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Series Editor introduction

About this book
Welcome to Hodder’s Get the Grade! for AQA English Language.

This book will guide you, stage by stage, through the different parts of 
the AQA GCSE Language examination. It offers you the knowledge that 
you need to succeed and the vital practices that will develop your skills 
and improve your performance. The aim is to lift you up to the vital 
Grade 5 level, but to make it a really pleasant journey: we hope you will 
enjoy the texts and the activities so that learning about how to do well 
in the exam can be a truly positive experience.

The texts and activities have been selected so that they are appropriate 
for this level of work. They are demanding but are intended to build 
your confidence, and you will be supported though each phase. 
Everyone should be able to do what is being asked of them and make 
progress – and with a smile on their face.

Throughout, this book gives you vital information. As well as dealing 
with all the questions you will encounter, offering advice on how to 
tackle them and activities to prepare you for your Big Day, it also 
provides regular Examiner Comments, so that you are aware of how 
examiners think and what they expect; and it also shows you graded 
work, letting you see exactly what you need to do to improve your 
marks and what is needed to lift you to a higher level.

Everything is presented in a step-by-step way, which allows you to work 
independently or with the help of a teacher.

How this book is organised

The book is divided into three main sections:

Units 1–5 are on Paper 1, Section A: Reading fiction texts

Units 6–9 are on Paper 2, Section A: Reading non-fiction texts

Units 10–17 are on Section B (both papers):
l	 Improving the quality of your writing
l	 Writing to describe, narrate and give a point of view.
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There are regular features, which you will encounter throughout the 
book:
l	 ‘What this unit involves’ tells you about the skills you will be 

developing within the unit.
l	 The skills are divided into sensible sections within the units.
l	 ‘Practising for success’ helps you develop the skills you need.
l	 ‘Exam comments’ tell you exactly what the examiner is looking for.
l	 ‘Key terms’ home in on the terminology that will get you better marks.
l	 ‘Boost your grade’ is a section helping you to improve your final grade.
l	 ‘Test yourself’ gives a final activity so you can see how much you have 

learnt in the unit.

The Series Editor
Keith Brindle has been a Principal Examiner for four AQA English 
examinations. He was a Head of English for fifteen years and has 
written over fifty English books. He works in schools across the country, 
helping GCSE students improve their examination skills.

Good luck with your English Language work and in the exam itself!

The Series Editor

Authors and series editor to be revealed.
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What this unit involves

This unit deals with Paper 1, Question 4. You will have to:
l	 show you understand a fiction text
l	 say how successful the writer has been
l	 write about the techniques he has used
l	 support your ideas with quotations.

The question could relate to character, relationships, 
themes or settings. It is an important question which 
carries 20 marks. You will have just over 20 minutes 
to write your answer.

In this unit you will learn how to 
analyse and write about:

[ what characters look like and 
how they behave

[ how authors use viewpoint
[ how authors reveal relationships
[ how the themes of the story are 

explored
[ how authors use settings
[ how to evaluate what the author 

has produced.

1 How characters are described
Writers describe characters so that the reader can imagine them more 
easily. This usually happens when they are first introduced, or soon 
after. A writer may start by describing:

l	 what they look like
l	 how they speak

He was old enough, twelve years and a few months, to have lost the prominent 
tummy of childhood and not yet old enough for adolescence to have made him 
awkward. You could see now that he might make a boxer, as far as width and 
heaviness of shoulders went, but there was a mildness about his mouth and eyes 
that proclaimed no devil. He patted the palm trunk softly, and, forced at last to 
believe in the reality of the island, laughed delightedly again and stood on his 
head. He turned neatly on to his feet, jumped down to the beach, knelt and swept a 
double armful of sand into a pile against his chest. Then he sat back and looked at 
the water with bright, excited eyes.

William Golding, Lord of the Flies, 1954

l	 how they move
l	 the way they behave.

They may provide considerable detail, or they may leave much to the 
reader’s imagination.

Practising for success
Look at this description of Ralph, one of a group of boys who have just 
crash landed on a deserted island.

4 
Character, relationships, 

themes and setting
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ACTIVITY 1

1 Copy the table below and write down the things you learn about 
Ralph in this extract. Find at least six things.

DESCRIPTION WHAT THIS TELLS YOU ABOUT HIM

‘lost the prominent tummy of childhood’ He is not a child any more but becoming older 
– he is nearly in his teens.

 See how this Grade 5 student wrote about Ralph based on this extract:

Exam 
comment

Notice how the student 
uses quotations by just 
picking short phrases and 
words rather than long 
sections from the source. 
It is better to use quotations 
like this rather than simply 
copying long sections, 
which will not score 
you any extra marks.

2 Write about what we learn about Ralph in the final four lines of the 
extract, matching the qualities of the Grade 5 response.

Discussion point

How does the language help us build a clearer picture of what Ralph is like?

3 Read the following question and the notes that follow:

 Evaluate the way Ralph is described in the last four lines of the extract 
from ‘He patted the palm trunk softly…’ to the end of the passage.

Key term

Evaluation: this means to determine the importance, the value or worth of 
what the writer has done in a piece of writing. You will be asked to evaluate as 
part of Question 4 in the examination.

Golding presents Ralph as a boy who is growing up. He has ‘lost the 

prominent tummy of childhood’ showing that he is not a chubby baby 

anymore, but he is not quite old enough to be awkward like a teenager can be. 

He describes his physical appearance saying he could make a ‘boxer’ as he 

has broad shoulders, so he is strong-looking. Whilst he is strong he has a 

gentleness about him ‘that proclaimed no devil’ so he is friendly and pleasant, 

even if he is strong looking as well. He seems almost the perfect boy.

use of quotation to illustrate point

two comments on the 
description of Ralph

another quotation 
and a different 
characteristic of 
Ralph is identified

a development 
of the idea 
with another 
characteristic 
and another 
quotation from 
the source

moving into PEA, offering 
extended interpretations

a summary of all the description, making a 
judgement and evaluating the source
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 An answer to this question might be:

The writer chooses to show us the childish side of Ralph to remind us that he is just a 
boy, after all, and although he is thoughtful, he likes to run around and play, like most 
young boys do. This is an important reminder to the reader that they are all children.

 (Grade 5 standard)

 The highlighted part of the answer is where the student is evaluating 
the importance of what is described here. The student has given a 
number of reasons why the writer has shown the childish side of 
Ralph and has concluded by linking this with the importance of the 
effect on the reader.

4 Now write an answer to the following question:

 Evaluate Golding’s description of Ralph in the first part of the passage.

2 How character is revealed in a first-person narrative

A first-person narrative has a narrator speaking directly to the reader.

Advantages and disadvantages of first-person narrative
An advantage of this is that the reader will get to know the character better and feel 
they know their thoughts and feelings.

A disadvantage is that what we are told by the character may be not be totally true as it 
comes from their point of view and, therefore, can be affected by their views and ideas.

Practising for success
The following passage is written from the viewpoint of a 10-year-old boy, Jamie, whose 
sister has died in the terrorist bombings in London in July 2005.

My Sister Rose lives on the mantelpiece. Well, some of her 
does. Three of her fingers, her right elbow and her kneecap are 
buried in a graveyard in London. Mum and dad had a big argument 
when the police found ten bits of her body. Mum wanted a grave 
that she could visit. Dad wanted a cremation and to sprinkle 
the ashes in the sea. That’s what Jasmine told me anyway. She 
remembers more than I do. I was only five when it happened. 
Jasmine was ten. She was Rose’s twin. Still is, according to 
Mum and Dad. They dressed Jas the same for years after the 
funeral – flowery dresses, cardigans, those flat shoes with 
buckles that Rose used to love. I reckon that’s why mum ran off 
with the man from the support group seventy one days ago. When 
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Jas cut off all her hair, dyed it pink and got her 
nose pierced on her fifteenth birthday, she didn’t 
look like Rose anymore and my parents couldn’t 
hack it.

They each got five bits. Mum put hers in a fancy 
white coffin beneath a fancy white headstone that 
says My Angel on it. Dad burned a collarbone, two 
ribs, a bit of skull and a little toe and put the 
ashes in a golden urn. So they both got their own 
way, but surprise surprise it didn’t make them 
happy. Mum says the graveyard’s too depressing to 
visit. And every anniversary dad tries to spread 
the ashes but changes his mind at the last minute. 
Something seems to happen right when Rose is about 
to be tipped into the sea. One year in Devon there 
were loads of these swarming silver fish that 
looked like they couldn’t wait to eat my sister. 
And another year in Cornwall a seagull poohed on 
the urn just as Dad was about to open it. I just 
started to laugh but Jas looked so sad I stopped.

Annabel Pitcher, My Sister Lives on the Mantlepiece, 2011

ACTIVITY 1

1 With a friend, discuss the following questions:

l	 Jamie, as the narrator, tells us a lot about what has 
happened in the past. How accurate is this likely to 
be compared to what was actually happened?

l	 What could have caused Jamie to get anything wrong 
or to change anything?

l	 Which details do you think are most likely to be 
wrong or less accurate?

2 Using the ideas you have collected, write a response to 
the question:  
What impression do you get of Jamie in this extract?

3 Now read this extract from a little further into the 
same chapter:
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We moved out of London to get away from it all. Dad knew 
someone who knew someone who rung him up about a job on a 
building site in the Lake District. He hadn’t worked in London 
for ages. There’s a recession, which means the country has no 
money, so hardly anything’s getting built. When we got the job 
in Ambleside, we sold our flat and rented a cottage and left 
mum in London. I bet Jas five whole pounds that Mum would come 
to wave us off. She didn’t make me pay when I lost. In the car 
Jas said Let’s play I Spy, but she couldn’t guess Something 
beginning with R, even though Roger was sitting right on my 
lap, purring as if he was giving her a clue.

It’s so different here. There are massive mountains that are 
tall enough to poke God up the bum, hundreds of trees, and it’s 
quiet. No people, I said as we found the cottage down a twisty 
lane and I looked out of the window for somebody to play with.

Our cottage is the complete opposite of our flat in Finsbury 
Park. It’s white, not brown, big not small, old not new. Art’s 
my favourite subject at school and, if I painted the buildings 
as people, I would turn the cottage into a crazy old granny, 
smiling with no teeth. The flat would be a serious soldier all 
smart and squashed up in a row of identical men. Mum would love 
that. She’s a teacher at an art college and I reckon she’d show 
every single one of her students if I sent her my pictures.

Even though Mum’s in London I was happy to leave the flat 
behind. My room was tiny but I wasn’t allowed to swap with Rose 
‘cos she’s dead and her stuff’s sacred. That was the answer I 
always got whenever I asked if I could move. Rose’s room is 
sacred, James. Don’t go in there, James, it’s sacred. I don’t 
see what’s sacred about a bunch of old dolls, a smelly pink 
duvet and a bald teddy. Didn’t feel that sacred when I jumped up 
and down on Rose’s bed one day when I got home from school one 
day. Jas made me stop but she promised not to tell.

Annabel Pitcher, My Sister Lives on the Mantlepiece, 2011

 What words and phrases tell you that Jamie was not as happy in his 
old home?

 Make a list of them.
4 Why is Jamie unhappy with his parents?

5 What does Jamie tell us about his old life, his new home, his family 
and his feelings? Support your ideas with details from the source.

 Look at sentences like:
• ‘There are massive mountains that are tall enough to poke God up the 

bum, hundreds of trees, and it’s quiet.’

• ‘The flat would be a serious soldier all smart and squashed up in a 
row of identical men. Mum would love that.’

• ‘Didn’t feel that sacred when I jumped up and down on Rose’s bed one 
day when I got home from school one day.’
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Question 4: Character, relationships, themes and setting

6 Write two or three paragraphs about your impressions of Jamie in this passage.

 Remember to:
l	 include what he says and does

l	 write about how he describes his family

l	 say why he describes his two homes the way he does

l	 evaluate the way the writer has presented Jamie – what do we think about 
him by the end?

3 Presenting relationships
Writers often use their narrative to present relationships between 
characters. This can be achieved using first- or third-person narration or 
a combination of the two.

Third person narrative
A third-person narrative is a story written from the viewpoint of 
someone watching the whole scene occur, but not actually involved in 
the action themselves, using ‘he’, ‘she’ and ‘they’. They are omniscient 
and know everything that is happening.
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Key term

Omniscient: all-seeing
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Practising for success
Read this extract, which shows two boys, Hooper and Kingshaw, lost in 
the woods at night and having to sleep outside. Hooper has injured 
himself and Kingshaw is looking after him.

Hooper was asleep. He lay with his legs all pulled up and his thumb in his mouth. Because 
of the bang on his head, Kingshaw had given him the anorak, to roll up for a pillow.

He felt protective towards Hooper, and patient with him, now, since finding him in the 
stream. He had become more important, somehow, because he had been so near to dying. 
He might easily have died, if the water had come up over his face, or if he had bashed his 
heads much harder. Perhaps he might still die. People caught pneumonia from having 
been in the water. Or something might have happened inside his head, from the bump. 
There was no way of telling.

Susan Hill, I’m the King of the Castle, 1970

2 Write your own more detailed answer to the question, aiming for Grade 5.

The narrator writes about Kingshaw looking at Hooper while he is asleep. He 
feels protective towards him because he had been close to dying. He imagines 
Hooper dying and how easily it may have happened. There are a few short 
sentences which show he is thinking. It seems he is worried he may still die.

ACTIVITY 1

1 Read this exam question:

 Write a short paragraph explaining how the author reveals 
Kingshaw’s feelings about Hooper. Use evidence from the passage 
to support your comments.

 This is a Grade 3 standard response:
A general comment on 
what is happening

Identifies 
Kingshaw’s 
feelings but 
without going 
into detail

Identifies structural technique and a brief, 
undeveloped comment on its effect

Comment on how he feels but lacks detail.

This answer does not use any quotations from the passage.
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Question 4: Character, relationships, themes and setting

Writing from one character’s viewpoint
Many relationships are presented from the viewpoint of one character 
as in the passage below. We get an individual’s view of the relationship.

When we were children, Hassan and I used to climb the poplar trees in the driveway of 
my father’s house and annoy the neighbours by reflecting sunlight into their homes with 
a shard of mirror. We would sit across from each other on a pair of high branches, our 
naked feet dangling, our trouser pockets filled with dried mulberries and walnuts. We 
took turns with the mirror as we ate the mulberries, pelted each other with them, 
giggling, laughing. I can still see Hassan up on that tree, sunlight flickering through the 
leaves on his almost perfectly round face, a face like a Chinese doll chiseled from 
hardwood: his flat, broad nose and slanting, narrow eyes like bamboo leaves, eyes that 
looked, depending on the light, gold, green, even sapphire. I can still see his tiny low-set 
ears and that pointed stub of a chin, a meaty appendage that looked like it was added 
as a mere afterthought. And the cleft lip, just left of mid-line, where the Chinese doll 
maker’s instrument may have slipped, or perhaps he had simply grown tired and careless.

Sometimes, up in those trees, I talked Hassan into firing walnuts with his slingshot at the 
neighbor’s one-eyed German shepherd. Hassan never wanted to, but if I asked, really 
asked, he wouldn’t deny me. Hassan never denied me anything. And he was deadly 
with his slingshot.

And he never told on me. Never told anybody that the mirror, like shooting walnuts at the 
neighbor’s dog, was always my idea.

Khaled Housseini, The Kite Runner, 2003

Practising for success
ACTIVITY 2

1 What age do you think Hassan is, judging by the details 
given?

2 What does the narrator tell you about Hassan? Write a 
list of information.

3 How does Hassan react to the narrator?

4 What does the narrator think about Hassan?

5 Evaluate how successfully the writer presents the 
relationship between the boys in the passage. 
Your evaluation could include comment on:

l	 how well we understand their relationship

l	 memorable details

l	 the overall effect on the reader.

Shard is a 
broken piece.

Cleft-lip is a 
split in the 
upper lip which 
occurred before 
birth.
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4 How writers present themes
A theme is a key idea or topic that an author explores through a story and 
the interaction of its characters. Some examples of possible themes are:

l	 power/authority
l	 love and hate
l	 family relationships

l	 war
l	 growing up.

Practising for success
Ben Elton’s novel The First Casualty creates the horrors of World War I in vivid detail.

The extract below describes an incident in the trenches, a long, narrow channel 
dug out in the ground to protect the men. The conditions were poor and no-one 
knew when they would be called on to face almost certain death.

‘You there,’ cried a voice, trying to make itself 
heard above the roar of artillery that thundered up 
from the guns at the rear. ‘Military Police! Make way. 
I must get past. I simply must get past’.

Perhaps the man heard, perhaps he didn’t. But if he did, 
he did not make way, but continued to plod steadily 
towards his goal. The officer could do no more than 
travel in his wake, cursing this ponderous beast of 
burden and hoping to find a point where the duckboard 
grew wide enough to let him pass safely. It was doubly 
frustrating for him to be so obstructed, for he knew 
enough about the nature of an attack to see that this 
fellow would not be advancing in the first wave. His 
job would be to follow on, using his wire and tools to 
help consolidate the gains made by the boys with the 
bayonets. The impatient officer did not expect any 
gains to be made. No gains of any significance anyway.

There had not been any in the battle before this one, 
nor had there been in the one preceding that. Still, 
even gains of a few yards would need consolidation, 
new trenches to be dug and fresh wire laid. And so the 
pack mule plodded on.

Then the mule slipped. His heavily nailed boot skidded 
on the wet duckboard and with scarcely a cry he fell 
sideways into the mud and was gone, sucked instantly 
beneath the surface.

‘Man in the mud!’ the officer shouted, although he 
knew it was already too late. ‘Bring a rope! A rope, 
I say, for God’s sake!’

Pack mule 
is someone 
carrying a 
load on his 
back.
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Question 4: Character, relationships, themes and setting

But there was no rope to hand. Even if there had been one, and 
time to slip it around the sinking man, it is doubtful whether 
four of his comrades pulling together would have had the 
strength to draw him forth from the swamp that sucked at him. 
And there was no room on the duckboard for four men to stand 
together, or even two, and so slippery were the wire-bound 
planks that any rescue attempt would have resulted in the 
rescuers sharing the same fate as the man they hoped to save.

And so the man drowned in mud.

Dead and buried in a single moment.
Ben Elton The First Casualty, 2005

Duckboards 
are boards 
laid out to 
form a path 
over muddy 
ground.

ACTIVITY 1

1 What is the writer saying about war?

2 How does the writer make the drama and horror clear to the reader?

 Copy the table below and add extra details of your own.

QUOTATION EXPLANATION

‘Military Police! Make way. I must get past. I 
simply must get past’. 

‘Bring a rope! A rope, I say, for God’s sake!’ The short sentences and use of exclamation 
marks show the desperation of the man to get a 
rope quickly so that they can rescue the man in 
the mud.

Dead and buried in a single moment.

3 Read the following Grade 5 answer to this question: By creating a sense of desperation 
and despair, how successful is the writer in presenting the theme of war?

 Annotate the last paragraph of this answer yourself.

Ben Elton presents the theme of war as something really bad in this extract. 

This is done by making the location, the trenches, seem really horrible and the 

people who are in it are seen as desperate and unhappy.  The first voice we hear is 

described to have ‘cried’ which makes it sound desperate and unhappy.

The language Elton uses also adds a feeling of depression such as ‘beast of burden’ 

with the alliteration making it sound like the carrying of a heavy burden is hard. He is 

described as a ‘pack mule’ which makes him seem like donkey – man has become 

an animal – this is what war does to him – this is a depressing thought as we start 

to become less human.

Lots of exclamations are used such as ‘Man in the mud!’ and ‘…for God’s sake!’ which 

shows how close the men are to dying – the desperation is shown by the exclamations.

Overall evaluation

Specific example 
given with a quotation 
and explanation of the 
effect and how this 
adds to the theme

Another good example of 
a point being made with 
supporting quotation and 
explanation of the effect

A further example of a 
technique – a man described 
as a pack mule, a supporting 
quotation and then an 
explanation of it
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4 Write your own notes on the last five lines of the extract, with a 
partner, picking out how the writer presents the scene and what he is 
saying about war. Try to come up with four separate points to discuss 
and four supporting quotations. How successful is the writer here?

Exam 
comment

Remember that it is always 
important to support any 
comment you make with 
evidence from the 
source.

 When a writer presents a theme they may begin by giving a general 
view, establishing an appropriate mood.

ACTIVITY 2

1 Read the following extract from the beginning of A Greyhound of A Girl 
by Roddy Doyle.

Mary O’Hara was walking up her street, to 
the house she lived in with her parents and 
her brothers. The school bus had dropped 
her at the corner, at the bottom of the hill. 
The street was long, straight, and quite 
steep, and there were huge old chestnut 
trees growing all along both sides. It was 
raining, but Mary wasn’t getting very wet, 
because the leaves and branches were like a 
roof above her. Anyway, rain and getting wet 
were things that worried adults, but not Mary 
– or anyone else under the age of twenty-
one. Mary was twelve. She’d be twelve for 
another eight months. Then she’d be what 
she already felt she was – a teenager. 
She came home at the same time most days, 
and she usually came home with her best 
friend, Ava. But today was different, because 
Ava wasn’t with Mary. Ava had moved to 
another part of Dublin the day before, with her 
family. Today, some of the neighbors looked 
out their windows and saw Mary, alone. They 
knew all about it, of course. These were 
people who looked out windows. They’d seen the removals lorry outside Ava’s house. They’d 
seen Mary and Ava hug each other, and they’d seen Ava get into their car and follow the 
removals lorry.
As the car moved slowly up the street, they’d seen Mary wave, and run into her house. They 
might have heard the front door slam. They might have heard Mary’s feet charging up the 
stairs, and the springs under Mary’s mattress groan when she fell facedown on the bed. They 
probably didn’t hear her crying, and they definitely didn’t hear the softer sound of the 
bedsprings a little later when Mary realized that, although she was heartbroken, she was also 
starving. So she got up and went downstairs to the kitchen and ate until her face was stiff.

Roddy Doyle A Greyhound of A Girl, 2012
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2 Explain what the main theme is here.

3 Say how successfully the writer has developed this theme. To do this, consider:

l	 how the narrator sets the scene

l	 how the narrator presents Mary

l	 how Mary’s feelings are presented

l	 what makes her feel this way.

5 Setting and atmosphere
Writers normally set the scene of their story early on so you can picture it and 
feel the atmosphere. They then add extra detail as the story progresses.

Practising for success
Read this extract in which the narrator, Anne, a teenage girl, has been left alone 
in her countryside home after a nuclear war has destroyed most of the country.

I am afraid.
Someone is coming.
That is, I think someone is coming, though I am not sure and I pray that I am 

wrong. I went into the church and prayed all this morning. I sprinkled water in 
front of the altar, and put some flowers on it, violets and dogwood.

But there is smoke. For three days there has been smoke, not like the time 
before. That time, last year, it rose in a great cloud a long way away, and stayed in 
the sky for two weeks. A forest fire in the dead woods, and then it rained and the 
smoke stopped. But this time it is a thin column, like a pole, not very high.

And the column has come three times, each time in the late afternoon. At 
night I cannot see it, and in the morning, it is gone. But each afternoon it comes 
again, and it is nearer. At first it was behind Claypole Ridge, and I could see only 
the top of it, the smallest smudge. I thought it was a cloud, except that it was too 
grey, the wrong colour, and then I thought: there are no clouds anywhere else. I 
got the binoculars and saw that it was narrow and straight; it was smoke from a 
small fire. When we used to go in the truck, Claypole Ridge was fifteen miles, 
though it looks closer, and the smoke was coming from behind that.

Robert O’Brien, Z for Zachariah, 1974

Discussion points

l	 How is the mood created at the start?
l	 What details are most significant in the extract?
l	 What atmosphere do the details and language create?
l	 Notice how the writer uses lots of short sentences and short paragraphs. 

What effect do they have?
l	 What might happen next? Support your ideas with reference to the source.
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ACTIVITY 1

1 See how a Grade 5 student writes about the effectiveness of the setting:

O’Brien uses short, one sentence paragraphs at the start to emphasise the fear of the 

female character. We get the feeling that there is tension in the air. ‘Smoke’ is repeated in the 

third paragraph showing that this is the evidence that someone is coming, or a way to 

convince herself that someone is coming. It also gives the reader a reason for her fear.

We are then given the description of the other smoke – maybe it was a big bomb going 

off? Or a huge fire. We are kept guessing. The smoke now is compared to then and this 

time it is minor, just ‘a thin column like a pole’ with the simile making it seem slightly 

threatening, as a pole is hard and can be used to hurt people.

The smoke is described as a ‘smudge’ like it is nothing really big, but then it becomes more 

real and is ‘smoke from a small fire’. This shows the reader that whoever is there is getting 

closer and we have the anticipation of what will happen when or if they meet.

2 Offer annotations for the numbered points, saying what is good or needs to be 
improved in each case. The first one has been done for you:

1 The student 
picks out the 
technique of one 
sentence 
paragraphs and 
shows the effect 
– fear. There is 
no quotation 
used, however.

2

3
4

5

Boost your grade Often, writers rely heavily on their use of descriptive language to create an 
atmosphere.

This extract, set in the 1960s, describes the bleak morning atmosphere in the bedroom of Billy Casper, a very 
poor boy from Barnsley in Yorkshire.

There were no curtains up. The window was a hard edged block the colour of the night 
sky. Inside the bedroom the darkness was of a gritty texture. The wardrobe and bed were 
blurred shapes in the darkness. Silence.

Billy moved over, towards the outside of the bed. Jud, his brother, moved with him, 
leaving one half of the bed empty. He snorted and rubbed his nose. Billy whimpered. 
They settled. Wind whipped the window and swept along the wall outside.

Billy turned over. Jud followed him and cough – coughed into his neck. Billy pulled 
the blankets up round his ears and wiped his neck with them. Most of the bed was now 
empty, and the unoccupied space quickly cooled. Silence. Then the alarm rang. The noise 
brought Billy upright, feeling for it in the darkness, eyes shut tight. Jud groaned and 
hunched back across the cold sheet. He reached down side of the bed and knocked the 
clock over, grabbed for it, and knocked it further away.

‘Come here, you bloody thing.’
He stretched down and grabbed it with both hands. The glass lay curved in one palm, 

while the fingers of his other hand fumbled amongst the knobs and levers at the back. He 
found the lever and the noise stopped. Then he coiled back into the bed and left the clock 
lying on its back.

‘The bloody thing.’
Barry Hines, A Kestrel for a Knave, 1968
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ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ

1 What effect does using a number of short sentences in the first paragraph have on 
the reader?

2 What is the purpose of writing the word ‘silence’ as a one word sentence?
3 Look at the line: ‘Wind whipped the window and swept along the wall outside.’ What 

feeling does this create, and how?
4 What atmosphere is created through this extract? How is it achieved? How 

successful is the writer?
This is part of a Grade 3 response to the final question. How would you improve it?

The atmosphere is horrible. The writer makes Billy’s life seem grim, because he has to 
share a bed with his brother. And his brother swears. Nobody gets up when the alarm 
goes off and the clock is on the floor, not on a table, so the house doesn’t have proper 
furniture. The weather is bad too. So it’s not good either in the house or outside – 
‘The darkness was of a gritty texture’…

Test yourself

Read the passage and then answer the exam question.

The writer creates a bleak but quite humorous picture of his early 
childhood. To what extent do you agree?

In your response, you should:

l	 write about your own impressions of the characters
l	 evaluate how the writer has created these impressions
l	 support your opinions with quotations from the source.

The passage is from an autobiography by Frank McCourt about his 
own poor childhood in New York and then Ireland.ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ

My father and mother should have stayed in New York where they met 
and married and where I was born. Instead, they returned to Ireland 
when I was four, my brother, Malachy, three, the twins, Oliver and 
Eugene, barely one, and my sister, Margaret, dead and gone.

When I look back on my childhood I wonder how I survived at all. It was, 
of course, a miserable childhood: the happy childhood is hardly worth 
your while. Worse than the ordinary miserable childhood is the miserable 
Irish childhood, and worse yet is the miserable Irish Catholic childhood.

People everywhere brag and whimper about the woes of their early 
years, but nothing can compare with the Irish version: the poverty; 
the shiftless loquacious alcoholic father; the pious defeated mother 
moaning by the fire; pompous priests; bullying schoolmasters; the 
English and the terrible things they did to us for eight hundred long 
years. Above all – we were wet.

Loquacious means 
to talk a lot.

Pious and piety is 
being a very good, 
religious person or 
someone who 
displays those 
qualities.



20

In this unit you have learnt to write about, explain and evaluate:
l the importance of what someone looks like and how they act

l what you find out about characters from what they say and 
what they do

l how authors present relationships

l how authors explore themes

l how authors use settings.

ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ

ZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZZ

Out in the Atlantic Ocean great sheets of rain gathered to drift slowly up the River 
Shannon and settle forever in Limerick. The rain dampened the city from the 
Feast of the Circumcision to New Year’s Eve. It created a cacophony of hacking 
coughs, bronchial rattles, asthmatic wheezes, consumptive croaks. It turned 
noses into fountains, lungs into bacterial sponges. It provoked cures galore; 
to ease the catarrh you boiled onions in milk blackened with pepper; for the 
congested passages you made a paste of boiled flour and nettles, wrapped it in a 
rag, and slapped it, sizzling, on the chest.

From October to April the walls of Limerick glistened with the damp. Clothes 
never dried: tweed and woollen coats housed living things, sometimes sprouted 
mysterious vegetations. In pubs, steam rose from damp bodies and garments to 
be inhaled with cigarette and pipe smoke laced with the stale fumes of spilled beer 
and whiskey.

The rain drove us into the church – our refuge, our strength, our only dry place. 
At Mass, Benediction, we huddled in great damp clumps, dozing through priest 
drone, while steam rose again from our clothes to mingle with the sweetness of 
incense, flowers and candles.

Limerick gained a reputation for piety, but we knew it was only the rain.

Frank McCourt, Angela’s Ashes, 1996

Cacophony is a 
loud noise.

Consumptive is 
someone with 
‘consumption’: a 
term for the often 
fatal disease 
tuberculosis. 

Benediction is a 
short service that 
Catholics hold for 
a blessing from 
God.

What you have learnt
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