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Teachers’ Notes
These revision materials have been designed to use with students sitting the AQA GCSE English 
Literature paper. They have all been written with the assessment objectives that apply to the 
study of a 19th century novel in mind. These are as follows:

Assessment Objective Marks awarded

AO1

 ❚ Read, understand and respond to texts. Students should be able 
to:

 − maintain a critical style and develop an informed personal 
response

 − use textual references, including quotations, to support and 
illustrate interpretations.

12

AO2

 ❚ Analyse the language, form and structure used by a writer to 
create meanings and effects, using relevant subject terminology 
where appropriate.

12

AO3

 ❚ Show understanding of the relationships between texts and the 
contexts in which they were written.

6

While we recognise the importance of students understanding the assessment objectives, we 
also believe that separating them out too systematically into their constituent parts can hinder 
a proper understanding of the text – and so a coherent response in the final examination. 
With this in mind, several of the activities encompass all three assessment objectives at once. 
Consequently, you will find within the material activities that model and encourage the 
exploration of all of the following in different ways and at different times:

 − writing in a critical style

 − developing a personal response

 − using textual references and quotations

 − developing interpretations

 − analysing language, form and structure

 − using subject terminology

 − exploring context

Teachers are free to photocopy and distribute the resources among students within their own 
institution, or to simply use them in the classroom. In the latter instance, we have designed 
several of the activities in ways that encourage detailed discussion about the novel. We believe 
this will help students extend their long-term memory of particular details and ideas, develop 
their understanding of personal response and recognise different possibilities available to them.
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WHAT CAN YOU REMEMBER ABOUT THE 
SIGN OF THE FOUR?

Total Recall: Factual Questions
There are many ways you can use the questions on pages 6-9 to test your factual knowledge of 
The Sign of the Four. Here are some suggestions:

What I know, sort of know and don’t know

1. Read a chapter you are uncertain about or you need to revise.

2. Read through the questions about this chapter.

3. Divide the questions into those you are sure you know the answer to, those you sort of 
know and those you definitely do not know.

4. Join with a partner and together see if you can work out the answers to all the questions

5. Finally, identify the questions you are still unsure about and ask your teacher for the answer 
sheet.

Testing a partner

1. In pairs, choose a chapter you want to revise (or you can also do this activity for the whole 
book).

2. Look at the questions for your chapter – or chapters – and, in your head, place them in 
order of difficulty.

3. Take it in turns to ask your partner what you think is the most difficult question available, 
until you have run out of questions to ask.

4. Keep a score and see who gets the most correct answers.

Which facts are most important?

1. With a partner, work through the questions for a chapter.

2. When you are confident you know all of the answers, decide which three facts in that 
chapter are the most significant to remember.
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The questions (answers on pages 47-50)

Chapter 1 – The Science of Deduction
1.  What is the first thing we see Holmes do in the novel?

2. What is the name of the previous book (brochure) Watson wrote in relation to a 
Sherlock Holmes case?

3. How does Holmes know that Watson has been to the Post Office?

4. What object does Watson give to Holmes to test his skills of deduction?

5. What does Watson initially accuse Holmes of when Holmes passes the test?

6. What distinctive Victorian London weather phenomenon does Holmes describe 
towards the end of the chapter?

7. Why is Holmes so despondent towards the end of the chapter?

8. Who arrives at the end of this chapter? 

Chapter 2 – The Statement of the Case
1. What are Watson’s first impressions of Mary Morstan?

2. Who recommended Holmes to Mary Morstan?

3. Captain Morstan obtained twelve months’ leave to come home. What happened to him 
after he arrived in London?

4. What does Mary Morstan receive on the same date every year?

5. Why does Holmes think Mary Morstan is a ‘model client’?

6. How does Holmes work out that all the letters are from the same person?

7. Holmes fails to notice that Mary Morstan was an attractive woman. What does Watson 
call him as a result?

8. At the end of the chapter, Watson sits in the window with a book in his hand. His 
thoughts, however, are not with the book. What does he think about instead?

Chapter 3 – In Quest of a Solution
1. What mood is Holmes in when he returns at the beginning of the chapter?

2. Just before they leave, what does Holmes take out of his drawer and put in his pocket?

3. Miss Morstan hands Holmes a piece of paper with The Sign of the Four on it. What else is 
on the paper? Name one thing.

4. Jonathan Small is one of ‘the four’. Can you name two of the remaining three?

5. What is the weather like when they travel through London?

6. What does Holmes say whilst they are in the carriage?

7. They arrive in a particularly wealthy street in London. True or false?

8. At the end of the chapter, a servant opens the door. Name one thing the servant is 
wearing.
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Revising Contexts: Detective Fiction

‘Crime fiction confirms our belief, despite some evidence to the contrary, 
that we live in a rational, comprehensible, and moral universe.’

P.D. James, Crime Fiction Writer

Detective fiction was enormously popular in the Victorian age. The new middle-class Victorian 
readers were fascinated not just by crime but by satisfying solutions. The genre is popularly 
believed to have begun in 1841 with Edgar Allan Poe’s Dupin detective stories – Conan Doyle 
had certainly read and enjoyed them. 

Like all genres, a shared set of common features began to emerge; many continue today in 
modern crime novels and TV series.

 ❚ Based on your own background studies of detective fiction, and/or your own familiarity 
with the genre through books and television, work in pairs to list some of the key features 
of detective fiction.

 ❚ Read the list of features of detective fiction on page 15 and compare with your own.

 ❚ Now apply these features to The Sign of the Four, using the table on pages 16-17 to help 
you. 

 ❚ In pairs, compare your findings. Does The Sign of the Four contain all the elements we might 
expect in detective fiction?

 ❚ Finally, as a class, agree upon the four most significant passages in the novel that clearly 
confirm The Sign of the Four as a typical example of detective fiction. Think about what you 
could write about genre in an essay if one of those passages came up in the exam. 
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Revising Contexts: British Empire and Victorian Attitudes to 
Women
The statements on page 19 are on two influential contexts of The Sign of the Four:

 − the British Empire

 − Victorian attitudes to women. 

 ❚ Individually, select a statement from each section you find to be the most controversial or 
interesting.

 ❚ In groups or as a class, share and discuss your reasons for selecting that statement.

 ❚ You will be assigned one of the two sections. For your assigned section, select three 
statements. For each statement, find a key passage from the novel which most closely 
relates to it. 

For example: 

‘Indian art and culture was fashionable and in many of the homes of Britain’s 
middle-classes there was a taste for the ‘exotic’ 

The description of Thaddeus Sholto’s apartment at the beginning of Chapter 4, 
with its tiger-skins and Oriental vase, shows the fashionable influence of Indian 
culture. 

 ❚ Find someone who looked at the alternative section and share your ideas.

 ❚ Finally, plan or write one of the following two essays:

 − Write about how Conan Doyle presents attitudes towards women in a single passage 
and in the novel as a whole.

OR

 − Write about how Conan Doyle presents attitudes towards Non-Europeans in a single 
passage and in the novel as a whole.

 ❚ Swap essays across the class so that you get to read at least one essay with the same title as 
yours and one with the other title.
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