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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 The History Boys. It is intended for you to use throughout your GCSE English literature course. It will help you when you are studying the play 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 play:
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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 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 play 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 section. Answers to the Review your learning questions are provided in the final section of the guide (p. 102).
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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


Hector …remember, open quotation marks, ‘All knowledge is precious whether or not it serves the slightest human use’, close quotation marks. (p. 5)
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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 2004 Faber and Faber edition of the text.





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 section on Context can be read before you read the play itself, since it offers an explanation of relevant historical, cultural and literary background to the text. It is here where you will find information on aspects of Bennett’s life which influenced his writing, the particular issues with which Bennett was concerned and on where the play stands in terms of the literary tradition to which it belongs.


As you work through the play, you may find it helpful to read the plot and structure sections before or after reading a particular Act or section of text. As well as a summary of events there is also commentary, so that you are aware of key events and features in each of the sections. The sections on characterisation, themes, and 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 play 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 play and so the chapter on plot and structure might be returned to in the first instance. You might then look at the Assessment Objectives 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. There is advice on how to approach the question, writing a quick plan, and beginning your response.


Focused advice on how to raise 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 examiners’ 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. Further exam board-specific questions are available in the online resources.


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.


When writing about the play, 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 play, explored Bennett’s methods with an awareness of the context in which he wrote and enjoyed this part of your literature course.


The play in performance


If you are fortunate enough to be offered the opportunity to see the play on stage, this would be most useful to deepen your understanding of it. There is also an enjoyable film version of The History Boys (2006) which will help to familiarise you with the main characters and bring the play to life, especially through the use of song and the pacey style.


However, there are some important differences between the play and the film. For instance, the play is much darker in terms of the ending; in the film, a more sympathetically portrayed Irwin has suffered nothing more than a broken leg in the accident. Posner too seems brighter in the film — ‘not happy but not unhappy about it’, rather than the reclusive, neurotic figure from the play.


It is important to remember that your examination is on the play, not on the film.


Enjoy referring to the guide, and good luck in your exam.





Context
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Target your thinking





•  What is meant by ‘context’? (AO3)



•  How has Bennett’s early life influenced his work? (AO3)



•  How is the context of the1980s reflected in The History Boys? (AO3)



•  What is the literary context of the play? (AO3)



•  How does Bennett evoke a wider cultural context? (AO3)
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What is context?


Knowledge of context will help you to understand and appreciate your reading of The History Boys, 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 life of the author (in this case Alan Bennett) may have influenced his/her thinking and writing. Finally, it may also refer to literary context and be concerned with developments in the play as a form which may also have influenced the way it was written.


Bennett and The History Boys


Alan Bennett was born in Leeds in 1934 into a working-class family. He attended a state grammar school which was in many ways similar to the school in The History Boys. He was taught history by a teacher who he later described as being closest to Mrs Lintott, with a solid, factual approach to teaching.
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He has expressed some regret that he was never taught by anyone like the charismatic and inspirational Hector. As he explains in an interview in the Daily Telegraph, 21 June 2004:




‘I only knew about teachers like that from talking to other people, and also from reading…Temperamentally I cleave to that kind of teacher and that kind of teaching — while at the same time not thinking it practical.’





He was one of eight boys in his sixth form who were encouraged by the Head to try for one of the more prestigious universities. At that time, candidates went up to Cambridge or Oxford for an interview and to sit the entrance examination, and Bennett found this adventure both exciting and intimidating. Some of his feelings regarding this period of his life inevitably informed his portrayal of the experiences of the boys in the play.


After completing his National Service, he decided to try for a scholarship to Oxford, partly from ‘sheer vanity’ but also because, like Posner, he’d fallen hopelessly in love with a boy who was going there. Later he came to regret the journalistic approach to history that he used, albeit successfully, to gain his place there.




‘…the way I got a scholarship to Oxford and how I got my degree really was via the method the character called Irwin uses in the play. So in a sense, I am Irwin.’ (Daily Telegraph, 21 June 2004)





However, he also sees himself in other characters, such as the religious Scripps and the undersized Posner, who is coming to terms with his emerging sexuality. In fact, Bennett has commented:




‘I’m all the boys except for Dakin, the most confident boy. I wish I could, but I can’t see myself in him. And the masters too. I think all dramatists work like that. There’s a pinch of you in every character.’ (Daily Telegraph, 21 June 2004)





During his time at university he became involved with the Oxford Revue and was also part of a group which went to the Edinburgh Festival with the highly successful satirical show Beyond the Fringe. This led to work in television and ultimately to various other writing projects. His other most well-known work includes the Talking Heads series, The Lady in the Van and The Madness of King George.
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Oxford Revue: comedy group featuring Oxford University students which also produced Rowan Atkinson, Michael Palin and Katy Brand
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In his autobiographical essays he refers to the ‘futile filthy deaths of war’ and he also marched in protest at the war in Iraq, which he regarded as ‘shameful’. His abhorrence of war is reflected in the empathy shown by Hector and Posner for the fate of Drummer Hodge in Thomas Hardy’s poem of the same name.


His views on history may possibly be close to those of Mrs Lintott since he has also expressed disgust over populist interpretations of Henry VIII and the dissolution of the monasteries. This disgust informs his scathing portrayal of Irwin as a television celebrity historian.
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GRADE BOOSTER


It is important to have some knowledge of the author’s life as well as the context of the play. 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.


[image: ]





The 1980s


Although the play first premièred in 2004, it is loosely set in the 1980s. When Bennett was writing the play in the early 2000s, he would have had time to reflect on some of the major events of that era, a time when the educational zeitgeist was undergoing massive change, prompting similar debates about the nature and purpose of education to those in the play. In addition, central government began to establish a tighter control over schools, colleges and universities than ever before.
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zeitgeist: the spirit of the age or time
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Universities in the 1980s


The Conservative government, under Margaret Thatcher, argued that universities should be brought closer to the world of business. This meant greater exposure to market forces, increased monitoring and massive cuts in spending. Education for its own sake was, apparently, considered of less value than the production of leaders and manpower for business and industry. The treatment of universities was compared by a London professor, John Griffith of the LSE, to Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries.


Then, as now, students from state schools were under-represented at Oxbridge. Top jobs are dominated by privately educated Oxbridge graduates. In August 2014 the Independent reported that 59% of the Cabinet had been to Oxbridge.
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Oxbridge: a shorthand term for Oxford or Cambridge
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In the play, Irwin knows that Oxbridge places were largely won by wealthier, privately educated students; the kind of young people ‘who have been to Rome and Venice, Florence and Perugia and…done courses on what they have seen there’ (p. 19). Irwin exhorts the boys to take these young people on:
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Key quotation


Irwin Hate them because these boys and girls…have been groomed like thoroughbreds for this one particular race. Put head to head with them and, on the evidence of these essays, you have none of you got a hope. (p. 20)
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The suggestion is that young people who are privately educated have a veneer of confidence, perhaps what the Headmaster thinks of as ‘polish’. They tend to go on to be successful in every sphere of business and professional life. Many prominent figures in the Arts have been privately educated, for example, Eddie Redmayne, Benedict Cumberbatch, Florence Welch, Mumford and Sons, to name but a few.


Bennett has stated publicly his ‘passionate view’ that state and private education should be amalgamated, especially at sixth form level. Although Irwin appears superficial and in many ways deeply cynical, it could also be argued that Irwin’s teaching methods were simply creating a more level playing field for those not from public school backgrounds.


Schools in the 1980s


In the introduction to the Faber edition of The History Boys, Bennett tells us that the play is set in a state grammar school. In other words, it is a secondary school where students are selected on ability, as opposed to a comprehensive school which accepts all students regardless of ability. The fact that it is a state school, however, means that it is free for students to attend.


In state schools in the 1980s, the national curriculum was introduced. This prescribed what was to be taught and backed it up with a rigorous system of testing. Teachers were no longer trusted to determine the content of what they taught. In this sense, Irwin was correct when he said that there was no longer time for Hector’s inspirational but unregulated approach to teaching.
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Key quotation


Irwin He was a good man but I do not think there is time for his kind of teaching any more. (p. 109)
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The publication of league tables based on examination success was also introduced around this time. These work a little like football league tables with the schools with the highest percentage of examination passes at the top (as opposed to the highest number of points gained in matches). The Headmaster in the play cites league tables as one of the reasons he wants the boys to go to Oxbridge.
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Key quotation


Headmaster But I am thinking league tables. Open scholarships. Reports to the Governors. (p. 8)
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Many parents felt that the introduction of the publication of league tables had some benefits, in that schools were accountable for their students’ results in a way that they had never been before. Furthermore, parents could now, in theory at least, exercise choice over the school their child attended, based on the greater availability of information.


However, there were some less positive effects. To ensure continued existence, schools needed to compete for students as each student brought an increase in funding. As parents inevitably chose schools which were successful according to this one crude measure, many schools felt pressurised to produce results through cramming, or like Irwin, teaching to a particular kind of test, often at the expense of a more rounded education.
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