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Exploring the way authors use different non-fiction styles.

Bonobo Handshake
It’s true: English exams chop up your experience of reading 
and writing into little packages that can seem a bit random. 
You’re thrown a text you might never otherwise touch and 
you have to make some kind of sense of it. In real life, it’s not 
like that: you read something because you have a particular 
purpose or interest, because you love a writer or someone 
recommended them, because you’re bored or on a train or 
need to know something for a job. Whatever’s going on, you 
have a rich context for understanding what you’re reading, 
and for responding to it. 

You don’t have that context in the exam, but you do have 
the context of everything you’ve ever read. By now, that’s 
a ton of stuff, even if you don’t think of yourself as a great 
reader: magazines, websites, posters, song lyrics, school 
books, bus tickets, text messages. You might not walk round 

with a book in your pocket, but you’re reading all the time, 
and you have a lifetime of reading experience in your head. 
The trick is to draw on that, and to use what you already 
know to help you with the unfamiliar text there on the desk 
in the exam hall.

Look at the excerpt from Bonobo Handshake here. This 
is the kind of narrative non-fiction you’re most likely to see 
in a GCSE English exam. Love it? Loathe it? Try binning 
those questions and asking instead, “How is this similar or 
different to related stuff I’ve read?” This will give you some 
points of comparison that will help you “see” what’s going 
on in the text in front of you. Try it here with two other kinds 
of writing about bonobo chimps: a zoo webpage and an 
encyclopaedia entry. By thinking about what it’s not, you can 
often find a lot more to say about what your exam text is.

Food For All from San Diego Zoo’s Animal Bytes: 

Bonobo (Pygmy Chimp) web page.



From “bonobo” The Columbia Electronic 
Encyclopedia web page.

From Bonobo Handshake by Vanessa Woods.
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NON-FICTION STYLES

● Exploring an unseen 
passage step by step.

next 
week

Find short quotations to back up each of  
the ideas about style. 

Find a non-fiction text on one of your past 
exam papers and brainstorm all the other 
kinds of text you’ve read that it’s not. Then 
write for five minutes about what it is.

Revision in minutes

9  

17  

Non-!ction


