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Bill Bryson grew up in America in the 1950s. In this passage he describes what matinees – special 
Saturday morning film shows in cinemas for children only – were like.


On Saturdays there were usually matinees to go to, generally involving a double feature1 of all the 
movies that my mother didn’t take me to – The Man from Planet X, Revenge of Godzilla, Zombies 
from the Stratosphere, something with the slogan ‘Half-man, half-beast, but ALL MONSTER’ – plus 
a handful of cartoons and a couple of short comedy films just to make sure we were fired up. The 
main features usually involved some jerkily animated dinosaurs, a swarm of giant insects and several 
thousand seriously worried Japanese people racing through city streets just ahead of a large wave or 
trampling foot.


These movies were nearly always cheaply made and badly acted, but that didn’t matter because Saturday 
matinees weren’t about watching movies. They were about racing about wildly, making noise, having 
battles involving thrown candy2 and making sure that every flat surface was buried at least three inches 
deep in spilled popcorn and empty containers. Essentially matinees were an invitation to four thousand 
children to riot for four hours in a large darkened space.


Before every performance, the manager – who was nearly always a bad-tempered guy with a bow tie 
and a very red face – would take to the stage to announce in a threatening manner that if any child – any 
child at all – was caught throwing candy, or seemed to be about to throw candy, he would be seized by 
the collar and marched into the waiting arms of the police. “I’m watching you all, and I know where 
you live,” the manager would say and fix us with a final threatening scowl. Then the lights would dim 
and up to twenty thousand pieces of flying candy would rain down on him and the stage around him.


Sometimes the movie would be so popular or the manager so inexperienced that the upstairs balcony 
would be opened, giving a thousand or so kids the joyous privilege of being able to tip wet and sticky 
substances on to the helpless swarms below. The running of the cinema was once given to a young man 
who had never dealt with children before. He introduced a break in which children with birthdays who 
had filled out a card were called on stage and allowed to reach into a big box from which they could 
take a toy, box of candy or gift. By the second week eleven thousand children had filled out birthday 
cards. Many were making seven or eight extra trips to the stage under lightly assumed identities3. Both 
the manager and the free gifts were gone by the third week.


But even when properly run, matinees made no economic sense. Every kid spent 35 cents to get in and 
another 35 cents on pop and candy, but left behind four dollars in costs for repairs, cleaning and gum 
removal. In consequence matinees tended to move from cinema to cinema as managers gave up the 
practice, had nervous breakdowns or left town.


Very occasionally the film studios or a sponsor would give out prizes. They were nearly all ill-advised. 
For the first showing of The Birds4, the cinema handed out one pound bags of birdseed to the first five 
hundred customers. Can you imagine giving birdseed to five hundred unsupervised children? A little-
known fact about birdseed is that when soaked in Coca-Cola and blown through a straw it can travel at 
up to two hundred feet at speed and will stick to anything – walls, ceilings, cinema screens, soft fabrics, 
the back of the manager’s suit, anything.


1double feature a programme consisting of two films 
2candy American word for sweets 
3lightly assumed identities the children pretended to be someone else 
4The Birds a horror film of the 1950s


(Source: Bill Bryson, The Life and Times of the Thunderbolt Kid, Doubleday, 2006) 
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SECTION A: UNPREPARED NON-FICTION

You must answer the question in this section.
You should spend about 40 minutes on this question.

1. How does the writer bring out in an amusing way what children’s Saturday morning 
cinema in the 1950s in America was like?

 You should write about:

	 •	 the kinds of films that were shown 
	 •	 the behaviour of the children and the things they did
	 • the behaviour of the managers and how well they coped
	 • the use of language for comic effect.

 Support your answer with examples from the text.

(Total for Section A: 25 marks for Reading)

Write your answer to Section A here:
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(Section A continued)  ________________________________________________________
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(Section A continued)  ________________________________________________________
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TOTAL FOR SECTION A: 25 MARKS

Section 
A

(Total 25 marks)
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SECTION B: WRITING TO ARGUE, PERSUADE, ADVISE

There are two questions in this section. You should answer ONE of them.
You should spend about 40 minutes on this question.

2. A cinema manager has banned teenagers from some film performances because of bad 
behaviour. 

 “Young people,” she says, “show no respect towards other people, talk through films, use 
their mobile phones, move about all the time and eat and drink noisily, leaving behind a 
dreadful mess.”

 Write a letter to the manager, persuading her either to lift the ban or to keep it. 

OR

3. What advice would you give to parents about how much freedom they should allow their 
teenage children in today’s world?

(Total for Section B: 25 marks for Writing)

Indicate which question you are answering by marking the box ( ).
If you change your mind, put a line through the box ( ) and then indicate 

your new question with a cross ( ).

Chosen Question Number: Question 2 Question 3

Write your answer to Section B here:

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________
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(Section B continued)  ________________________________________________________
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(Section B continued)  ________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

M33817A_GCSE_English_Foundation_8   8 22/04/2008   08:19:12



Leave 
blank

9

Turn over*M33817A0�16*

(Section B continued)  ________________________________________________________
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SECTION C: WRITING TO ANALYSE, REVIEW, COMMENT

There are two questions in this section. You should answer ONE of them.
You should spend about 40 minutes on this question.

4. The school leaving age is to be raised to 18. All young people will be required to stay at 
school or take part in training.  

 Comment on this plan.

 In your answer you should write about:

	 •	 the advantages and disadvantages of raising the school leaving age 
	 •	 the kinds of education or training that should be available after GCSE
	 • your good or bad experiences of learning or training.

OR

5. Write about a day out or visit with your friends or family that you remember, analysing 
what made it memorable.  

(Total for Section C: 25 marks for Writing)

Indicate which question you are answering by marking the box ( ).
If you change your mind, put a line through the box ( ) and then indicate 

your new question with a cross ( ).

Chosen Question Number: Question 4 Question 5

Write your answer to Section C here:
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(Section C continued)  ________________________________________________________
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(Section C continued)  ________________________________________________________
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 TOTAL FOR PAPER: 75 MARKS

END

Section 
C

(Total 25 marks)
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