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Lesson plan 

Analysing authorial methods in 
First World War prose 
Luke McBratney 

This lesson plan helps you make the most of Andrew Ward’s article on pp. 10–13 of the magazine by 
offering approaches to analysing prose from the First World War and its aftermath.  

Objectives 
• To revise relevant critical terminology and concepts (AO1). 

• To appreciate some ways in which meanings are shaped in prose texts (AO2). 

• To practise writing about how authorial methods are used in prose texts to shape meanings 
and create effects (AO2). 

Revising terminology and concepts  
Students: 

• Re-read the opening of Andrew Ward’s article closely (until the end of the section entitled 
‘Constructing point of view’). 

• Explain the main ways in which a writer places the reader within the text, or constructs a point 
of view. Give examples, using your set texts. 

• In what ways are the stakes and expectations higher for narratives about the First World War? 

Free indirect discourse  
Students: 

• Re-read the final three paragraphs in the subsection entitled ‘Innovations in narrative 
approaches' and the first paragraph of the section entitled ‘Omniscient narration in modern 
war novels’. 

• How is Barker able to retain third person objectivity, yet enable the reader to see and hear 
from the point of view of Rivers?  

• In your own words, define the term ‘free indirect discourse’ (sometimes called free indirect 
speech) and explain what a writer gains from using this technique. 
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Omniscient narration 
Students: 

• Re-read the final subsection — ‘Omniscient narration in modern war novels’ — closely. 

• In what ways does Birdsong (1993) use third-person narration and to what effects? 

Analysing prose methods: example 
Students: 

Look closely at the ways in which Ward analyses the opening of A Farewell to Arms. Consider how a 
range of features are analysed to explore how meaning and effects are created. Some areas you 
might explore are Barker’s use of: 

• a direct and simple style (and the ways in which this achieved) 

• many instances of ‘and’ 

• long sentences 

• symbolism 

• the first person plural, ‘we’ 

Analysing prose about the First World War: dialogue 
In the section entitled ‘Innovations in narrative approaches’ Ward shows how Pat Barker creates 
meaning and effects through her subtle use of narrative. She not only creates an engaging narrative, 
but also — in Rivers and Sassoon — creates vivid and memorable characters. 

To practise for the unseen part of your examination, read the passage in Chapter Two of Pat Barker’s 
The Ghost Road (1995) from ‘Wansbeck’s eyes were inflamed’ up to ‘“It’s just I can still smell it.”’ 

Three practice questions are offered. Choose the one that is closest to the requirements of your own 
examination board. 

Whichever question you choose, read carefully and annotate the passage. Put into practice all you 
have learned about narrative from Andrew Ward’s article and from the advice here. In addition, make 
the most of the dialogue that Barker uses to both tell her story and develop her characters. Thinking of 
the kinds of things you might comment on when analysing an extract from a play is helpful when 
analysing a prose passage like this, which is so rich in dialogue and where many of the brief narrative 
comments function like stage directions. 

Some areas you might like to comment on include: 

• the sentence types (question/interrogative, declarative/statement, etc.) 

• the use of full sentences, or minor sentences (those that are grammatically incomplete, such 
as ‘And again’) 

• the length of speeches 

• the level of formality 

• the tone used 
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For differentiation, you might choose not to use the bullet points above and to simply set one of the 
following tasks according to the specification being followed and/or the experience/ability of the group.  

Practice questions 
1 Write a critical appreciation of the passage. 

(All boards/preparation for OCR, where a passage is explored in the context of an overall topic, such 
as the Gothic, or women in literature. The list of bullet points might also be used. It could be extended 
to include aspects of narrative and other areas that might be helpful to the students. 

2 Explore the significance of mental suffering in this extract. Remember to include in your 
answer relevant detailed analysis of the ways that Barker shapes meanings.  

(AQA A style) 

3 Analyse the passage from Chapter Two of Pat Barker’s The Ghost Road, from 
‘Wansbeck’s eyes were inflamed’ up to ‘“It’s just I can still smell it.”’ You must use the 
following supporting extracts to help you consider contexts and different interpretations.  

Supporting extracts 

‘Pat Barker has incorporated many of the actual words of the war's most eloquent narrators in her 
complex and ambitious work, along with several of those narrators themselves: Siegfried Sassoon, 
Robert Graves, Wilfred Owen, the psychologist W. H. R. Rivers, all have parts to play. Ms Barker's 
subject is the dawning, growing protest of the war's insanity, expressed overtly through political 
defiance and unwittingly through the epidemic of “shell shock” that fills the psychiatric wards where 
much of her story takes place. She is concerned not only with man’s fully revealed capacity for 
inflicting pain but with history's nearly simultaneous discovery of the inner means by which he bears it.’ 
(Pierpoint, C. R. (1995) New York Times) 

‘The fact remains, however, that this is a distinctly mediocre novel…it's not so much that Barker has 
opted to use such a confusing array of voices that rankles as the clumsiness with which they are 
handled. Memories are always “surfacing” (read, dragged up by Barker to keep the plot afloat). Then, 
when we cut back to the story proper, it is generally introduced as obtrusively as a “meanwhile at the 
ranch” announcement.’ (Jordison, S. (2008) ‘Looking back at the Booker: Pat Barker’, Guardian) 

(WJEC/Eduqas style) 
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