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EMPATHIC TASK : The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time

Here are some notes below to help you and to remind you of how to do an empathic task. 

Christopher’s father

· Page 57 : uses swear words and is very direct when speaking to the headmistress; he persuades her to let Christopher take A Level maths. “Christopher is getting a crap enough deal already, don’t you think, without you shitting on him from a great height as well. Jesus this is the one thing he is really good at.”Shows that he does defend Christopher and wants to protect him.

· Page 58: his desire to move town. “We’ve got to get out of this town, kiddo.” “Swindon is the arsehole of the world.”

· We learn that they used to argue a lot – mother and father. See page 59.

· We see that sometimes his parents get angry with him: “Christopher, if you do not behave I swear I shall knock the living daylights out of you.” See page 60-61.

· Chapter 79 we learn that Christopher’s father does not want him to investigate anymore. He also calls Mr Shears “evil”. He nags his fist on the table – shows his anger. He also makes Christopher promise not to continue his investigation AND he wants him to look at him.

· Father says “Howdy, Pardner” to his son. See page 101. He also loses his temper when he finds out that Christopher has talked to Mrs Alexander: “Holy fucking Jesus, Christopher. How stupid are you?” And:  “What the fuck did I tell you?” And: “Don’t give me that bollocks you little shit.” (In an empathic task he might feel guilty about what he has says or  he may express this frustration at Christopher’s behaviour.) See page 102-103 for more examples of how angry the father gets and what he says to his son. In this scene, the father grabs his son and Christopher loses his temper and hits him. This could be referred to in any of the empathic tasks. He takes his son to the zoo afterwards – sign of feeling guilty.
Christopher – how to adopt his voice

· quite short factual sentences e.g. “I cannot tell jokes because I do not understand them.” Sentences are linked simply. “The policeman arrived. I like policemen.”

· Deductions are always based on logic and not emotions

· When he discovers the dog he is not emotional. He says: “I like dogs.”

· He does not like screaming or being touched.

· He often describes smells e.g. in the police car: “The police car smelt of hot plastic and aftershave and take-away chips.”

· Events are placed in simple order with no real description: “And then she made us spaghetti and tomato sauce. And after dinner she played scrabble and I beat her 247 points to 134.”
· In the prison cell he notices lots of details: “It had a small window with bars and, on the opposite side, a metal door with a long, thin hatch …”

· He also likes lists – see page 16 for example.

· Fascination with the Milky Way and the stars.

· Food (he doesn’t like it touching and hates yellow food page 131) and colours – chapter 47 he explains Good Day and Black Day.

· Chapter 107 – his favourite book is Sherlock Holmes

· Page 113 –he says he can rewind his memory like a video recorder so if he was remembering events it would be detailed.

· Page 99 we learn that his grandmother is losing her mind.

· Blue Planet videos about life in the deepest parts of the ocean. Page 100.

· Chapter 149 Christopher looks for his book and finds the letters from his mother hidden in the cupboard. Notice that he does not react in the way another child would react.

Empathic Tasks: possible topics
Imagine that you are Christopher. Write your thoughts and feelings as you wait for your father in the jail cell from 1:12 a.m to 1:28 am.

(See chapter 97)

Imagine that you are Christopher. Mrs Alexander has just told you about your mother’s affair with Mr Shears. Write your thoughts and feelings about what you have just learned and about all the people involved.

Imagine that you are Christopher’s father. You are driving home with Christopher from the police station after his arrest or hitting a police officer. Write your thoughts about your son and the situation you find yourself in.

Imagine that you are Christopher / Christopher’s father after he found the book you had been writing. You have just had a fight about it. It is the next day. Write your thoughts.

(See chapter 127).

Imagine that you are Christopher after you have discovered and read the first letter from your mother. Write your thoughts.

(See chapter 149)

Imagine that you are Christopher’s father. You come home from work and discover that Christopher has read all the letters. He has been sick all over the bed and you have just given him a bath. Write your thoughts.

(see chapter 157)

Things to think about:

A. Think about character

You need to adopt the voice of the character so make sure you know how they think and feel. Note down all the feelings they might have at that particular moment. You can also pick out expressions that they use throughout the novel.

How does each of the following feel at the moment in the story which you have chosen: 

	Christopher
	Christopher’s father

	
	Feelings of guilt about the lies he has told.


B. Sound Knowledge
When you are writing your empathic task, you must show SOUND KNOWLEDGE of the work studied. What does this mean?

It means that you should really understand how your character functions – how would he / she react in a certain situation?

You also need to refer to key moments and incidents in the story. This will show that you know the novel well.

You MUST not just retell the story. An empathic task must not give a linear account of what happens.

Example 1:

I can’t believe that Christopher was arrested. Apparently, they found him holding the dog Wellington. Then they tried to speak to him and he hit the policeman. Why did he do that? Then they arrested him and took him to the police station. They put him in a cell.

Example 2: 

I can’t believe what has happened. This is all my fault. Why the hell did I kill the stupid dog and now Christopher has become mixed up in it all? The bloody police should have known not to arrest him – they could have realised that there was something different about him. What sort of father am I? My own son in a prison cell because of what I did. And I always used to accuse his mother of not caring enough, of not being patient and calm enough. I remember when she threw the dinner across the room – and now I’m behaving just like her, losing my temper all the time. Killing a dog – what am I going to do next? What a mess this all is!

Q. Answer the questions about the two empathic tasks:

a. What knowledge of the story do they show?
b. Which one is too linear and does not offer enough reflection on what has happened?
c. Which one shows emotions and reflects realistically how the character might be feeling?

d. Which one tries to adopt the father’s voice and how?

C. Adopting a Voice

Christopher’s voice is easier to adopt that his father BUT you should read through the novel and pick out key words and expressions for each of them. Make a list below. 

	Christopher
	Christopher’s father

	Use of non-emotional sentences.

Very factual.

Notices small details about people.

Picks up on smells.


	Use of swear words

Says “Howdy pardner”


D. SUMMING UP: Remember the following points when doing your empathic task.

- If you choose an empathic task you will be asked to consider a particular moment in the text through one of the character’s eyes. 

- To complete this task successfully you will need to show knowledge of the incident concerned, what has led up to it, what happens to the character later and detailed knowledge of the text and the character.

- You will need to fully understand and be able to interpret a character, use the character’s usual responses and show an overall understanding of how the character behaves in the text as a whole.

- The style adopted must be suitable to the character. For example, an aristocratic character would not use colloquial language. Try and think of any phrases a particular character might use.

- You must write as the character, therefore using the first person narrative – not ‘If I were Christopher’s father, I would....’ but ‘I feel terrible – what have I done to my poor son? ...’

- Do not include dialogue or descriptions of movements as this is meant to be someone’s thoughts. You are not telling a story. 

Key points for a good answer:

· First person narrative

· Show comprehensive knowledge of the text

· Show knowledge of a particular character’s role

· Show a character’s likely reactions

· Use a suitable style.

Now go back and look at the piece of coursework you did on Lord of the Flies or The Curious Incident last year. Are you happy with it? See of you can improve on it and make the voice even more appropriate. Aim for an A grade! Remember that coursework is worth 30% of your final grade so it is worth making an effort to do a really good price of work.

