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English 3.1 Externally assessed 
4 credits

Respond critically to specified aspect(s) of studied written text(s), 
supported by evidence

1 Prose texts 
This chapter focuses on the study of prose texts, both extended texts and short fiction, and provides you with a 
range of activities and strategies to use when analysing a novel or short story. 

Suitable extended written texts for study at Level 3 include:
• The Handmaid’s Tale, Margaret Atwood *
• Jane Eyre, Charlotte Brontë
• The Luminaries, Eleanor Catton *
• Silas Marner, George Eliot
• In My Father’s Den, Maurice Gee *
• Tu, Patricia Grace *
• Tess of the d’Urbervilles, Thomas Hardy
• Brave New World, Aldous Huxley *
• Mister Pip, Lloyd Jones *
• One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Ken Kesey *
• The Road, Cormac McCarthy
• Atonement, Ian McEwan
• 1984, George Orwell
• The Bell Jar, Sylvia Plath
• The God of Small Things, Arundhati Roy
• The Grapes of Wrath, John Steinbeck
* Indicates texts referenced in this section.

You may also choose to study short texts. This could include novellas, or a collection of short stories by the same 
writer or from the same genre. Even if you don’t study any short fiction in class, you may find it useful to seek out 
some examples that complement the extended text you study.

Suitable short written texts for study at Level 3 include:
Short stories
• Billenium, J.G. Ballard
• The Pedestrian, Ray Bradbury
• The Bath, Janet Frame
• Journey, Patricia Grace
• The Fall of the House of Usher, Edgar Allen Poe
• The Contest, Annie Proulx
• Sandpiper, Ahdaf Soueif
• Tyres, Adam Thorpe
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Novellas
• Coraline, Neil Gaiman
• The Beast in the Jungle, Henry James
• The Metamorphosis, Franz Kafka
• The Body, Stephen King
• Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, Robert Louis Stevenson

Short story collections
• I, Robot, Isaac Asimov
• Dubliners, James Joyce
• The Garden Party: And Other Stories, Katherine Mansfield
• Selected Stories, Owen Marshall
• The Things They Carried, Tim O’Brien

How to study a prose text
One important thing to understand is that you’re going to need to read your text(s) more than once. The first 
time, you’re simply reading to find out what happens. On your second reading, you need to take your time and 
make notes on things like plot, character, setting and themes.

The key to our understanding of a text is identifying the central theme(s) which help us to interpret the writer’s 
intended message. The message of a text could be cultural, moral or universal, and it can change depending on 
when and where the novel is being read, as well as by whom (THEN/NOW/ME). We will look more closely at 
theme and message later on, but in order to develop our understanding of a text, we have to recognise HOW the 
writer has communicated the central theme(s) and the overall message.
There are four key things writers can use to convey their theme and message, although not all four will 
necessarily be developed in the same amount of detail (particularly in a short story).
1. PLOT
2. CHARACTER
3. SETTING
4. STYLE
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This mind map helps you to see how these things can be presented:
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If you are studying both a novel and short stories, you can repeat the tasks that follow for both texts. Where 
grids are provided for you to record your notes, you may want to replicate the grids in your book or folder, or 
download copies from ESA Online. 
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Background research 
Before reading any text, it’s worth taking the time to do some background research into the writer’s life. Often, the 
background and experiences of a writer have a significant impact on the work he or she produces. Understanding 
what could have motivated the writer(s) could significantly deepen your understanding of the text(s).

The best information will be things that would have had a significant impact on the writer’s life, and therefore 
on their work. Did they have any traumatic experiences as a child (e.g. illness or loss of a loved one)? Was their 
upbringing or environment particularly different or difficult? Did they have any strong political views, and if so, 
where do these come from? Don’t just settle for basic facts; try to find information that is interesting and that 
develops your understanding of the person. For example, the fact that the writer might be 85 years old isn’t very 
interesting, but the fact that they might have suffered a disability or lost a parent at a young age could lead to 
some possible deductions about them.

Activity 1.1 Background research
Research the following areas about the writer(s) of the text(s) you are studying, and make notes in your book  
or folder.

1. First things first: Find some pictures of the writer. Write down your first impressions of them, based solely  
on their appearance. What type of person do you think they are and why?

2. On to the basics: Find out some simple facts about the writer. This could include: 
• date of birth – in what era of history was the writer born; is he/she still alive?
• family – parents, siblings, spouse, children, extended family? What happened to them? What type  

of relationship does/did the author have with them? What was their upbringing like?

3. Delve a little deeper: Find out more about the things that could have had an influence on the writer’s life. 
• Geography – Where is he/she from? Country? Rural/urban? Did he/she move much?
• Education – How successful or traditional was his/her education?
• Work – How has he/she been employed (other than as a writer)?
• Culture and lifestyle – How did the writer live their life? Religious beliefs? Political and/or social context – 

were there any major local/national/global events that could have influenced the writer?
• Reputation – Literary? Personal? Has the writer been associated with any scandal? Is their work 

considered political or controversial?
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Reading journal 
On your second reading of the novel you are studying, it’s important to keep track of key events as they happen. 
A reading journal is a good way of doing this. At the end of each chapter/section of your text, stop and make 
notes on what you’ve read in a reading journal. It is important that the notes you make are detailed, but they can 
be informal. You should also be sure to identify key evidence to support your ideas.

Example

Here is an example from notes on Brave New World by Aldous Huxley. 

Title: Brave New World (first published 1931)

Author: Aldous Huxley

Chapter/section/pages: Chapter 3

Area of focus Notes and observations Evidence

Plot

• What happens?
• How does it 

relate to what 
happens before 
or after? 

 

This chapter moves outside and 
we learn more about the novel’s 
society, including leisure activities 
and relationships.

Key characters (such as Bernard 
and Mustapha) are introduced 
and it is revealed how the Fordist 
society came to be. 

 

‘Imagine the folly of allowing 
people to play … It’s madness.’ 
(p. 25)

‘His fordship Mustapha Mond!’ 
(p. 28)

‘The Nine Years’ War began in  
A.F. 141.’ (p. 40)

‘All the physiological stigmata of 
old age have been abolished.’ 
(p. 47)

Character

• Which characters 
are present?

• Do we learn 
anything new 
about any 
characters?

• Are there any 
changes in 
behaviour/
attitude?

 

Introduced to Bernard Marx for the 
first time – he’s supposed to be the 
protagonist of the novel, but he’s 
not a sympathetic character.

Conversation between Lenina and 
Fanny reveals more about the 
expectations of the novel’s society.

Mustapha Mond is shown to be 
someone who remembers and/or 
understands life ‘before Ford’; he 
is established as a knowledgeable 
character and one who has a lot of 
power, but who isn’t necessarily a 
‘perfect citizen’.

 

‘… turned their backs on Bernard 
Marx … averted themselves from 
that unsavoury reputation.’ (p. 28)

‘Those who feel themselves 
despised do well to look 
despising.’ (p. 30)

‘But one’s got to make the effort 
… one’s got to play the game. 
After all, everyone belongs to 
everyone else.’ (p. 37)

‘“It’s all right, Director,” he said in 
a tone of faint derision, “I won’t 
corrupt them.”‘ (p. 30)
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Area of focus Notes and observations Evidence

Setting

• Where does the 
action take place?

• What is the 
atmosphere in 
this section?

• Does the setting 
reveal anything 
about the novel’s 
society?

 

Description of the park emphasises 
the contrast between science and 
nature (key theme of the novel).

A variety of settings – the park, the 
girls’ changing rooms, the elevator, 
the roof, the nurseries, even in the 
past.

Mond’s description of ‘home’ is 
shocking as it shows how different 
the novel’s society is from our own.

We find out more about the history of 
the society – how it got to where it is; 
this is important to our understanding 
of how the society functions.

 

‘The air was drowsy with 
the murmur of bees and 
helicopters.’ (p. 25)

‘Home … No air, no space; … 
darkness, disease, and smells.’ 
(p. 31)

Style

• Is there anything 
interesting about 
the structure of 
this section, e.g. 
flashback, change 
in perspective?

• Is there anything 
interesting, 
confusing or 
particularly 
effective about 
the language used 
in this section?

 

The novel is written through the eyes 
of an omniscient narrator. In this 
chapter, the narrative perspective 
is constantly changing (especially 
from p. 40 to p. 48). The constant 
switching and the way the different 
conversations/viewpoints are 
intermingled reflects the fact that this 
society is not about the individual; 
everyone is equally important.

 

Pages 40–48 – one sentence 
per viewpoint. Hard to follow 
who is saying what. All seem 
to become one.

Additional observations

Symbols/Themes

• Are there any 
recurring symbols 
in this section?

• What possible 
themes are 
highlighted in this 
section?

 

Nature presented as artificial – everything in this world is controlled.

Links to motto – community, identity, stability – lack of individuality.
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Additional observations

Unfamiliar words

• Are there 
any words or 
phrases you are 
unfamiliar with 
in this section?

• Find out the 
meanings of 
any unfamiliar 
words.

 

‘Centrifugal Bumble-puppy’ – a game in which players have to catch a 
disc that is launched from a metal pole – a ‘modern’ form of catch that 
represents the consumerist society in the novel.

‘Feelies’ – an advanced version of movies – viewers can ‘feel’ (physically 
and emotionally) what takes place in the film.

‘Nine Years’ War’ – event that marked the change from our society to the 
one in the novel.

‘Malthusian Belt’ – belt worn by fertile Alpha and Beta females to carry 
their birth-control pills – named for Thomas Malthus who was famed for 
his theory of population growth and control.

Activity 1.2 Reading journal
Use the grid below as a template for recording your notes – you can draw more of the grids in your book or 
folder, or download copies from ESA Online.  

Title:

Author:

Chapter/section/pages:

Area of focus Notes and observations Evidence

Plot
• What happens?
• How does it relate to what 

happens before or afterwards?

Character
• Which characters are present?
• Do we learn anything new 

about any characters?
• Are there any changes in 

behaviour/attitude?
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Setting

• Where does the action take 
place?

• What is the atmosphere in this 
section?

• Does the setting reveal 
anything about the novel’s 
society?

Style

• Is there anything interesting 
about the structure of this 
section; e.g. flashback, change 
in perspective?

• Is there anything interesting, 
confusing or particularly 
effective about the language 
used in this section?

Additional observations

Symbols/Themes

• Are there any recurring 
symbols in this section?

• What possible themes are 
highlighted in this section?

Unfamiliar words

• Are there any words or 
phrases you are unfamiliar 
with in this section?

• Find out the meanings of any 
unfamiliar words.
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Plot and key events
The structure of a prose text and its plot development is important not only because it contributes to our understanding 
of the text, but also because it is instrumental in holding our interest in the unfolding events of the story.

Plot development
A good way to track the development of any plot is to follow how it fits the BIG CAR structure:

B eginning – a story often begins with an exciting incident, the introduction of a key character or a vivid 
description to establish the setting and mood of the novel; whatever the beginning, its purpose is to hook 
the reader’s attention.

I ntroduce conflict – all good stories need conflict, whether it’s between individuals, groups, cultures or 
places; after the novel’s beginning, it’s the job of the writer to introduce the ‘problem’ in the novel that 
needs ‘solving’.

Gather pace – anything that happens between the introduction of the conflict and the climax is there to help 
the story gather pace, to build the tension; in short, to hold the interest of the reader – this can often be 
narrowed down to a few key events.

C limax – this is the point in the story where the action reaches its peak, where the conflict is resolved; this is 
usually the moment where the bad guy gets his come-uppance … where the boy finally gets the girl … or 
it could simply be the revelation of the truth.

Adjustment – this is where we see the reactions of the characters and/or society to the climax, the fallout; 
this can be immediate and brief, but can also be drawn out.

R esolution – the ending, this is what the reader is left with once the story is over; this is often the point 
where the writer’s overall message is cemented.
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The importance of conflict

All stories need a central conflict, often presented as a struggle or dilemma faced by the central 
character. The central conflict can usually be put into one of four categories:
• protagonist vs self – the protagonist is plagued by inner turmoil, a moral dilemma or some aspect 

of their character that stands in the way of their forward progress

• protagonist vs human – the central character is opposed by an antagonist who foils their quest for 
success; the antagonist often symbolises something larger that the protagonist must overcome

• protagonist vs society – this can take many forms (e.g. racial, social, ethical), but centres around 
the protagonist being marginalised or oppressed by the society in which they exist; they must over-
come, and in some cases change, the prejudices of society in order to succeed

• protagonist vs environment – the central character is pitted against nature and the environment 
around them (e.g. desert, earthquake, etc.); they may seem isolated and vulnerable, but they must 
find the strength within themselves in order to survive.

Take time to identify, describe and track the conflict in your text.

The central character may be pitted against nature:  
this is an example of conflict between a protagonist and the environment.
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