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Getting the most from this guide


This guide is designed to help you raise your achievement in your examination response to Anita and Me. It is intended for you to use throughout your GCSE English Literature course. It will help you when you are studying the novel for the first time and also during your revision.


The following features have been used throughout this guide to help you focus your understanding of the novel.
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Target your thinking


A list of introductory questions labelled by Assessment Objective is provided at the beginning of each chapter to give you a breakdown of the material covered. They target your thinking in order to help you work more efficiently by focusing on the key messages.
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Build critical skills


These boxes offer an opportunity to consider some more challenging questions. They are designed to encourage deeper thinking, analysis and exploratory thought. Building and practising critical skills in this way will give you a real advantage in the examination.


[image: ]







[image: ]


GRADE FOCUS


It is possible to know a novel well and yet still underachieve in the examination if you are unsure of what the examiners are looking for. The GRADE FOCUS boxes give a clear explanation of how you may be assessed, with an emphasis on the criteria for gaining a Grade 5 and a Grade 8.
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REVIEW YOUR LEARNING


At the end of each chapter you will find this section to test your knowledge: a series of short, specific questions to ensure you have understood and absorbed the key messages of the chapter. Answers to the ‘Review your learning’ questions are provided in the final section of the guide (p. 96).
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GRADE BOOSTER


Read and remember these pieces of helpful grade-boosting advice. They provide top tips from experienced teachers and examiners who can advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, in order to maximise your chances of success in the examination.
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Key quotation


Key quotations are highlighted for you, so that if you wish you may use them as supporting evidence in your examination answers. Further quotations, grouped by characterisation, themes and key moments, can be found in the ‘Top ten’ section on p. 89 of the guide. All page references in this guide are given for the 2004 paperback edition of Anita and Me, published by Harper Perennial.


Meena: ‘Only the big girls laughed in this way, malicious cackles, which hinted at exclusivity and the forbidden.’ (p. 17)
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Introduction


Studying the text


You may find it useful to dip into this guide in sections as and when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. For example, the section on ‘Context’ can be read before you read the novel itself, since it offers an explanation of the relevant historical, cultural and literary background to the text. In ‘Context’ you will find information about Meera Syal’s own life, which may prove useful background when interpreting the text. You also need to be aware of the literary tradition to which Anita and Me belongs, ideally before you read it. It is wise to be at least aware of the film adaptation of the novel, but it is best to watch this only when you are very familiar with the text and not as a direct comparison.


The relevant ‘Plot and structure’ sections in this guide could be helpful to you as you read each chapter of Anita and Me to ensure you are fully aware of the key events and features of each chapter as you read on. Later, the sections on ‘Characterisation’, ‘Themes’ and ‘Language, style and analysis’ will help develop your thinking further, in preparation for written responses on particular aspects of the text.


Many students also enjoy the experience of being able to bring something extra to their classroom lessons in order to be ‘a step ahead of the game’. Alternatively, you may have missed a classroom session or feel that you need a clearer explanation, and the guide can help you with this too.


An initial reading of the section on ‘Assessment Objectives and skills’ will enable you to make really effective notes in preparation for your written answers because you will have a very clear understanding of what examiners are looking for. The Assessment Objectives are what examination boards base their mark schemes on. In this section the AOs are broken down and clearly explained.


Revising the text


Whether you study the novel in a block of time close to the exam or much earlier in your GCSE course, you will need to revise thoroughly if you are to achieve the very best grade that you can.


Reading this guide should, of course, never be a substitute for reading Anita and Me, but it can help. You should first remind yourself of what happens in the novel, and for this the chapter on ‘Plot and structure’ might be returned to in the first instance. You might then look at the ‘Assessment Objectives and skills’ section to ensure that you understand what the examiners are, in general, looking for.


‘Tackling the exams’ then gives you useful information on the exams and on question format, depending on which examination board specification you are following, as well as advice on the examination format and practical considerations such as the time available for the question and the Assessment Objectives that apply to it. Advice is also supplied on how to approach the question. Focused advice on how you might improve your grade follows, and you need to read this section carefully.


You will find examples of exam-style responses in the ‘Sample essays’ section, with an examiner’s comments in the margins so that you can see clearly how to move towards a Grade 5, and how then to move from a Grade 5 to a Grade 8.


All GCSE Literature examinations are now ‘closed book’, meaning you may not take a copy of the text into the exam with you and you have to work from memory. The ‘Top ten’ section should help you identify which key short quotations from Anita and Me to learn, as well as being a revision aid to remind you which are the most important aspects of and key moments in the novel that you need to remember.


Do not, however, try to learn chunks of this guide by heart. Examiners are not looking for set responses. They would like to see that you have used everything you have been taught – including by this guide – as a springboard or starting point for your own thinking. Perceptive thought, individual appreciation and varying interpretations get the highest marks. Try to show that you have engaged with the themes and ideas in Anita and Me and that you have explored Syal’s methods with an awareness of the context in which she was writing. Above all, don’t be afraid to make it clear that you have enjoyed the novel.


Good luck with your studies and in your exam!





Context
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Target your thinking





•  How might the writer’s experiences growing up have influenced the novel? (AO3)



•  What is the historical context of the Indian people who arrived in Britain in the 1950s and 1960s, and why was education so important to them? (AO3)



•  What changes were taking place in the mining areas of the West Midlands in the early 1970s? (AO3)



•  How does Anita and Me relate to other fiction about childhood and growing up? (AO3)
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What, why and when?


Anita and Me is a novel published in 1996. It tells the story of two years in Meena Kumar’s life in a small, Midlands, former mining town in the 1970s. Meena, a fictional character, tells her own story, as an autobiographer would.
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The main story is about Meena’s friendship with an older white girl, Anita. Syal explores the differences between them: social class, race, education and contrasting family backgrounds. Although the issues are serious, Syal’s style is often deliberately humorous and light-hearted.
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Key quotation


Meena: ‘I’m not really a liar. I just learned very early on that those of us deprived of a history sometimes need to turn to mythology to feel complete, to belong.’ (p. 10)
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Also important in Anita and Me is the community background. We meet a large network of people in Tollington and learn why they have the problems and experiences that they do. As always, we see them through Meena’s eyes, as she remembers what she thought then and comments as an adult looking back on those events and on what her parents and other characters said and did.


This novel is also autobiographical in another sense. It relates closely to Meera Syal’s own life and childhood. The author uses some of her own background and memories but, because this is a novel – a work of fiction – she is also free to invent characters and situations. Remember: this is not a memoir (a true account of the author’s life) and Meena is not the young Meera Syal, although she has things in common with her.


Meera Syal


Meera Syal was born in Wolverhampton in 1961. She grew up in the village of Essington, a former mining village near Wolverhampton, upon which Tollington in Anita and Me is based.
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Syal’s parents – he a Hindu accountant and she a Sikh teacher – were immigrants from New Delhi in India. Like Meena’s parents in Anita and Me, they had arrived in Britain with few possessions and very little money a year or two before their daughter’s birth.


Like Meena, Syal passed the 11-plus exam and attended a girls’ grammar school, Queen Mary’s High School in Walsall. Syal went on to Manchester University where she gained a first class degree – the highest level of pass – in English and Drama.


For more than thirty years Syal has enjoyed an impressive and varied career as actor, comedian and writer. She has written two other novels, Life Isn’t All Ha Ha Hee Hee, published in 1999 and dramatised for TV in 2005, and The House of Hidden Mothers, published in 2015. She wrote and took part in a successful TV show called Goodness Gracious Me from 1997 and later the award-winning series The Kumars at No. 42. Both shows poked fun at Indian stereotypes. Syal has also played many lead roles at the National Theatre and in the West End in London.


Syal is now married to Sanjeev Bhaskar, her long-term comedy collaborator, who plays Meena’s father in the film of Anita and Me. She has a daughter from her first marriage and a son from her second.


Film adaptation of Anita and Me


In 2002 Anita and Me was made into a film directed by Metin Hüseyin. It is a somewhat unusual film because Meera Syal wrote the screenplay (the script for the film) herself and co-produced the film – which means she invested in it. She also took the role of Aunt Shaila. There can, therefore, be no question of the film not being ‘true’ to the spirit of the novel. Some of the dialogue is exactly as in the novel and many of the characters are very similar to the ones in the book.


When you are studying a novel for an exam, however, any films (and plays) based on the book have to be treated with great caution. A film can only ever be based on a novel. There are bound to be changes, because what works on the printed page cannot always work in a visual medium.


Beware: examiners are unimpressed by students who refer to the film rather than the text, and it can be easy to make a mistake if you have seen the film several times but read the novel only casually. There is no substitute for knowing the text in detail.


There is also the question of length. Anita and Me is more than 300 pages long, whereas the film runs for just 93 minutes. Inevitably, Syal and the director, Metin Hüseyin, had to cut the plot drastically. This means many of the details, characters and incidents that you need to know about for your GCSE exam are missing from the film. These include:





•  Mr and Mrs Christmas



•  Mr and Mrs Worrall



•  Mr Ormerod (replaced by Mrs Ormerod)



•  the theft, loss and later reappearance of Mrs Kumar’s diamond necklace



•  Meena’s several months in hospital and friendship with Robert Oakes



•  the fortune teller at the fair



•  Mad Mitchells, the mad twins, Rev Ince, and many other characters.





If you see the film and get too familiar with it before you have studied the text in depth, the film’s strong visual messages can easily block out your memory of what is in the novel. It is therefore better to watch the film only after you have got to know the novel well. Then you can view it critically (and enjoyably) and work out for yourself why Syal and Hüseyin made some of the decisions they did. It is definitely not a good idea to watch the film as part of your last-minute revision, however, because it may blur your memory of what is in the novel and what is not.


India


Britain ruled about three-fifths of India as a colony from 1858 to 1947 – a period known as the Raj. The rest of the country was divided into 560 large and small principalities or states, with which the British worked. During this time many British people went to India to ‘serve’ (such as Mr Topsy/Turvey in Anita and Me, p. 222) in many different sorts of jobs – as civil servants, or in the police or army, for example – which kept the Raj going.


Gradually many Indian people, especially under the influence of peace-loving Mahatma Gandhi (1869–1948), came to feel that the British shouldn’t be there and that India should rule itself. There were arguments and rebellions against the Raj, although thousands of Indians fought with the British in both world wars. Meena’s father tells her, however, that ‘we were fighting different battles’ (p. 70), but he was only nine when World War II started in 1939.


In August 1947 the Indian Independence Act was signed. It was negotiated by Jawaharlal Nehru, an Indian barrister and politician. The Act meant that India would be self-governing and that the British would withdraw. Nehru became independent India’s first Prime Minister.


But the Act also separated off the Muslim-majority areas in the north-west and north-east of India to create the independent Muslim state of Pakistan. The new state was in two parts – East and West Pakistan – with 1000 miles of India separating them. This split is known as ‘Partition’. The rest of India became an officially secular (non-religious), but Hindu-dominated, state under Nehru. In 1971 East Pakistan became Bangladesh, while West Pakistan became simply Pakistan.


Millions of people, like Meena’s father’s family in Anita and Me, found that they were living on the ‘wrong’ sides of the new frontiers, and about a million became homeless refugees. Hindus in the new Pakistan tried to move to India; Muslims in India tried to move to Pakistan. Violence tended to erupt when the two groups met.


The Punjab province, where Meena’s parents were both born, was divided between India and Pakistan after Partition. This area was particularly volatile and at least 250,000 people were murdered there in religious clashes – a further quarter of a million people are thought to have died in communal violence across the country. Meena’s father, who was in a refugee camp at 17 but later moved to Delhi where he met his future wife, starts a story on page 71 by saying: ‘When we lived in Lahore, just before Partition…’. Meena describes on pages 73–75 an overheard conversation between her aunties and uncles discussing the horrors of Partition.
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Key quotation


Meena: ‘I knew something about Partition, about the English dividing up India into India and Pakistan and of some people not knowing until the day the borders were announced whether they would have to move hundreds of miles away leaving everything behind them.’ (p. 71)
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Build critical skills


Why is Meena’s father, although culturally Hindu, wary of all religion and determined not to have a shrine in his house? The last paragraph on page 92 of the novel should help you to answer this question.
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Gandhi, revered by Meena’s father (p. 180), was assassinated in 1948 – just as the violence seemed to be dying down. He was hated by some Hindus, who detested his tolerance of Muslims. The political situation became more stable after Gandhi’s death, partly because people were so shocked by his murder.



Indian immigrants in Britain



A small number of Indians – mainly doctors, businessmen and lawyers – established themselves in Britain from the mid-nineteenth century when the Raj began. By the beginning of the twentieth century there were also small groups of poorer Indians living in British seaports.


After World War II and then after Indian Independence, Indian immigrants began to arrive in much larger numbers, particularly from the Punjab, which had been so troubled. Some, like Meena’s parents (and Syal’s in real life) and their friends, had professional qualifications and many were doctors.
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Many Indian immigrants, however, were unskilled workers who came because of the work opportunities in post-war Britain – in Woolf’s rubber factory in Southall, the iron foundries of Birmingham, steelworks of Sheffield and Scunthorpe, and the textile industry in Yorkshire and Lancashire. They found that it was possible to earn much better money in industrialised Britain than in poverty-stricken rural India.


After Independence India became, and still remains, part of the British Commonwealth – a friendly network of countries that formerly were colonies. Until 1962 there were no restrictions on Commonwealth citizens taking up residence in Britain. Gradually, since then, ever-tighter immigration controls have been imposed.


Indians, like Syal’s fictional Mr and Mrs Kumar and Mr Harinder Singh, came to Britain in search of better living conditions and – very importantly – an education for their children, who could then go on to be doctors, accountants, pharmacists and professionals in other areas with good career prospects. Aunt Shaila makes this stereotypically Indian assumption, to Meena’s amusement, when she gives her a fountain pen: ‘For all those top-class medical essays you will be writing at your grammar school!’ (p. 328), although Meena already knows she wants ‘nothing to do with bodies and breakdowns.’


Meena’s mother tells her on page 212 that ‘…we had to leave, we were poor and clever, a bad combination in India’ and explains that ‘…if Britain had not left us in such a damn big mess it would be a different story’. She makes it clear that a British grammar school education and university were the aim for Meena and Sunil. That is why Meena is under such pressure to pass the 11-plus exam: ‘If I failed, my parents’ five thousand mile journey would have been all for nothing’ she says (p. 213).


Mining in the West Midlands
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