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74: What’s the ‘Mind Style’?  
Analysing Narrative Voices in Literature at 
KS3 and Beyond. 
Kirsty Rogerson tries some simple narrative theory out 
at KS3 to help students focus on character, voice and 
style. 

 
 
Summary 
This activity introduces some simple ideas about narrative in order to get students focusing on 
voice, style and the construction of character.. The purpose of the activity is to generate some rich 
analysis of narrative voice, whilst increasing the academic challenge of discussing fiction by 
introducing a perspective KS3 students are unlikely to have encountered before. I integrated this 
activity into a series of KS3 lessons (higher ability Year 9) within a narrative fiction scheme of work. 
I told students that this task would be drawing on some university-style learning. 

 

What’s the point?  

Mind Style is a cognitive linguistic theory introduced by Roger Fowler in 1977 (in Linguistics and 
the Novel) which is concerned with ‘any distinctive linguistic representation of an individual mental 
self’. Mind Style can help students to explore different character worldviews and the language with 
which they are represented, thus strengthening their schematic knowledge and their creativity 
when it comes to reading and writing texts independently.  

Having studied language and linguistics, I try to use my ‘toolkit’ of linguistic ‘tricks’ across the 
different key stages. I recognised the potential of this theory to provide an accessible way in to the 
topic of narrative voice and style within this narrative fiction scheme of work, focusing particularly 
on the extremely distinctive narrative voice of the protagonist of Poe’s ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’ which 
we had just read.  

 

In the classroom 
 

1: Research Task 

Firstly, I set a simple research task as homework, using the question ‘What is mind-style in 
narrative fiction?’, to allow students to  do some independent research – a challenge they rose to 
effectively, one student even citing the originator of the idea, Roger Fowler. 
 

2: Analysis of narrative types 

Having ensured that students understood the general definition of mind-style, I taught a lesson 
which outlined the different types of narrator readers encounter through narrative fiction, as follows: 
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Different types of narrative Homodiegetic narration – 1st person narrator 

 Heterodiegetic narration – external, 3rd person narrator 

Different types of narrator  Reliable – a narrator who we can completely trust and 
follow 

 Unreliable – a narrator whose shaping of events is a 
distortion of actual truth 

Fallible – a narrator who is unreliable due to limited 
knowledge  (e.g., a child) 

 

Students had a copy of this information so that they could easily refer to it throughout the tasks I 
had planned for them.  

I asked students to decide which type of narrator they believe is ‘best’ or ‘more engaging’. They all 
chose unreliable homodiegetic narration with an unreliable type, reasoning that it ‘keeps the reader 
guessing’ and there’s ‘more likely to be a twist at the end’.  

In order to solidify their understanding of the different types of narration, I provided students with 
four different extracts and asked them to label them with the correct narrative style and narrator. 
This looked something like this: 

 

 
 

3: Analysis of narrative voice 

Turning back to The Tell-Tale Heart, I asked students to focus on the opening page as this is where 
we first encounter the homodiegetic narrative voice. The steps they were to take are as follows: 

1. Read through the extract carefully – do not highlight or annotate, simply listen to the 
narrative voice. 

2. Read it again and decide on a) the style of narration and b) the style of narrator. 
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3. Highlight up to five different sentences or phrases which link to the style of the narrator.  

4. Re-write your chosen sentences in your books and write up to two bullet points of analysis 
for each one.  

I modelled step 4 on the board as follows: 

 
I encouraged students to think deeper, and they did. I also encouraged them to use the key terms 
they learned from their research task as well as the information on narration provided in the lesson. 
What I saw was a very interesting transformation of the students’ analytical style. Perhaps this was 
due to the lack of constraint in the lesson (no sign of P.E.E!) and the fact that they knew this was a 
university-style task.  

A few students struggled at first, but, with some vocabulary help and further modelling, they 
produced some excellent points about the protagonist’s narrative voice, highlighting how the 
‘homodiegetic narration’ led to an appearance of ‘unreliability’ and ‘instability’, and using these 
terms in their work. 

Extension 
Responding to the good engagement of the students in this activity, I gave them an extract from 
the contemporary text Room by Emma Donoghue, and transformed the analytical task into a 
creative one, involving a template of a brain and intricate detailing of character movements.  

Finally … 
Ideas from university English can often be applied at an accessible level to secondary English, 
especially if you work in a department, as I do, which welcomes new ideas as long as the purpose 
and intention is clear and relevant. It’s empowering for both teacher and students. 

If you want to find out more about ‘Mind Style’, read Fowler’s original text (see above). Elena 
Semino(2002)  develops this work in ‘Cognitive Stylistics: Language and cognition in text analysis’, 
in which she explains that mind style ‘refers to the way in which linguistic patterns in part of a text 
can project a particular worldview, a characteristic way of perceiving the textual ‘world’’. 

 


