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What’s the point?  
The new GCSEs require all students to study a substantial 19th century novel. How do we best 
ensure that students can approach, own and relish texts that look, at first sight, threateningly long 
and print-dense? How, do we ensure that all abilities benefit from their democratic entitlement to 
‘the best that has been though and said’ (and written) as part of a truly comprehensive education 
through English, aiming for a development of human qualities of empathy, self-understanding, 
social insight and pleasure in reading and language. 

The following suggestions come partly from teaching experience, and partly from assessing 
thousands of scripts over the years.  From the latter I have developed a strong sense of what is 
less than successfully addressed by students, and therefore, perhaps, has been less successfully 
addressed by teachers. Most of these relate to AO2, broadly, authorial craft. Some others relate to 
AO3, ideas and contexts. Here are some aspects of study that are worth addressing: 

• Structure: This is often addressed by description of features of form rather than the way in 
which the inherited form has been internally structured by a writer’s choices and changes of 
focus. Structure needs to be seen as a purposeful putting-together of whole and parts. 

• Characterisation: This is often addressed by description of character as real rather than 
exploration of ways in which character is made by the writer to seem real. 

• Presentation: This is often limited to methods, listed as features (‘powerful adjectives’, 
‘repetition’, ‘rhetorical questions’, etc.) rather than the attitudinal aspects of presentation. 

• Settings: These are often assumed to mean physical, geographical locations rather than 
emotional, cultural or social settings within or around the text 

• Writer’s ideas: These are often addressed by general comments on ideas in the text rather 
than those indicative of a writer’s own thinking, and implied perspectives. 

• Context: This is often addressed by reference to external historical features, usually bolted 
on with limited or unpersuasive relevance to the text. 
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In the classroom 
I hope that the following 12 approaches provide a practical basis for engaging with a 19th century 
text. I have based the material on Great Expectations, one of the GCSE Literature set texts 
common to all specifications in England – but most of what follows can be applied equally well to 
other texts – and not just literary texts, or 19th century texts. 
 

1 Whole-text structure: (serial publication) 
When a text was written for a particular mode of publication, it helps to see it as a sequence of 
more than printed pages. For example, Great Expectations was written for Dickens’ own magazine, 
All the Year Round, to increase sales when it was losing readers. This goes some way to 
explaining the way the novel grew and expanded once Dickens knew he had his readers hooked. A 
less successful fiction would not have lasted for 36 episodes.  

December 1, 1860:   1-2 
December 8, 1860:   3-4 
December 15, 1860: 5 
December 22, 1860: 6-7 
December 29, 1860: 8 
January 5, 1861:       9-10 
January 12, 1861:     11 
January 19, 1861:     12-13 
January 26, 1861:     14-15 
February 2, 1861:     16-17 
February 9, 1861:     18 
February 16, 1861:   19 

February 23, 1861:   20-21 
March 2, 1861:          22 
March 9, 1861:          23-24 
March 16, 1861:        25-26 
March 23, 1861:        27-28 
March 30, 1861:        29 
April 6, 1861:            30-31 
April 13, 1861:          32-33 
April 20, 1861:          34-35 
April 27, 1861:          36-37 
May 4, 1861:             38 
May 11, 1861:           39 

May 18, 1861:     40 
May 25, 1861:     41-42 
June 1, 1861:      43-44 
June 8, 1861:      45-46 
June 5, 1861:      47-48 
June 22, 1861:    49-50 
June 29, 1861:    51-52 
July 6, 1861:       53 
July 13, 1861:     54 
July 20, 1861:     55-56 
July 27, 1861:     57 
August 3, 1861:  58-59 

 

Among other things emerging from this whole-text approach is that the famous description of Pip’s 
miserable Christmas was a topical feature of the first episode, published in December. Further 
study could explore why he chose to make some single chapters the whole episode, and how he 
used two chapters for most episodes. 
 

2 Whole-text structure: continuity and diversion 
Dickens’ novel provides an appealing mix of humour, romance, tragedy and suspense. His skill in 
blending and developing these within a serial format is worth notice.  As a serial writer, Dickens 
began by structuring the instalments on a very sequential basis. The next instalment began exactly 
where the last left off, ensuring an unbroken progress through the narrative 

Dec 1st 1860 Episode 1 Ch 1&2  
End: Then I put the fastenings as I had found them, opened the door at which I had entered when I ran 
home last night, shut it, and ran away for the misty marshes. 
 

December 8th 1860 Episode 2 Ch 3 & 4  
Beginning: It was a rimy morning, and very damp. I had seen the damp lying on the outside of my little 
window, as if some goblin has been drying there all night, and using the window for a pocket-handkerchief. 
End: But I ran no farther than the house door, for there I ran head foremost into a party of soldiers with 
their muskets; one of whom held out a pair of handcuffs to me, saying, “Here you are. Look sharp. Come 
on!” 
 

December 15th 1860 Episode 3 Ch 5  
Beginning: The apparition of a file of soldiers ringing down the butt ends of their loaded muskets on our 
doorstep, caused the dinner party to rise from table…  
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As the serial developed and Dickens became more confident that he could take his readers where 
he wanted, instalments would divert rather than follow, with opportunities to introduce new 
characters, settings and sub-plots. 

December 22nd 1860 Episode 4 Ch 6 & 7  
End: But they twinkled out one by one, without throwing any light on the questions why on earth was I 
going to play at Miss Havisham’s and what on earth was I expected to play at. 
 
December 29th 1860 Episode 5 Ch 8  
Beginning: Mr Pumblechook’s premises in the High Street of the market town were of a pepper-corny and 
farinaceous nature, as the premises of a corn-chandler should be. 

 

3 Micro-structure: language and narrative 
The focus here is one way parts of the novel contribute to the whole, with careful structuring of a 
set-piece moment in a long story. In Chapter 2 Dickens presents the attitude and feelings of a 
small boy feeling that a terrible event is unfolding in slow motion. He creates a narrative flow of 
increasing suspense and anxiety through a sentence sequence that is deliberately paced and 
cumulative in effect.  
My sister went out to get it. I heard her steps proceed to the pantry. I saw Mr. Pumblechook balance 
his knife. I saw reawakening appetite in the Roman nostrils of Mr. Wopsle. I heard Mr. Hubble remark 
that “a bit of savory pork pie would lay atop of anything you could mention, and do no harm,” and I 
heard Joe say, "You shall have some, Pip." I have never been absolutely certain whether I uttered a 
shrill yell of terror, merely in spirit, or in the bodily hearing of the company. I felt that I could bear no 
more, and that I must run away. I released the leg of the table, and ran for my life. 
 

4 Micro-structure: language and character 
Dickens’ presentation of Mrs Joe is unsympathetic, conveyed by the physical intensity, mechanical 
efficiency and precision that mark her domestic manner. The method of presenting her in this 
unsympathetic way is clear from the language choices, such as the underlined verbs, the italicised 
imagery and the bold features of mechanistic procedure. 
My sister had a trenchant way of cutting our bread-and-butter for us that never varied.  First, with her left 
hand, she jammed the loaf hard and fast against her bib - where it sometimes got a pin in it, and sometimes 
a needle, which we afterwards got into our mouths. Then, she took some butter (not too much) on a knife, 
and spread it on the loaf, in an apothecary kind of way, as if she were making a plaister - using both sides of 
the knife with a slapping dexterity, and trimming and moulding the butter off round the crust. Then, she 
gave the knife a final smart wipe on the edge of the plaister, and then sawed a very thick round off the loaf; 
which she finally, before separating from the loaf, hewed into two halves, of which Joe got one, and I the 
other. 
 

5 Micro-structure: dialogue  
Dickens’ skill in ascribing speech mannerisms evocative of individual personality is evident 
throughout the novel. Joe Gargery is slow in thought, and slow in speech, with a relish for words he 
feels impressive. Dickens does this by writing speech that makes much of little, and with words 
selected for their long-vowelled evocation of slowness. 
"She sot down, and she got up, and she made a grab at Tickler, and she Ram-paged out. That's what 
she did, she Ram-paged out, Pip. She's been on the Ram-page, this last spell, about five minutes, 
Pip.” 

A similar use of characterising vowels is evident in Mrs Joe, except that Dickens chooses to 
present her briskness, impatience and abruptness with a series of short-vowelled words. 
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"Where have you been, you young monkey?" said Mrs. Joe, stamping her foot. "Tell me directly what 
you've been doing to wear me away with fret and fright and worrit, or I'd have you out of that corner if 
you was fifty Pips, and he was five hundred Gargerys." 
 

6 Micro-structure: dialogue & narrative together 
What really shows Dickens’ craft as a writer is the way he integrates dialogue with narrative. The 
added narrative reinforces the impression of slow, long-vowelled deliberation. As a writer, Dickens 
could have written ‘stabbing the bottom bars’ of the fire, but it’s the pattern of long vowels in 
‘clearing’, ‘between’ and the ‘lower’ bars that Gargery-fy the narrative to match the dialogue. 
"She sot down," said Joe, "and she got up, and she made a grab at Tickler, and she Ram-paged out. 
That's what she did," said Joe, slowly clearing the fire between the lower bars with the poker, and 
looking at it; "she Ram-paged out, Pip." 

"Has she been gone long, Joe?" I always treated him as a larger species of child, and as no more 
than my equal. 

"Well," said Joe, glancing up at the Dutch clock, "she's been on the Ram-page, this last spell, about 
five minutes, Pip.  
 

7 Characterisation 
Dialogue is particularly effective in presenting character. So is narrative, but Dickens does not use 
narrative merely to convey information about character. It’s the attitudinal freighting of language 
that does the job more effectively. The presentation of Orlick creates a negative impression of his 
surliness, untidiness and laziness. The method of presenting these features is obvious in the 
repetition of ‘slouched’ but more interesting and subtle in the way in which his dinner-bundle 
shares the slovenly looseness of his own physical attributes, and his postural repertoire is 
presented as limited to recumbency or assisted verticality. 
He was a broad-shouldered loose-limbed swarthy fellow of great strength, never in a hurry, and always 
slouching. He never even seemed to come to his work on purpose, but would slouch in as if by mere 
accident; and when he went to the Jolly Bargemen to eat his dinner, or went away at night, he would slouch 
out, like Cain or the Wandering Jew, as if he had no idea where he was going and no intention of ever 
coming back. He lodged at a sluice-keeper's out on the marshes, and on working-days would come 
slouching from his hermitage, with his hands in his pockets and his dinner loosely tied in a bundle round 
his neck and dangling on his back. On Sundays he mostly lay all day on the sluice-gates, or stood against 
ricks and barns.  
 

8 Settings 
If settings are merely inert backdrops, or used as a functional authentication of time and place, 
they are of limited interest. It is the way settings are used to develop character and to develop 
reader’s attitudes and ideas that makes then interesting. In Chapter 25, the setting is Wemmick’s 
home at Walworth. Wemmick’s pride in his Englishman’s home as a castle is comical, but is also a 
poignant reminder that a man who works with the condemned needs somewhere free of the taint of 
law and Justice, where he can be himself. The humour of the chapter comes from the disparity 
between the grandiose, heroic vocabulary and the very minor features to which the vocabulary is 
applied. The ideas come from Dickens’ presentation of the split within a man’s public and private 
personae, and between his reality and his dreams. It’s a comedy/pathos dynamic that survives in 
our literary heritage with Del Trotter. 
Wemmick's house was a little wooden cottage in the midst of plots of garden, and the top of it was 
cut out and painted like a battery mounted with guns. 



 

© National Association for the Teaching of English 2018 www.nate.org.uk  

"My own doing," said Wemmick. "Looks pretty; don't it?"… "That's a real flagstaff, you see," said 
Wemmick, "and on Sundays I run up a real flag. Then look here. After I have crossed this bridge, I 
hoist it up-so—and cut off the communication." 

The bridge was a plank, and it crossed a chasm about four feet wide and two deep. […] 

Then, he conducted me to a bower about a dozen yards off, but which was approached by such 
ingenious twists of path that it took quite a long time to get at; and in this retreat our glasses were 
already set forth. Our punch was cooling in an ornamental lake, on whose margin the bower was 
raised. This piece of water (with an island in the middle which might have been the salad for supper) 
was of a circular form, and he had constructed a fountain in it, which, when you set a little mill going 
and took a cork out of a pipe, played to that powerful extent that it made the back of your hand quite 
wet. 
 

9 Minor characters  
Once Dickens knew his story was a winner he developed it to maximize the variety of appeal. This 
resulted in various sub-plots, for example The Pockets, Wemmick and especially Mr Wopsle’s 
fulfillment of a dream in his rebirth as Mr Waldengarver, Actor, and Player of Hamlet, a chapter of 
(strictly unnecessary) rich humour on its own. These diversions, though, always have a thread of 
consistency to the themes of the novel. In the case of the Jack, for example, there is a reminder of 
the slimy underside of London life, and the way that some make a necessary living from what 
others would not touch. It’s Dickens’ reminder of the realistic underside of the metropolis at the 
heart of the Empire. 
 While we were comforting ourselves by the fire after our meal, the Jack—who was sitting in a corner, 
and who had a bloated pair of shoes on, which he had exhibited while we were eating our eggs and 
bacon, as interesting relics that he had taken a few days ago from the feet of a drowned seaman 
washed ashore—asked me if we had seen a four-oared galley going up with the tide…. the Jack took 
one of his bloated shoes off, looked into it, knocked a few stones out of it on the kitchen floor, and 
put it on again.  (He)  was instructed where the drowned man had gone down, and undertook to 
search for the body in the places where it was likeliest to come ashore. His interest in its recovery 
seemed to me to be much heightened when he heard that it had stockings on. Probably, it took about 
a dozen drowned men to fit him out completely; and that may have been the reason why the different 
articles of his dress were in various stages of decay. 

Another minor character is the tailor Trabb’s apprentice boy, no respecter of his elders or his 
betters. His mockery of Pip’s elegant return from London is comical in itself, but also poignant in 
the way that it traps Pip in agonized passive receipt of ridicule, unable to respond for fear of loss of 
dignity. Not only that, but it creates a subtle shift in the way the reader views Pip. Whilst there is 
sympathy for him, there is also a recognition that he has become stuck-up and vain, ashamed of 
his humble origins. As a minor character, Trabb’s boy is a major part of Dickens’ craft of 
manipulating reader response to the central character. 
…he was strutting along the pavement towards me on the opposite side of the street, attended by a 
company of delighted young friends to whom he from time to time exclaimed, with a wave of his 
hand, “Don’t know yah!” Words cannot state the amount of aggravation and injury wreaked upon me 
by Trabb’s boy, when, passing abreast of me, he pulled up his shirt-collar, twined his side-hair, stuck 
an arm akimbo, and smirked extravagantly by, wriggling his elbows and body, and drawling to his 
attendants, “Don’t know yah, don’t know yah, pon my soul don’t know yah!”  

But unless I had taken the life of Trabb’s boy on that occasion, I really do not even now see what I 
could have done save endure. To have struggled with him in the street, or to have exacted any lower 
recompense from him than his heart’s best blood, would have been futile and degrading. 
 

10 Contexts 
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All specifications make it possible for mark schemes to value more than assertions that Dickens 
was born in Portsmouth in 1812, usually by acknowledging the response of the reader in a context 
of reception. Linking ideas and perspectives with contextual matters is a healthy, practical prompt 
to engage with more than places described. 

 For example, the famous opening of Great Expectations establishes a clear setting of the marsh 
country, but the ideas embedded make it much richer. The reference to increasingly expanding 
horizons, to a distant source of fear, and the contrast between that vastness and the ‘bundle of 
shivers’ is emblematic of the novel as a whole – a novel about increasing horizons, and what lies at 
the end of them, and how that vastness impacts on a vulnerable individual. And the details of 
gibbet and beacon are as potently symbolic of the harshness of justice and the need for safe 
guidance as would befit a novel concerned throughout with these ideas. Dickens’ opening setting is 
an emotional, biographical and conceptual context of wider significance than the Thames estuary. 
Ours was the marsh country, down by the river, within, as the river wound, twenty miles of the sea. … 
the dark fiat wilderness beyond the churchyard, intersected with dykes and mounds and gates, with 
scattered cattle feeding on it, was the marshes; and that the low leaden line beyond was the river; 
and that the distant savage lair from which the wind was rushing, was the sea; and that the small 
bundle of shivers growing afraid of it all and beginning to cry, was Pip. 

In Ch 8, the locational setting is Pumblechook’s chandler’s  shop, but Dickens uses it as a symbolic 
context to present a child’s imaginative interest in details.  More, he makes those details 
emblematic of the novel’s theme of growing up and growing out of social confinements, that makes 
the setting more than a business premise. 
I wondered when I peeped into one or two on the lower tiers, and saw the tied-up brown paper 
packets inside, whether the flower-seeds and bulbs ever wanted of a fine day to break out of those 
jails, and bloom. 

 

11  Writer’s ideas and perspectives 
Students often get a grasp of ideas in the text, but are less secure in grasp of author’s ideas in the 
text, partly because authorial perspectives are implied rather than stated. It helps students if they 
look for ideas that may be relevant beyond the context of the character uttering them or the 
situation in which they occur. Certainly Pip as a character feels ashamed, but the idea has a wider 
relavance. 
It is a most miserable thing to feel ashamed of home. There may be black ingratitude in the thing, and 
the punishment may be retributive and well deserved; but that it is a miserable thing, I can testify. 

The presentation of Magwitch’s trial is attitudinal, not merely atmospheric. The implied value of 
society’s laws as less than other laws is more to do with Dickens than with Pip as narrator. 
The appointed punishment for his return to the land that had cast him out, being Death, and his case 
being this aggravated case, he must prepare himself to Die. 

The sun was striking in at the great windows of the court, through the glittering drops of rain upon 
the glass, and it made a broad shaft of light between the two-and-thirty and the Judge, linking both 
together, and perhaps reminding some among the audience how both were passing on, with absolute 
equality, to the greater Judgment that knoweth all things, and cannot err. 

Similarly, the author occasionally steps off (or onto) the page to address the reader in a manner 
that goes beyond the needs of the narrative progress. 
Pause, you who read this, and think for a moment of the long chain of iron or gold, of thorns or 
flowers, that would never have bound you, but for the formation of the first link on one memorable 
day. 



 

© National Association for the Teaching of English 2018 www.nate.org.uk  

 

12 Beyond the set text 
Focusing on the author as bigger than a single text helps students to see the wider picture of an 
author’s interests, ideas and perspectives. Much of what Dickens illustrates and explores about 
childhood, or justice, or London life in Great Expectations fits a pattern evident in David 
Copperfield and Oliver Twist. A selection of short extracts from these would show the consistency 
with which Dickens pursued some central concerns across texts, and across time. 

 

  

 


