props be seen 
clearly? 

o Positioning – is the area where you are filming free from any hazardous or distracting 
furniture or props? Is there a clear line of site from the person filming and people or 
objects being filmed? 

o Stability – is your camera stable? Lean on a table or wall to prevent your camera from 
wobbling and avoid frequently moving the camera. 

For information about Into Film and its film literacy and filmmaking CPD programme, 
and to download more resources or set up a free film club, visit www.intofilm.org 

 

 


