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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 Jane Eyre. 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.
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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 this 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 (p. 108).
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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, theme and the author’s methods, can be found in the ‘Top quotations’ section on page 102 of the guide. All page references in this guide refer to the 2006 edition of Jane Eyre, published by Penguin Classics (ISBN 9780141441146).


‘Reader, I married him.’


(p. 517)
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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 aspects of Charlotte Brontë’s life and times that influenced her writing; the particular issues with which she was concerned; and where the novel stands in terms of the literary tradition to which it belongs.


The relevant ‘Plot and structure’ sections in this guide could be helpful to you either before or after you read each chapter of Jane Eyre. As well as a summary of events there is also commentary on the author’s methods, so that you are aware of both the key events and the literary features in each part of the novel. 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 the 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 English literature 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 Jane Eyre itself, 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 revisited 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, writing a quick plan, and ‘working’ with the text, since all of the examination boards use an extract-based question for Jane Eyre. The Charlotte Brontë question is in two parts (only OCR provides an alternative, essay-type question): you will be given an extract from Jane Eyre and asked to write in detail about that extract, before being asked to write about an aspect in the novel as a whole. 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. When looking at the sample answers, bear in mind that the way they are assessed is similar (but not identical) across the boards. It is sensible to look online at the sample questions and materials from the particular board that you are taking, and to try planning answers to as many questions as possible. You might also have fun inventing and answering additional questions, since you can be sure that the ones in the sample materials will not be the ones you see when you open the exam paper!


This guide should help you to clarify your thinking about the novel, but it is not a substitute for your thoughtful reading and discussion of Jane Eyre. The guide should also help you consolidate your approach to writing well under the pressure of the examination. The suggestions in the guide can help you to develop habits of planning and writing answers that take the worry out of how you write, and so enable you to concentrate on what you write.


The guide is intended to complement the work you do with your teacher, not to replace it. At the end of the main sections there are ‘Review your learning’ questions to support your thinking. There are ‘Build critical skills’ and ‘Grade booster’ boxes at various points; these help you to develop the critical and analytical skills you need to achieve a higher grade. There is also a ‘Top quotations’ section, for characters, themes and the author’s methods. Now that all GCSE literature examinations are ‘closed book’, this ‘Top quotations’ section will prove helpful in offering you the opportunity to learn short quotations to support points about characters, themes and Charlotte Brontë’s methods, as well as being a revision aid.


When writing about the novel, use this guide as a springboard to develop your own ideas. You should not read this guide in order to memorise chunks of it, ready to regurgitate in the exam. Examiners are not looking for set responses: identical answers are dull. They would like to see that you have used everything you have been taught – including by this guide – as a starting point for your own thinking. The examiners hope to reward you for perceptive thought, individual appreciation and varying interpretations. Try to show that you have engaged with the themes and ideas in the novel and that you have explored Charlotte Brontë’s methods with an awareness of the context in which she wrote. Above all, don’t be afraid to make it clear that you have enjoyed the novel.


When reading Jane Eyre


Keep in mind when the novel was written. Jane Eyre: An Autobiography was a sensation when it was published in 1847. It was claiming to be the autobiography of a woman called Jane Eyre, edited by a man called Currer Bell (Charlotte Brontë chose to publish under a man’s name because in the 1840s attitudes to women writers were so negative). In fact it was a work of fiction written wholly by Charlotte Brontë, but it does draw on aspects of her own life and character. You will recognise elements from other types of writing as well as autobiography. These include romance, mystery, Gothic horror and the coming-of-age novel (or Bildungsroman), which tracks the emotional and spiritual development of a young person.


Think of Jane Eyre as a novel in the style of an autobiography with a chronological and geographical structure. Each new stage of Jane’s development towards maturity either starts or ends with a journey.


The novel is the story of a passionate young woman’s social, sexual and spiritual development, but Jane Eyre was also a criticism of what Charlotte Brontë called ‘the warped system of things’ – religious hypocrisy, social pretensions and attitudes towards women. Look out for Charlotte Brontë’s critical, satirical and political presentation of a society that offered women fewer opportunities than it offered men.


The novel has distinct elements that would have been recognised at the time as ‘Gothic’: notice when and how Charlotte Brontë creates a deliberately mysterious and macabre atmosphere, especially around the hidden figure of Bertha at Thornfield Hall.


Watching Jane Eyre


Jane Eyre has been adapted as a film many times and in different languages. As long as you remember that you are being examined on the book itself, not on a film version of it, you might gain insights from the ways different directors have interpreted the novel. Famous film adaptations include the 1943 version starring Orson Welles, and the 1996 film by Zeffirelli with a remarkable cast. Recent adaptations include a 2006 four-part BBC television version, available on DVD, and a 2011 film, starring Michael Fassbender and Judi Dench. Radio adaptations leave greater scope for your imagination but these are not as easy to obtain as are audiobooks, which are closer to the original text.
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Examining the text


You will be examined on Charlotte Brontë’s text, so it is important for you to examine the text for yourself. The exam questions are really about Charlotte Brontë as a novelist, and the text of Jane Eyre is what you have to use as evidence for what you say.


As you get to know Jane Eyre better, ask yourself a series of questions about Charlotte Brontë’s reasons for writing each episode as she did:




  1  Why did Charlotte Brontë include this episode at this point?


  2  What methods did Charlotte Brontë choose to present this episode?


  3  How does this episode contribute to the development of the plot?


  4  What do we learn about the characters from this part of the novel?


  5  What mental images are conjured up by the words? How do they link with images and ideas from elsewhere?


  6  How might Charlotte Brontë have expected her readers to react to this episode?


  7  What aspects of this part of the novel have relevance today?


  8  How effective do you think Charlotte Brontë was in conveying her intentions to her readers?



  9  What would be lost if this episode did not exist?



10  What are your personal thoughts about this part of the novel?





And finally…


Jane Eyre is a love story, but not just a love story: it presents personal love and passion, but does so in the context of major ideas of the time, such as religion, education, the structure of society and the freedom of the individual.


Enjoy reading the novel, use the guide to help you as you study the text, and good luck in your exam.





Context




[image: ]


Target your thinking





•  What do examiners mean by ‘context’? (AO3)



•  How can awareness of the personal, historical and literary context deepen your understanding of Jane Eyre? (AO3)



•  How might readers in different times see different ideas and issues in the novel? (AO3)
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What is meant by context?


‘Context’ (AO3) in GCSE English literature is a wide-ranging term. It has five different aspects:





•  The personal context: how Charlotte Brontë’s life influenced her work.



•  The historical context: how the time in which the novel was written relates to the ideas and events in Jane Eyre.




•  The literary context: how Charlotte Brontë’s own reading influenced the novel.



•  The context of the text: the time and place within which the text itself is set.



•  The reader context: the ways in which reader responses reflect different times and places.





GCSE examiners do not want you to reel off information about Charlotte Brontë’s life and times. What they are interested in is how your knowledge of her life and times influences your understanding of the novel.


The life of Charlotte Brontë






	1816

	Charlotte is born on 21 April, the third child of Patrick Brontë and Maria Branwell.






	1820

	Her father becomes curate in Haworth, a remote village on the Pennine moors in West Yorkshire.






	1821–23

	Charlotte’s mother dies. Charlotte and her siblings are cared for by their uncaring (but very religious) maiden aunt. The Brontë children are free to roam the moors, and to read whatever interests them.






	1824

	Mr Brontë sends his four eldest daughters to a school for the daughters of poor clergymen at Cowan Bridge. Charlotte’s two eldest sisters, Maria and Elizabeth, die there of tuberculosis.






	1825–30

	The remaining Brontë children live at Haworth and collaboratively create a complete imaginary world, called Angria.






	1831–34

	Charlotte attends school at Roe Head.






	1835–41

	Charlotte returns to Roe Head in 1835 as a governess. This is followed by two other posts as a governess, which she hates.






	1841–43

	Charlotte, now 26, enrols at the Pensionnat Heger in Brussels, to improve her teaching qualifications in French and to learn German. She falls passionately in love with the married headmaster at the school, Monsieur Heger.






	1843

	Charlotte tries and fails to open a school in Haworth.






	1846

	The sisters together publish a book of poems under pseudonyms. Anne’s Agnes Grey and Emily’s Wuthering Heights are both accepted by publishers, but Charlotte’s partially autobiographical account of her experiences in Brussels, The Professor, is rejected. Undeterred, she begins writing Jane Eyre.







	1847

	
Jane Eyre: An Autobiography is published under the name of Currer Bell, bringing Charlotte the sum of £500.






	1848

	The ‘Bells’ find instant fame, once their true identity is known, but Emily and Branwell Brontë die that year.






	1849

	Charlotte is shattered emotionally when Anne dies of tuberculosis, but publishes Shirley.







	1853

	
Villette, based on Charlotte’s experiences in Brussels, is published.






	1854

	Charlotte finally (and rather unromantically) marries her father’s curate, Arthur Nicholls.






	1855

	Charlotte becomes pregnant, but dies of pneumonia at the age of 38.
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GRADE BOOSTER


Gaining some knowledge of Charlotte Brontë’s life as well as the context of the novel will help you to understand the author’s purposes and concerns, as well as any contemporary issues that may have affected the presentation of characters or themes. It’s important, however, to avoid simply ‘bolting on’ biographical or cultural details – they must always be relevant to the question you are answering.
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The personal context


This refers to how what was happening in her personal world might have influenced how Charlotte Brontë wrote Jane Eyre.


Jane Eyre is not Charlotte Brontë. We cannot simply assume that events in the novel are there because something similar happened to the writer. Nevertheless, as you would expect, authors draw on what they know or have experienced. Various aspects of Jane’s life are close to Charlotte Brontë’s, but some are closer than others. Below are comments on parts of the novel that link Jane’s experiences with her creator’s, however tenuous that link may be.



Family



Charlotte Brontë’s time as a child in the charge of her unsympathetic, rigid and deeply religious Aunt Branwell may have influenced the way in which she wrote about Jane’s unhappy time as a dependant at Gateshead Hall. Charlotte Brontë’s highly intelligent sister Maria died at Cowan Bridge School (Lowood School in the novel) and was probably the model for Helen Burns. Reverend Brontë, Charlotte’s father, was losing his sight by the time Charlotte was writing Jane Eyre, so she wrote of Rochester’s blindness with experience of how blindness could change a life. Charlotte also knew of a family called the Eyres, whose house contained a mad relative.


Education


Lowood School is clearly based on the Cowan Bridge School for the daughters of the clergy that Charlotte and her sisters attended. Maria and Elizabeth Brontë died there of tuberculosis.


Charlotte, like Jane, was a governess, but to Charlotte being a governess was like ‘slavery’. The savage satirical portrayal of Blanche Ingram, with her sneering contempt for governesses, is a reflection of Charlotte’s attitude to those who employed governesses.
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Build critical skills


How does Charlotte Brontë’s use of dialogue here show how Jane feels about life at Lowood School after she has been shamed by Mr Brocklehurst?


‘“Helen, why do you stay with a girl whom everybody believes to be a liar?”


“Everybody, Jane? Why, there are only eighty people who have heard you called so, and the world contains hundreds of millions.”


“But what have I to do with millions? The eighty I know despise me.”


“Jane, you are mistaken: probably not one in the school either despises or dislikes you; many, I am sure, pity you much.”


“How can they pity me after what Mr Brocklehurst said?”


“Mr Brocklehurst is not a god.”’


(p. 82)
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