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Getting the most from this guide


This guide is designed to help you to raise your achievement in your examination response to A Christmas Carol. 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 is provided at the beginning of each chapter to give you a breakdown of the material covered, labelled by Assessment Objective. 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 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.
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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 the Review your learning section to test your knowledge: a series of short specific questions to ensure that 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.
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GRADE BOOSTER


Read and remember this grade-boosting advice: top tips from experienced teachers and examiners who can advise you on what to do, as well as what not to do, 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, key moments and theme can be found in the Top ten quotations section towards the end of the guide. Page references are given for the 1993 Parragon edition of the text.


‘I don’t make merry myself at Christmas and I can’t afford to make idle people merry.’ (p. 13)
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Introduction



Studying the text


You may find it useful to read sections of this guide when you need them, rather than reading it from start to finish. For example, the Context section can be read before you read the novel itself, since it offers an explanation of relevant historical, cultural and literary background to the text. It is here where you will find information about aspects of Dickens’s life and times which influenced his writing, the particular issues with which Dickens was concerned and where the novel stands in terms of the literary tradition to which it belongs.


As you work through the novel, you may find it helpful to read the relevant pages of the Plot and structure section before or after reading a particular chapter. As well as a summary of events there is also commentary, so that you are aware both of key events and features in each of the staves. The sections on characterisation, on themes and on language, style and analysis will help to 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 assessments. The Assessment Objectives are what examination boards base their mark schemes on. In this section they 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 literature course, you will need to revise thoroughly if you are to achieve the very best grade that you can.


You should first remind yourself of what happens in the novel and so the Plot and structure section 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 looking for in general, and then look carefully at the Tackling the exams section.


This section gives you useful information on question format, depending on which examination board specification you are following, as well as practical advice on the examination format, and practical considerations such as the time available for the question and the Assessment Objectives which apply to it. Advice is also supplied on how to approach the question, writing a quick plan, and ‘working’ the text, since all of the examination boards use an extract based question for A Christmas Carol.


Focused advice on how you might improve your grade follows, and you need to read this section carefully.


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


Now that all GCSE literature examinations are ‘closed book’, the Top ten section will be an invaluable aid in that it offers you the opportunity to learn short quotations to support points about character and themes as well as being a revision aid which identifies ten quotations in the transformation of Scrooge.


When writing about the novel, use this guide as a springboard to develop your own ideas. Remember: the examiners are not looking for set responses. You should not read this guide in order to memorise chunks of it, ready to regurgitate in the exam. Identical answers are dull. The examiners hope to reward you for perceptive thought, individual appreciation and varying interpretations. They want to sense you have engaged with the themes and ideas in the novel, explored Dickens’s methods with an awareness of the context in which he wrote and enjoyed this part of your literature course.


There are, of course, a number of film versions of A Christmas Carol, ranging from the classic black and white film starring Alastair Sim to the recent Jim Carrey extravaganza, not to mention The Muppet Christmas Carol (which is surprisingly close to the text in places). However, you will find differences to the text in all of them, For example, in the Muppets version there are two Marleys, one of whom is called Robert! All of these are enjoyable versions of the tale which convey the essential message of the novel. However, they should never be seen as a substitute for the text itself. Examiners are unlikely to be impressed by responses which refer to songs in A Christmas Carol, or claim that Marley’s first name is Bob!


Enjoy referring to the guide as you study the text, and good luck in your exam.





Context
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Target your thinking





•  What is meant by ‘context’? (AO3)



•  How did Dickens’s life influence his work? (AO3)



•  How did socioeconomic conditions in the nineteenth century inform Dickens’s work? (AO3)



•  What was London like in the time of Dickens? (AO3)



•  How was Christmas celebrated? (AO3)



•  Did Dickens believe in ghosts? (AO3)
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What is context?


Knowledge of context will help you to understand and appreciate your reading of A Christmas Carol, but what exactly is it?


Context is a wide-ranging term. It refers to the historical, socioeconomic and political circumstances of the time, as well as the author’s beliefs about those circumstances. It also refers to the way that more personal events in the author’s own life may have influenced the author’s thinking and writing, in this case Charles Dickens. Finally, it may also refer to literary context and be concerned with developments in the novel as a form which may also have influenced the way it was written.


Dickens’s life


Charles John Huffam Dickens was born on 7 February 1812 in Portsmouth, the second of eight children. He spent much of his childhood in London, living for some time in Camden, in a house which has been said to have been the inspiration for the Cratchit family home. His family was not well off and, like Peter Cratchit, ‘he might have known, and very likely did, the inside of a pawnbroker’s’ (p. 57). In 1824 his father was imprisoned for non-payment of a baker’s bill, so the young Dickens had direct experience of the horror of debt, illustrated in A Christmas Carol by the fear and anxiety of the gentle Caroline and her family.
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At the age of 12, he was sent to work in a blacking factory, and this experience left him with an understanding and sympathy for the poor, and for poor children in particular, which stayed with him for the rest of his life.


He married in 1836 and for a while the marriage was happy. The depictions of marriage and family life in A Christmas Carol, written in 1843, are overwhelmingly positive. Belle and her husband, the Fezziwigs, the Cratchits and Caroline and her husband all illustrate a cosy picture of domestic bliss.


However, in later years Dickens fell out of love with his wife, who he felt had aged prematurely and was exhausted by child bearing — Dickens and his wife had ten children. Dickens began to pursue younger and prettier women, notably the actress, Nelly Ternan, with whom it is believed that he had a passionate, though secret, affair.


He was hugely successful and respected in his lifetime as a writer, an entertainer and a social commentator. He loved touring and reading his novels to appreciative audiences and the prospect of this undoubtedly influenced his narrative style. Today, his novels are still widely read, loved and frequently adapted for film, stage and television.


A Christmas Carol is the most frequently adapted of them all, with the name ‘Scrooge’ having passed into the English language as a general term for a miser.


Dickens wrote 18 novels and was working on a nineteenth when he died in 1870.
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GRADE BOOSTER


It is important to have some knowledge of Dickens’s life as well as the context of the novel. This will help you to understand the author’s purposes and concerns as well as any contemporary issues which may have affected the presentation of characters or themes. However, there is little to be gained by simply ‘bolting on’ biographical or cultural details. They must always be related to the question you are answering.
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Dickens’s London


The setting for A Christmas Carol is Victorian London, which was in many ways a very different place to the city we know today. There was perhaps a greater, more conspicuous sense of community for some, as can be seen from the vibrant descriptions of the Christmas shops, the people turning out in their best clothes to go to church and chapel, to visit relatives or to slide and throw snowballs or to carry their dinners to the bakers’ shops. Poor people had open fires to heat their homes and cook on, but no ovens. Bakers opened their shops on Sundays and holidays and charged a small fee to cook people’s dinners. In A Christmas Carol, the Cratchit children fetch the goose from the baker’s for their Christmas lunch.
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Key quotation


But, if you had judged from the numbers of people on their way to friendly gatherings, you might have thought that no one was at home to give them welcome when they got there, instead of every house expecting company, and piling its fires half-chimney high. (p. 58)
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However, there was also a darker side to the city. The nineteenth century was a time of great social change, and with that change came many social problems. The Industrial Revolution transformed England from a mainly rural economy to an industrial one, with thousands of poor country people flocking to the cities in search of work.


Without an infrastructure to support them, many were forced to live in insanitary and overcrowded conditions. The alleys and courts of the city were dark and dirty, and often associated with crime and degeneracy, particularly after sundown. Dickens uses Stave 4 of A Christmas Carol in particular to raise awareness of this, when Scrooge is taken to the area of old Joe’s shop.
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Key quotation


Alleys and archways, like so many cesspools, disgorged their offences of smell, and dirt, and life, upon the straggling streets; and the whole quarter reeked with crime, with filth, and misery. (p. 71)
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Today we are used to brightly illuminated homes, streets and workplaces but in Dickens’s time people relied mainly on feeble gaslight, oil lamps and candles, so that the difference between night and day was much more marked, and night was seen as a time of lawlessness, mystery and fear. In A Christmas Carol light and dark are used very effectively to create atmosphere and reveal character.


Widespread pollution in the capital from unregulated factories merged with fog to create smog, which meant it was often very difficult to see. In Stave 1 ‘people ran about with flaring links’ (p. 14) to offer their services in showing the way to carriages.
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Dickens spent many hours walking around the streets of London in the middle of the night while writing the novel. This may have partly inspired his descriptions of Scrooge’s nocturnal trips with the spirits.



Dickens and education



Although schools in nineteenth century literature were often seen as grim places where children suffered both cruelty and injustice, such as those in Nicholas Nickleby and Hard Times, Dickens believed passionately in the importance of education as the only way out of the cycle of deprivation in which many children were trapped.
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Build critical skills


How is darkness associated with Scrooge in Stave 1 and in the ‘death’ of Scrooge in Stave 4, and to what effect?
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For example, although Dickens presents Scrooge’s experience of school as a lonely and unhappy one, Scrooge appears to have been greatly comforted by his ability to read about the adventures of Ali Baba. This early love of reading seems to have exerted a lasting influence on the elderly Scrooge, as its recollection creates in him a state of huge excitement. These tales were a great favourite of Dickens himself as a child.
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Build critical skills


What do you think Dickens was suggesting by the use of the word ‘Doom’?
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Furthermore, in Stave 3 of A Christmas Carol, in what is one of the most powerful moments in the book, Ignorance and Want appear in the shape of two hideous children, of whom Scrooge is told to beware, especially of the boy named Ignorance, for on his forehead one word appears, ‘Doom’.


Dickens’s social conscience


In Dickens’s time, the gap between rich and poor was much wider than it is today. Life for the poor was very difficult. Poor living conditions and lack of health care led to the spread of disease, high infant mortality and early death in adults. Workers had few rights, were poorly paid, and there was little job security. Scrooge’s threat of dismissal to Bob in Stave 1 was a very real one.


If you could not support yourself, you could be taken into the workhouse, an institution supported by the Poor Law and feared by all. Once inside, it was very difficult to leave. You could be separated from your family, worked relentlessly and half-starved.


Attitudes to the poor were generally very harsh in Victorian England, because it was often assumed that if you were poor, it was your own fault. Scrooge’s callous comments about the less fortunate were not untypical. When told by the charity collectors that many of the poor would rather die than go into the workhouse, Scrooge’s response is: ‘If they would rather die…they had better do it and decrease the surplus population’ (p. 13).


There are critics who see the echoing of these words by the Ghost of Christmas Present as the key to understanding Dickens’s economic philosophy. It has been argued that Scrooge may represent the ideas of Thomas Robert Malthus, a Victorian economist, one of whose beliefs was that population growth would always outpace food supply, resulting in inevitable poverty and starvation for the ‘surplus population’. The implication is that the practical solution would be to allow that ‘surplus population’ to die.
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