Key features index for teachers
Key Features Index for Hong Kong English Language Junior Secondary Teachers
Use this index to identify stories that demonstrate the key features you may want to exemplify in
context or analyse in your Junior Secondary English language classes. They are grouped as follows:
Dramatic Impact | Effective Plot | Characterisation | Effective Dialogue | Symbols, Twists or the
Unexpected | Turn of Phrase (i.e. effective use of language).
Page / theme

Title

Brief description

Longer description of key features

08 /
Friends, Family,
Love

Forbidden
Fruit

Description
mystifies
unexpected
treasure

We don't know who (or what) the main
character is, nor what they want, and as
the story develops the tension turns into
revelation. The simple object (a chocolate) is
made into something strange and mysterious.
The story plays on our expectations of what
adventure stories (especially involving
treasure) are usually about.

20 /
Struggle,
Self-Discovery,
Social Issues

Dear
Desperate
Kids

Important
message
gradually
revealed

The impact of this story comes from how the
main point emerges gradually throughout
the letter and increases in complexity. At the
beginning it's an apology, then it adds some
details about an event (Santa's disappearance)
in the past, and finally it gives an explanation
and an important (environmental) message.
This gradual revealing makes an important
message exciting and funny, and therefore
more effective.

21 /
Struggle,
Self-Discovery,
Social Issues

Mum's Love

Onomatopaeia
generates
dramatic
atmosphere

This story starts with onomatopaeia – sound
words – in this case ‘slap!’ It then generates
a strong atmosphere by focusing briefly on
small details, such as the curtains and the
traffic noise. The atmospheric opening sets up
the rest of the story, which mostly happens
through dialogue.

22 /
Struggle,
Self-Discovery,
Social Issues

Cope

Effects, not
causes,
dramatise

The dramatic impact of this story happens
through what has already happened,
before the story time. We smell the smoke
and alcohol and see the mud and dirt, but
we don’t see the ‘hung-over beast’ nor
‘yesterday’s fight’. The effects here are more
poignant than the actions that caused them.

35 /
Adventure,
suspense

Friendly
Comrades

Gothic horror
chills blood

This is a very gothic short story. Gothic stories
are intended to be spine-chilling and bloodcurdling. They feature, as this story does, the
supernatural, strange or dream-like events,
blood, death, horror and ghosts, often within
creepy old buildings or empty landscapes.

Dramatic impact
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36 /
Adventure,
suspense

Kidnapped!

Tense business
builds suspense

Here, it is the business that creates tension.
Business is what a character does while
something else is happening: adjusting his tie,
making a drink, walking over to a window. The
most suspenseful part of this story – when Jim
realises who the abductor is – is punctuated
with tense ‘business’ like this.

48 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

Frightful
Flying

Fiction world
changes ‘reality’

Here, short sentences are used to create the
drama of a crashing plane as the child’s gameworld affects reality in the story. During the
plane's descent, each sentence is usually just
one or two clauses long. This rhythm creates
a dramatic urgency that matches the urgent
situation.

52 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

Robots and
Humans

Present tense
sounds dramatic

This story uses the present tense throughout.
When used effectively, present tense can
sound more dramatic – like the story is
happening right now and the narration is
‘live’. Film scripts use the present tense, as do
informal oral stories (such as a person might
tell to their friends in a café).

63 /
Mystery,
Supernatural,
Ghost Stories

A Perfect
Landfill

Newspaper
register brings
authenticity

The impact of this story comes from its use of
the newspaper article register. Paragraphs are
short and factual and it includes phrases like
‘[he] proposed’ and ‘according to [scientists]’.
This adds authenticity to a speculative and
ultimately chilling piece of fiction.

64 /
Mystery,
Supernatural,
Ghost Stories

Ghost Bus

Possibly true,
definitely scary

Like A Perfect Landfill, this sounds authentic
because of its factual, newspaper report-like
tone. It also includes short, concise sentences.
It’s difficult to know whether it’s a true story
or not, which partly helps to locate this story
in the contemporary genre of ‘urban myths’.

65 /
Mystery,
Supernatural,
Ghost Stories

Jigsaw
Puzzle

Bad weather
builds
atmosphere

Like Friendly Comrades, this is a gothic-style
story (in fact it is a re-telling of a well-known
urban legend). It uses the weather very
effectively to build an atmosphere of dread
and suspense. While thunder and lightning
can be a cliché in stories, here they work quite
well.

67 /
Mystery,
Supernatural,
Ghost Stories

Ghost Story

Familiar location
increases
scariness

As with the gothic-style stories in this
collection, the atmosphere is key to this piece.
The location (a train station) is familiar to all of
us and we're all aware of its dangers. Thus, the
familiar location combined with the darkness
and howling wind make for a very scary story.
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76 /
Hybrid or
Fusion Stories

Reflection

Show little, scare
much

Sometimes showing a little does a lot. In
horror stories, we tend to fill in the gaps when
description is brief. This makes the situation
even scarier. Note the line in the first
paragraph which indicates there is a problem
likely to occur later on in the story, and which
ties the beginning to the end of the tale.

79 /
Hybrid or
Fusion Stories

Born to
Death?

Allusion forces
devastating
conclusions

This dramatic story works in a number of ways.
The story is suggested not told, the author
leaving out key contextual factors which
therefore have to be supplied by the reader
using her/his knowledge and experience to
guess through the allusion. What could be
happening? This makes the story a more
devastating, resonant and important piece.
The story-telling also reflects the main
character – her lack of understanding is
necessary to understate the terrible situation
and to hint at the age and position of the girl.

12 /
Friends, Family,
Love

Stories
Come True

Economical
plotting reads
clearly

This is an example of economical storytelling:
everything that needs to be in the plot is in
there and nothing else. The books and stories,
the father and daughter, the sickness and
recovery – everything is used and nothing is
wasted or unnecessary. It shows, clearly and
simply, the power of wishful thinking.

13 /
Friends, Family,
Love

What is
Beauty?

Damned if you
do...

This plot revolves on the traditional moral
counterpoint between outer and inner
beauty. Is it better to be ugly on the outside
and beautiful on the inside? Is it inevitable
that you will be ugly on the inside if you are
beautiful on the outside? The story is an
expression of the sentiment, ‘you’re damned
if you do and you’re damned if you don’t’. The
people hated Cherry when she was ugly and
when she was beautiful. Perhaps the message
is just to be yourself.

14 /
Friends, Family,
Love

Friendship

Expectations
turned upside
down

This story shows how our expectations can be
dashed when a writer sets up a character or
situation and then turns it around completely.
We think that Nicholas can be trusted, but
then we find out a deeper truth, that he is
actually calculating and mean. The first line
also turns something round – a well-known
saying is reversed!

Effective plot
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15 /
Friends, Family,
Love

Piano
Secret

Unreliable
narrator changes
facts

This is an example of the ‘unreliable narrator’.
The story starts in the present tense, stating
that he plays alone in the music room, but
later we discover that ‘now’ he plays together
with Christy. This unreliability reflects our
changing understanding of the narrator
and his story, as well as the fact that at the
beginning of the story his secret is still ‘a
secret’.

44 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

The Fourth
Little Pig

Revolting
Rhymes readily
recalled

This story recalls Roald Dahl's Revolting
Rhymes, in which traditional fairy tales are
given a modern, often ironic (meta-fictional),
twist. Here, it is the discovery of a fourth
little pig and the unknown survival, and
compassion, of the hungry wolf. This story is
also notable for how it includes both ‘I’ and
‘you’, adding to the modern, ironic flavour.

47 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

Ben and the
Dragon

Modern or
traditional story?

This story, a little like The Fourth Little Pig
and Ripples, refers to itself at the end when
Ben becomes ‘the hero of this old legend’, a
legend that Ben knows about himself. This
could be a modern, ironic style of storytelling.
Alternatively, it could refer to the traditional,
oral style of telling stories, like Ripples.

50 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

The Time
Machine

Humanity
revealed through
paradox

Time-travel plots have been done again and
again, and usually focus on the problems
caused when a person makes unnatural
changes to his or her past life. These changes
often result in paradoxes, such as here where
the only way to save a person's life is with
a time machine, but without that person's
death the time machine won't be invented.
Regardless of paradoxes, it is a human story –
as much as we may want to save the ones we
love, ultimately we must let them go.

80 /
Hybrid or
Fusion Stories

Mary's
Secret

Narrator not
main character

This story is an example of how point of view
(or subjectivity) can be important for plot. If
our narrator is not our main character (like
in Morpheus Black), we are forced to share
what he does and doesn’t know, and what
he assumes. In this case, it’s what he finds
strange and curious about his classmate that
sets up the plot.
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09 /
Friends, Family,
Love

Happiness
is Simple

Narrator shares
character's voice

The man thinks his problem is external (ie: his
work), but in fact his problem is internal (he is
indifferent to others – his family – and expects
them to be indifferent to him too). This is
helped by the story swapping freely between
the narrator's (external) voice and the man's
(internal) voice: his thoughts. Therefore, we
share the man's idea of his problem and his
realisation matches ours at the end.

24 /
Struggle,
Self-Discovery,
Social Issues

One-day
Millionaire

Classic character
story retold

This is a classic rags-to-riches-to-rags-again
tale, typical of many Hollywood movies. The
hero thinks he wants something (often money
or fame), gets it (through luck or magic), but
in getting it he loses something else (friends,
a loved one, or the respect of others), then
he loses his wealth or fame, but finds he has
gained something else, something better (a
new attitude, respect from others, etc). It's
a classic story, retold many times, but it has
everlasting appeal because it is a very human
story.

31 /
Adventure,
suspense

A Good
Brother

Sketchy
narration
sketches
character

Here, the method of using short sketches
– 'found memories revisited' – has two
functions in developing character. The first
is to suggest the character without telling us
directly: it never states ‘he was going to fight
Steven later that day’, but we understand
that this will happen. The second is to use
the sketchy language to show how the main
character's memories – and his mind generally
– are unclear and unreliable, especially when
we discover his location.

74 /
Hybrid or
Fusion Stories

Morpheus
Black

Anti-hero
shares reader’s
prejudices

There are two interesting aspects of
characterisation in this story. The first is
the use of a narrator who is not the main
character – this allows us to share the
narrator's prejudices about MB and see how
he changes as the story progresses. The
second is the surprising use of an imperfect
character like Silena, whose ‘attitude stinks’ –
she is what we call an anti-hero.

Characterisation
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16 /
Friends, Family,
Love

Friends For
Life

Unconventional
dialogue adds
realism

This dialogue highlighted here shows how
people don't always talk in turns, nor do
people always answer questions directly. In
fact, genuine dialogue is full of false starts,
unfinished sentences, and unconnected
speech, and using this in stories adds realism
and believability. This story is also a good
example of a generic American high school
story, with its in-crowds and geeks, its
sunshine and glossy hair, and its awkward
classroom scenarios.

26 /
Struggle,
Self-Discovery,
Social Issues

Peter's
Trouble

Speech works in
context

John gives a very heartfelt speech in this story,
something more common in older novels and
in more sentimental Hollywood movies. It
works effectively, especially in this context.
Here, we see that Peter's trouble isn't with
his leg or his ability to play for his team, but
it is in thinking that he will let his teammates
down, and John's speech manages to convince
him otherwise.

45 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

The Prince
and the
Servant

Internal
monologue
speaks thoughts

There are two effective uses of dialogue in this
story. The first is the way the characters speak
reflecting the time period of the story (‘my
dearest son’, ‘your true love’). The second
is the use of internal dialogue – sometimes
called internal monologue – where characters
speak in their own minds.

54 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

The Tunnel

Dramatic
dialogue-based
story

This story is unusual in that almost everything
happens through dialogue. This is how a
stage or radio play might be written, but
sometimes it works for a story. As dialogue is
often written in the present tense, this type of
grammatical immediacy also adds drama.

55 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

Alien with a
Watch

Empathetic
narration and
dialogue

Like The Tunnel, this story is written mostly
in dialogue. Even the first-person narration
sounds like dialogue with us, the readers. As
such, we may feel a certain empathy with the
hopeless narrator, or perhaps even laugh at
his/her unlikely predicament as it is divulged
to us. This story also represents a good
example of an unanticipated ending.

69 /
Mystery,
Supernatural,
Ghost Stories

First
Mission

Doesn't just use
‘said’

This story contains some great alternative
words for ‘said’. It can become very tiresome
to keep reading ‘he said... she said...’, and the
dialogue will also sound very flat. Here we
have ‘shouted’, ‘replied’ and ‘commanded’
which are all varied and expressive.

Effective dialogue
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77 /
Hybrid or
Fusion Stories

Final
Mission

Arguments
require special
dialogue

The dialogue in the middle of this story is an
effective example of an argument. Arguments
have shouting, curses, interruptions and
repetitions. Like First Mission, we also have
some good examples of alternatives for ‘said’,
which, when people are arguing, provide the
means by which to raise atmospheric tension.

82 /
Hybrid or
Fusion Stories

Meeting
Doraemon

Starts with
dramatic
dialogue

This story starts with dialogue. This can
be dramatic as well as economical. Short
stories need to make their mark quickly and
efficiently and starting with dialogue achieves
this. As the story contains a well-known
fictional character, it also provides a working
example of the way this author exploits
characters within two fictional worlds: one
from the world we all recognise embedded in
the story-world the writer introduces to us.

84 /
Hybrid or
Fusion Stories

A Story of
an Alien

Jokes and
arguments
united

This, like Final Mission, contains an argument.
It also contains a joke, based on the clichéd
alien greeting: ‘Take me to your leader.’ No
story is limited to being only serious or only
funny!

Symbol, twists or the unexpected
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11 /
Friends, Family,
Love

Leaving
Home

Just about a fox?

This story could just be about a fox, but it
could also be about something more: perhaps
the fox represents the normal person on the
street. If so, what does the fox, the hunter,
the gun, the mother, the friend and the fact
that they are foxes all represent? Could this
story be an example of a modern allegory? Its
interpretation is in the hands of the reader.

27 /
Struggle,
Self-Discovery,
Social Issues

We Are
Never
Alone

Juxtaposed
image
symbolises
character

Here, juxtaposing an image with a character
helps us to understand the meaning of the
story. While at the beginning the rain is
drizzling down, later on the moon is smiling,
peacefully and always there, as Alex returns
home. The things we associate with the moon
– permanence, tranquillity, clear skies – we can
here associate with the new, peaceful Alex.

29 /
Struggle,
Self-Discovery,
Social Issues

Black
Sunday

Irony augments
typical twist

This story includes a twist, which is not a very
surprising twist, but is effective nonetheless
because it ties the story together. It's not
surprising for us to learn that the main
character is suffering from hallucinations.
However, the fact that his hallucination has
led him to cut himself off from the only person
who can save him adds irony and gives the
story an extra sting in its tail.

Page / theme

Title

Brief description

Longer description of key features

56 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

Alien and
Me

Unexpected
reactions enliven
story

The father's reaction in this story is quite
unexpected. Sometimes a very simple story
can be brought to life when the plot is used
to create the unexpected. By doing this, a
entirely new wave of interest is pulsed into
the story and the reader. See also Friendship
and Forbidden Fruit.

62 /
Mystery,
Supernatural,
Ghost Stories

Dreams?

Dreams allow
reversal twist

Dreams, and the question ‘Is this all just a
dream?’, have been and always will be ripe for
storytelling. Here, the story is about a dreammaker and the twist is that the swindlers
trying to exploit him find that they are
themselves being swindled because they are
dreaming. It's a classic reversal twist ending,
and works well within the context of a story
about dreams.

70 /
Mystery,
Supernatural,
Ghost Stories

Time-losing
Chat Room

Balances set-up
and surprise

The twist in this story is very effective because
we have mostly forgotten about the ‘cost’
of using this strange chat room by the time
we get to the end of the story. A good twist
should be surprising, but it should also make
sense according to what has gone before,
and these two things are often hard to put
together. If you set up the twist too carefully,
you will spoil the surprise; if you try to make it
too surprising, the reader will feel cheated.

72 /
Hybrid or
Fusion Stories

The Dream
Thief

The monster is
‘human’

The twist here is a classic one, but an
important one. It is that the ‘monster’ (a
creature in this case) is actually ‘human’;
that despite appearances, he has the same
fears and desires as us. The rest of this story
contributes to the unexpectedness of this
conclusion and shows us how wrong we can
be when we pre-judge people.

83 /
Hybrid or
Fusion Stories

God's Story

Doubts can
provoke thought

Here, as in a few other stories in this
collection, we are forced to question what we
have read before. These stories raise doubts
about identity, reality and (here) sanity. If used
effectively, this can be thought-provoking. The
‘X’ character, through the use of his name,
could also work to symbolise any one of us.
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10 /
Friends, Family,
Love

Ripples

Story written as
told

The story starts by referring to itself, even
talking about the page of the book where the
story first appeared. It then refers to ‘you’,
at once making it more story-like, but also
hinting that the strange lake might actually
exist. It reads like a person telling a story
aloud. The contrast between the tourist, the
factual brochure the lake appears in, and the
emotional anthropomorphism and back story
of the lake work to create a modern fable or
myth.

18 /
Friends, Family,
Love

Hello

Unanswered
question raises
awareness

Similar to Piano Secret and Friendship, we
have a slightly unreliable start to this story.
The question is whether ‘Hello’ usually starts
a friendship, but we find out that ‘Hello’ is
the only thing left when a friendship is over.
Posing such a question, even when it’s not
answered in the story, is a way of asking the
reader to reflect on the issues raised by the
writer.

25 /
Struggle,
Self-Discovery,
Social Issues

An
Encounter
With Luck

Recurring motifs
unite story

This story contains repeated references to
eyes, something we might call a motif. Motifs
can be used to deliver extra meaning, or can
just be a nice way to tie the story together
visually. Here, the innocent eyes of a puppy
are compared with the sparkling eyes of a
handsome stranger, either suggesting their
shared characteristics, or simply creating
consistent images to unite the story.

33 /
Adventure,
suspense

Wherever
Freedom
Lives

Past tenses aid
narrative

The highlighted examples in this story show
how past continuous and past perfect
continuous are often used in stories. We arrive
in the middle of a scene (a plot device known
as ‘in media res’) – the end of a school day –
and the past continuous helps put us straight
into the action. The past perfect continuous
indicates something that had been happening
before and up until the story time.

38 /
Adventure,
suspense

The
Pickpocket

Similes
draw strong
comparisons

This story, which ends in a twist, uses similes
(and metaphors) to compare a pickpocket
to different kinds of wild sea creatures.
Comparing the pickpockets actions to those of
a ‘shark’, for example, not only describes the
action but also draws other comparisons – we
may think the pickpocket himself is also sharklike: fast, dangerous and single-minded. The
re-use of sea creatures is like a motif, as in An
Encounter With Luck.

Turn of phrase
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39 /
Adventure,
suspense

Bobo's
Adventure

Past continuous
sets scene

Like Wherever Freedom Lives, this story sets
the context using the past continuous. Firstly,
it shows the narrator was watching TV, then it
shows his friend was holding a dog. The past
continuous is very often used at the beginning
of stories in this way as a way to ‘insert’ the
reader into the ongoing action of the storyworld.

40 /
Adventure,
suspense

Narrow
Escape

Short sentences
add emphasis

This story uses short, punchy sentences. This
can be to emphasise characters or situations.
Here, it is used to give simple, no-nonsense
information about a small group of policemen.
The brevity of the sentences work to set
a quick pace to the story and this helps to
create its impact and tone.

42 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

The
Stretched
Neck

Just like Just So

This story is very much like one of Kipling's
Just So stories. These are origin stories, often
about how animals came to look the way they
do. Here we get explanations for the giraffe’s
long neck, as well as for its patched skin and
long legs.

43 /
Myths,
Legends,
Fantasy,
Technology

The Huge,
Tall Waves

Myth continues
to present

Like The Stretched Neck, this is very much like
a Just So story. This one, however, is more
fantastical and therefore is quite like a myth
or legend. Also worth noting is that this story
ends in present tenses, suggesting that the
myth continues to this day.

58 /
Mystery,
Supernatural,
Ghost Stories

Insanity
Check

Metaphor eases
intense reading

Like The Pickpocket and An Encounter with
Luck, this story, a fine example of a ninjalike pursuit, uses simile and metaphor to
describe the actions of the assassin and to
draw comparisons with a panther. Sometimes,
using metaphor can soften subjects that might
be difficult to read (or write) about directly.
Here, it is a bloody assassination, but written
about as an animal hunting prey, somehow it’s
a little easier to stomach.

60 /
Mystery,
Supernatural,
Ghost Stories

Wear It,
Forever

Prose style
matches
gothicism

Like Friendly Comrades and Jigsaw Puzzle,
this is another gothic story with a chilling
finale after incremental passages developed
to create dread expectation and fear in the
reader. It is written in a ‘late 18th to early 19th
Century’ style (‘It produced in me...’ instead of
‘I felt...’). This is in keeping with gothic stories,
written mostly around this time.
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