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Running your Reading Gladiators Group

Year Two Challenge

Higher attaining readers at the start of Year Two are at an exciting 
but challenging time in their reading journey. They may have 
progressed well through the school’s reading scheme and will 
make the transition to being a fully independent reader during 
this year. However, it is important to continue to support these 
readers at home as well as school because the sudden freedom 
of choice needs to be managed carefully to ensure that children 
are understanding what they are reading. Furthermore, they 
need to understand that increasing skills and depth of response 
to reading are not measured by a gradient of carefully levelled 
books which they work through systematically. There are times 
where a longer chapter book is appropriate but also times when 
a well-loved favourite will provide a comforting read. Thoughtfully 
selected texts combined with parents/carers continuing to work in 
partnership to support their child’s reading at home are key to the 
successful development of readers at this age. The Year Two Reading 
Gladiators programme aims to support this by providing a reading 
journey through 8 carefully chosen books which they will read and 
talk about with their group. Ideas for further talk opportunities at 
home are provided throughout this guide.

Running your Reading  
Gladiators Group

Most Reading Gladiators groups run like book clubs, either after 
school, or at lunch break. In some schools the Reading Gladiators 
sessions take place during English lessons/guided reading. Both 
forms of organisation can work. The overriding factor is that a 
Reading Gladiators session should be a pleasurable experience  
for the children taking part and for the group leader. The optimum 
length for a session is 30 minutes, which allows enough time for 
the discussion to move beyond initial responses into deeper layers 
of learning. Two sessions a week are suggested to allow time for 
children to revisit the text and discuss ideas in greater depth. 

Involving parents/carers

Parental involvement is crucial for this age group, but it is often the 
stage of reading where parents feel their input is no longer needed 
because their child can read independently. Specific tasks have been 
included in this guide for children and parents to discuss together 
between sessions. Some of the books are longer reads, which 
require the children to read at home between group sessions. It 
is best if parents are encouraged to get to know the books that 
their child is reading and any ways of inviting them to participate 
is to be welcomed. Of course, not all children have an adult at 
home who is able to support them with their reading. If this is the 
case there are ways of ensuring the child does not miss out. For 
example, one school invited a keen governor to visit on a weekly 
basis to support a child who did not have a suitable adult at home 
with informal discussion about their reading and to do some of the 
suggested parent/child activities. It is preferable for this key adult to 
be someone different from the adult leading the group to allow for 
a different kind of relationship.

Creating the atmosphere 

The book club style ethos of the Reading Gladiators groups means 
sessions are characterised by natural, engaging conversation. It can 
help to have some ‘big questions’ or statements prepared to kick 
start discussion (there are some generic and some book specific 
suggestions in this guide) but the session should not be dominated 
by too many teacher questions.

As the facilitator for this group, it is good to offer your own 
thoughts, though preferably not too early in the discussion. The 
children will learn a lot from the way you model your thinking and 
express your opinions, as well as your active and respectful listening 
to their ideas. If you use a tentative, ‘think aloud’ style, characterised 
by speculation, this will encourage shy children to participate. Let 
the children know that it is ok to change an opinion. Be prepared 
to challenge them by disagreeing, and encourage them to build on 
each other’s ideas or disagree respectfully. 

If you are running the sessions as a book club rather than in lesson 
time, you will be able to give some thought to the most conducive 
setting for your club. The library might be the most obvious choice, 
or even outside in fine weather. 

Thinking journal

Reading Gladiators is most successful where there are plenty of talk 
opportunities, which do not necessarily lead to a written outcome. 
Nevertheless, a notebook used to record thoughts and ideas can be 
useful, and will provide some evidence of the reading journey. It can 
also be a useful place for parents or carers to add their thoughts 
about the books and their responses to discussion questions at 
home. You may want to share these responses at the beginning  
of sessions.
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Running your Reading Gladiators Group

Structuring the Sessions

Over the course of the year the group will read 8 books. That’s 
roughly one book a month, with time allowed in the summer term 
to revisit books and to compare them before the final challenge 
in June or July. You will usually spend between 4 and 8 sessions on 
each book. We have suggested how much the children will need to 
read between sessions to finish the three longer chapter books. This 
is just a guide. Of course, you may choose to spend longer on a 
book that really captures the imagination of the group, or move on 
more quickly if a book doesn’t hold such a strong appeal for them.

The order in which the books are read is designed to take the 
Gladiators on a reading journey. We start with the most accessible 
books before moving on to more complex texts (which are not 
necessarily the longest books). This is designed to support children’s 
growing reading stamina. 

Introductory session

The first session with a new book is the introductory session and 
orientates the group towards the book. It’s an opportunity to 
introduce the author, perhaps showing them the author’s website or 
other books that they have written. The book selection deliberately 
includes authors who may be less well known to the children, even 
if they are well-established or award-winning writers. In addition 
to the suggested activities in this book, we will be adding some 
resources, such as interviews, story starters, presentations, to the 
Reading Gladiators website. You will be able to access the resources 
via your login to the website.

In the introductory session, we suggest that you read aloud to 
the group so that they can tune in to the rhythm and style of the 
narration before reading independently. Hearing the book read 
aloud by a skilled reader with good expression, phrasing and fluidity 
is hugely beneficial. This is particularly important for the longer 
chapter books that the children will encounter later in the year.  

The middle sessions

Read on 
With the longer books, the Gladiators will engage in sustained 
reading between sessions and some of this will need to be done 
at home. An editable template for a letter to be sent to 
parents can be downloaded from the resources section 
on the Reading Gladiators website. 

First responses 
You will find plenty of ideas in the pages of this guide for things 
to do in the follow-on sessions. You can select from this menu of 
possibilities to tailor the sessions for your group. No doubt you will 
have your own ideas as well. 

A good welcome and opening is important for creating the right 
tone and atmosphere. Sessions are likely to begin with sharing first 
responses. The opportunity for everyone to share initial ideas might 
start with something as simple as a ‘thumbs up, thumbs down’ as 
an opening move for discussion. Encourage the children to respond 
to the thoughts of others through questioning and asking them to 

justify their responses. Avoid filtering their comments so they come 
to regard you as a member of the group, rather than the arbiter of 
ideas and opinions. 

Taking it further 
If the discussion falters or becomes circular, use one or two of your 
key questions or provocative statements to get things moving again.   

Rounding up 
Endings are important too. A strong ending to a session leaves 
everyone eager for the next session. Try to avoid a rushed ending 
or one that fizzles out. At the end of the session you might set up 
the reading for the next time or introduce the new book. Allow 
time to provide news about the monthly mini challenges, which the 
children may want to enter. 

The Final Session Review

The final session provides an opportunity to reflect on the themes, 
character development, structure and to revisit first responses to 
see if opinions have changed or if predictions have worked out as 
expected. This could be a good opportunity to invite parents to join 
in too where possible. 
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Key Dates

Reading Gladiators 2020

Month Book Mini-challenge final submission date

September

October Mrs Noah's Pockets 25th October

November Detective Gordon: The First Case 3rd December 

December Joan Proctor Dragon Doctor 14th January 

January Mr Tiger, Betsy and the Blue Moon 14th February 

February Chicken on The Roof 12th March 

March/April The Girl with the Broken Wing 30th April 

April/May The Wall in the Middle of this Book 4th June

May/June The Reluctant Dragon Final challenge see webinar for details. 
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Reading Gladiators 2020

Website

readinggladiators.org.uk

The website is a vibrant space where you can showcase the exciting 
things that you have been doing, share ideas with other schools, 
comment on posts and access the additional resources. There will 
also be competitions throughout the year for posts on the website.

Login

Once we have registered you on the website, we will email your 
personal login (user name and password). This can only be used by 
you. You may want to write them here

Username:

Password:

If you require more than one login for other teachers, please let  
us know.

Posting an update (photofiles only)

Share what your Gladiators are doing with the wider Reading 
Gladiators community. Take a photograph of your Gladiators 
in action reading the books or taking part in activities from the 
discussion guide.

• Select MANAGE UPDATES from top menu

• Select your group from the drop down menu

•  This will take you to the upload page with a black background 
(this page can be bookmarked so you can go straight to it  
next time)

•  Click on Take a Picture and select your upload from your files 
and folders

• Add a Title and Description 

•  Click on green button Send to Reading Gladiators (your post 
won’t appear immediately as we have to approve from the 
admin site before it goes live.)

Submitting a mini-challenge

To submit a mini-challenge entry:

• Ensure you are logged on

• Select Submission from the top menu bar

•  Select the relevant deadline link from the book that the  
mini-challenge is for

•  In the Title box enter your school name and the name of the 
mini-challenge/book

• Select your file from your documents

• You can add a description in the box provided should you wish

The file size limit is 50MB. For larger files, you can use WeTransfer 
https://wetransfer.com/

Please note only one entry per school - should you have more than 
one group in your school you could take turns or have your own 
in-house competition and submit the winning entry.

Online resources

Throughout this guide, you will see the following icon.  
We have used this where there are additional online 
resources to support the sessions. These include 
proformas, for the children to record their ideas, explanations of 
the strategies we have used, and presentations to share with your 
group. To access, login and then navigate to the resources section 
from the menu bar.
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Reading Gladiators 2020

Some General Prompts

Prior to reading

•  Have you read any other books by the author? Tell us about them. 

•  Do the cover and the title give you any clues about the type  
of story this might be? 

Good questions to get discussion moving

• What made you want to keep reading this book? 

• Was there anything that put you off reading this book? 

•  Did this book remind you of any other books you have read  
or films that you have seen?

•  Did it remind you of something that has happened to you or 
someone else?

• Was there anything that puzzled you about this book? 

• Did anything surprise you in this book?

Questions to delve a bit deeper

• Would you like to have been a character in this story? 

•  Do any of the characters change during the story? Do any of 
the characters learn a lesson? 

• What was your favourite part of the book? 

•  How do you know how the characters feel in this story? Does 
the author tell you or do you have to work it out? 

•  Were there any characters who didn’t appear in the story that 
you would like to know more about? 

• Who tells this story? Is the narrator one of the characters? 

•  What might happen to the characters after the book  
has finished? 

•  Does the setting matter or could this story have taken place 
somewhere else? 

•  When did this story take place? What clues can you find in the 
illustrations or text? 

• How long do you think it took this story to happen? 

•  How well do the illustrations and text work together in this 
book? What would happen if you took one away? 

• Did you like the way the story ended? Why/why not? 

• Do you think there are any important messages in this book? 

Good questions to round off the discussion

•  Are there parts of this story that stick in your memory? What 
do you think made them stick? 

• Would you recommend this book to a friend? Why/why not?

•  Have you heard anyone say anything about this book today that 
has made you change your mind about your first thoughts?

•  What were the most important things we said about the book 
in our discussion today? 

• Would you like to read any other books by this author now? 

•  Did you learn anything new from reading and discussing  
this book?

Adapted from Aidan Chambers (1993) Tell Me Thimble Press

Vocabulary Journal 

A good vocabulary journal is essential for supporting vocabulary 
development. Unlike personal dictionaries which usually have two 
columns, one for new words and one for definitions, a vocabulary 
journal is process led. Children are introduced to new words, which are 
discussed and recorded in the journal prior to looking up definitions in 
the dictionary and analysing them. For Key Stage One pupils 
we have produced a simplified version of the journal that we 
use in Key Stage Two (see online resources). 

Use the following process to fill in the journal:

• After or during reading unfamiliar words are selected

•  The children locate the word in the text and write the sentence 
in the second column

•  Working in pairs or as a group, discuss any clues to the meaning 
and talk about any instances where they might have heard or 
seen the word before. This can be recorded in the third column. 

•  Following discussion, the words are looked up in a dictionary, 
with one or more definition being used for comparison. The 
definitions are discussed in relation to the way the word is used 
in the text. 

You may wish to have one journal for the whole group or individual 
journals. Encourage the children to be word spies and find further 
instances of the new word from their personal reading. These can 
be displayed or recorded.

New word How it is 
used in  
the text

My definition Dictionary 
definition

melancholy Daniela was 
a melancholy 
girl.

sad Having a feeling 
of melancholy; 
sad and pensive.
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Reading Gladiators 2020

Further Activities

What’s in Their Bag? 

Choose a character and draw 
the items you think they would 
carry around with them in 
their bag all the time. What is 
important to this character? Are 
there clues in the story about 
the things they like?

Shoebox Setting

Use a small box to create a 
model of the setting of your 
favourite story. This is a good 
activity to do in pairs to enable 
the children to discuss what they 
need to include. 

You Must Read This

Create an advert to persuade 
others to read the book. This 
could be a poster or a radio/tv 
advert. Which part would you 
share to whet the appetite  
of others? 

50 Word Summary

Can you summarise the story 
in 50 words? It is best to let 
the children write more words 
and then consider which ones 
they can delete while retaining 
the sense of what happens. You 
can extend this by reducing the 
number or words or support 
by extending the number. This is 
good to do as a paired activity 
and then compare versions. 

Paint Me a Story

Paintings often tell a story. Can 
you turn one of the stories into 
a painting? This involves more 
than just painting a favourite 
scene. How can you include 
different elements of the story in 
just one picture? 

Transform

Take a poem from the collection 
and turn it into a story or take a 
story and turn it into a poem. 

Decorative Title

This works well as a small group 
activity (up to 4 in a group). 
Write the title of the book 
on a very large sheet of paper 
(A1). Decorate the title using 
ideas from the book. Everyone 
draws at the same time...And 
talks about the book as they are 
drawing and decorating the page. 

Who Would you  
Like to Be?

Imagine you could swap places 
with one of the characters from 
your Reading Gladiator books. 
Which character would you like 
to be and why? 

Listen to This...

Make some large empty speech 
bubbles. Fill them with favourite 
quotations as you read the book. 
Display the quotations with 
a copy of the book jacket or 
drawing of relevant scenes  
and characters. 

Charades

Choose one of the books and 
mime a scene from the book. 
Can the rest of the group guess 
which book you are miming?
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About the Book

This adaptation of the bible story explores the role Mrs Noah has in the build 
up and aftermath of the great flood. Mr Noah is busy designing and building a 
mighty ark and making lists of all the animals he will save. He is also collating a list 
of troublesome creatures he will be glad to leave behind. Mrs Noah meanwhile 
is busy with her sewing machine making plans to save the mystical and exquisite 
creatures. As the storm rages outside the ark, the children imagine they can 
see mysterious things moving in the deep pockets of Mrs Noah’s clothes. The 
story examines stereotypical gender roles and the importance of conservation, 
inclusion and extinction.

Mrs Noah’s Pockets 

About the Illustrator 

James Mayhew is described as an illustrator, author, concert presenter and 
storyteller. He is well known for his books about the performing arts of which 
he is a passionate advocate. He often performs his picturebooks in collaboration 
with orchestras, incorporating narration and painting. Mrs Noah’s Pockets grew 
from his production of Britten’s children’s opera Noyes Fludde.

Listen to our In The Reading Corner podcast with James Mayhew here:
http://justimagine.co.uk/resource/james-mayhew-2/ 

Preparatory Reading Guide 

Week 1: introduction. Front cover and end papers only 
Week 2: read to end

Week 3: read and revisit
Week 4: read, revisit and review

About the Author

Jackie Morris is a renowned author and illustrator and is the 2019 winner of the Kate
Greenaway medal for her illustrations in The Lost Words. Her artwork is described as
mysterious, haunting and spell binding. Her work is inspired by the wilderness of the  
remote countryside where she lives. She has a deep love and respect for all creatures,  
real and mythical and says she dreams of bears and whales.

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1 (1 or 2 sessions):

Prior knowledge 
Ask the children to imagine that a giant flood  
is predicted. The flood is likely to cover the whole land. Discuss 
what the consequences might be. Explain that they are tasked  
with saving the most important things on planet Earth. Challenge 
the children to discuss and make a list of things that must be  
saved. Working together in one or two groups, ask them to  
think about, discuss, plan and design something that will keep 
themselves and their chosen valuable items safe until the  
waters recede.

Building knowledge 
Ask the children to identify the skills they used when designing their 
group’s place of safety in the previous task. What are the benefits of 
working with other people? Which of the following writing skills did 
they use in the process; mind maps, notes, labels, instructions, lists, 
editing, amendments?

Explain that they must now use verbal communication skills to 
share information about the great flood. Distribute Great Flood 
Communication Challenge Cards to each group (online 
resource). Encourage the children to work together to 
present their announcement. Share and discuss

http://justimagine.co.uk/resource/james-mayhew-2/
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Mrs Noah’s Pockets 

Week 3 (1 or 2 sessions): 

Revisit page 12, where Mrs Noah goes into Mythico Woods. Ask 
the children to share their own knowledge about mythical beasts or 
creatures. Where have the children come across mythical creatures 
before? Examine the illustrations and challenge children to create 
their own mythical creatures, giving them names and descriptions.

Now consider together how the woods got its name. Work as a 
group to draw a map of the mysterious woods, indicating where the 
creatures might be found. What sort of habitats do they live  
in? Where might the creatures go to find food, water or shelter?

When the map is completed ask the children to describe  
the different creatures and the environment they dwell in. 
Encourage volunteers to present their favourite creature  
to the group giving reasons why Mrs Noah should bring it  
into the ark.

Week 4 (1 or 2 sessions): 

Explore and list the range of patterns used in the illustrations.  
How do the strokes and colours paint a picture of events and 
create atmosphere? Revisit and examine the text for examples  
of descriptive language. Provide oil pastels or crayons and  
large sheets of paper. In pairs, groups or individually, challenge 
children to choose one of these phrases to write and illustrate. 
Encourage them to use colours and patterns in the style  
which James Mayhew uses for this book. Share the finished  
artwork and discuss:

•  Which describes a scene more effectively in a picture book, 
words or illustrations? 

• Would the book work without either? 

•  Why do you think Jackie Morris and James Mayhew are good 
partners in the creation of Mrs Noah’s Pockets?

• Which other writers and illustrators do the children know? 

Explain that usually the publishers match up an author and 
illustrator to create the finished picturebook. 

•  What do they think the publisher considers when making  
the match?

Week 2 (1 or 2 sessions):

Read the story together. Divide the children into two groups and 
assign them the role of Mr or Mrs Noah. Encourage children to 
go through the book and collect information and evidence which 
describes their character. Using the character description 
resource illustrate and label the characters (online 
resource). Compare and contrast the descriptions chosen 
for each. Discuss which characteristics are positive, and 
which might be seen as negative? Ensure the children give reasons 
for their thoughts and encourage development of their ideas. Which 
one characteristic do they think is the most important and why? 

Mr Noah believes that the flood will offer him the opportunity  
to clean up the world. What do you think he means by this?  
If you could start the world all over again what animals would  
you decide not to save and why? What do you think Mr 
Noah means by ‘troublesome creatures’? Is it the creature or 
the behaviour that is troublesome? What do you classify as 
‘troublesome’? In your new cleaned up world what behaviours 
would you forbid and why?

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

•  The Lost Words by Jackie Morris and Robert McFarlane This 
exquisite book explores the beauty of nature and spells for  
the wilderness.

•  The Atlas of Monsters by Sandra Lawrence and Stuart Hill This 
is a beautifully illustrated catalogue of monsters, beasts and 
mythical creatures from around the globe.

•  Norah’s Ark by Ann and Reg Cartwright. This story also explores 
the traditional story of the biblical flood from the perspective of 
Noah’s wife.

Mini-challenge

As a whole group, design and draw an outfit for Mrs Noah on a 
large sheet of paper. Use patterns and colours that reflect the style 
of the book to illustrate it. Create paper pockets all over the outfit. 
Challenge the children to fill the pockets with notes, drawings or 
information relevant to the story. Think back to the activities used in 
previous sessions and ask the children to consider different ways that 
information can be communicated using words and pictures. These 
might include, warning posters, lists of mythical creatures, sewing 
patterns, illustrations and descriptions of creatures to save, maps of 
Mythico Wood and newspaper articles.
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About the Book

A distressed squirrel needs the help of Detective Gordon to solve the mystery of 
his stolen nuts. Unfortunately Detective Gordon isn’t as young as he used to be 
and prefers being indoors eating cake to chasing suspects. Luckily help is on hand 
and a wonderful partnership begins. 

Detective Gordon: The First Case

Suggested Activities

Week 1 Introduction:

Front Cover 
The image on the cover of a book can influence whether or not 
a reader chooses a book. Stopping to explore the clues this cover 
contains, teaches children that they can make predictions about the 
type of story contained within which they can apply to other books. 
What can the children spot in the illustration to give them clues 
about the type of story this will be? Model to the group by ‘thinking 
aloud’ and using vocabulary which may be unfamiliar, e.g: 

  I can see a toad looking through a magnifying glass. It looks as if he 
is trying to find something, I wonder if he is a detective? The title of 
the book is ‘The First Case’. I think detectives take on a case - it’s the 
word they use for each crime or mystery they try to solve. 

Finish by reading the blurb. Does this provide any more clues about 
the type of story they will read?

Read aloud 
Read the first chapter aloud to the group. It is preferable for  
the group leader to model fluent reading and establish the tone  
of the story. Let the children relax and enjoy listening to the 
opening action unfold and become familiar with the style of Ulf 
Nilsson’s writing.

Visualisation: The Police Station 
Visualisation requires the reader to combine their own 
background knowledge with the words of the text to 
create mental images which enhance understanding 
and bring books to life. Read the passage describing the 
police station on page 4-5. (online resource) Follow the 
instructions for the visualisation activity (online resource). 
Following the visualisation make explicit to the group that 
this is a useful strategy to use when reading on your own.

About the Illustrator 

Gitte Spee was born on the island of Java in Indonesia and moved to the 
Netherlands at the age of eleven. She studied illustration in Amsterdam,  
then London, before completing an animation course. Her books have  
been published all over the world.

About the Author

Award winning writer Ulf Nilsson is widely celebrated in his native Sweden where  
he has published over 100 books. He is also the long-running president of the  
Swedish Academy for Children’s Books. He lives in Gamla Stan in Stockholm.

Week 2 (1 or 2 sessions): 

Detective Gordon Role on the Wall 
Role on the wall is a technique which allows pupils to explore the 
inner feelings of a character as well as outward appearances. Draw 
an outline of a person. It is fun to draw around a member of the 

group on a large sheet of paper. Begin by adding descriptions of 
Detective Gordon’s appearance around the outline. Explain that 
sometimes we can guess how characters are feeling by looking at 
what they do and say. Look at the illustration on page 28 and reread 

Preparatory Reading Guide 

Week 1: introduction and chapter 1 
Week 2: chapters 2 - 4

Week 3: chapters 5 - 7
Week 4: chapters 8 - 12
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the text on page 29. What does this tell us about him? Children may 
talk about him feeling sorry for the mouse and being caring and 
considerate. Download the guidance for a full explanation  
of filling in the outline (online resource). Continue to add  
to the outline as you read on over the next few weeks.  

Exploring Vocabulary 
This story is rich in the breadth of vocabulary used and young 
readers will encounter new words in the course of reading this 
book. Two sources are commonly used to establish word meanings: 
context and definition.  Both are important in building vocabularies. 
Chapter two contains good examples of words that are likely to be 
unfamiliar but can be worked out from context. 

The following words make a good starting point but can be 
substituted with others as you come across them: agitated, reluctant, 
advantage, plundering, surveillance, pantry, significant.

Challenge the children to see who can find each word first to 
support their skimming and scanning skills. Discuss the possible 
meanings of the word using the context of the sentence (as well 
as considering the whole passage/chapter) before using at least 
two different dictionaries to look up the definition. Discussion is 
crucial so working as a group or in pairs will be beneficial. 
Encourage the children to continue to add unfamiliar words 
to the vocabulary journal as they read on (online resource).

Detective Gordon: The First Case

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

•  A Complicated Case by Ulf Nilsson. Detective Gordon and Buffy 
must investigate what is troubling the animals in the forest in the 
second book in the series.  

•  The Secret Seven: Mystery of the Skull by Pamela Butchart. A  
new mystery set in the same time and world as Enid Blyton’s 
original series. 

•  Mr Badger and the Missing Ape by Leigh Hobbs (contained in The 
Big Book of Mr Badger). Can Mr Badger solve the mystery when 
Algernon goes missing from the Boubles Grand Hotel? 

Mini-challenge

Your challenge this month is to write a police report in role as 
Detective Gordon which will provide an accurate account of the 
case of the missing nuts. You must work as a team to produce 
one report which will be submitted to the website. Entries will 
be judged on their conciseness, clarity and inclusion of the most 
important details. 

Week 3: 

How to catch a thief 
At the end of chapter seven Buffy shares her idea for catching the 
thief. Ask pairs to talk about what they would do to catch the thief. 
These ideas could be recorded either by drawing or writing a brief 
description. Share ideas and see if the group can come up with any 
more. Vote for the top three ideas and ask the children to see if 
anyone is right when they read on. 

Word Awareness: Idiom 
English is a language which has many words with multiple meanings. 
The phrase on page 41, ‘draw some conclusions’ is an idiom (an 

expression whose meaning does not relate to the literal meaning 
of the words) and meeting this well-known word in an unfamiliar 
context can confound comprehension. Begin by asking what the 
children think the word ‘draw’ means. Share ideas before rereading 
the sentence:

Now I think we can draw some conclusions. Distribute  
the Draw Definitions (online resource) to pairs and  
ask them to choose the definition which best fits in  
this sentence.  

Week 4: 

Use a map to retell the story 
The book ends with a double page spread on pages 94-95 of a 
map of Detective Gordon’s police district. Use the map to retell the 
story in pairs. Photocopy and enlarge the map to allow the children 
to make annotations. 

Big Ideas: stealing  
Using statements is a good way to explore the concept of stealing 
through discussion as a group. Read the first statement below. Ask 
the children to indicate if they agree, disagree or are not sure using 
thumbs up/down. Bring in known examples to support reasoning 
such as Aladdin and Robin Hood. Encourage discussion and 

questioning. Can the children refer to incidents in the story  
to support their thinking? Repeat with each statement. 

• It is always wrong to steal.
• Sometimes it is ok to steal. 
• Borrowing without permission isn’t stealing. 
• Thieves should always be punished. 

Finally take each statement and think about what Detective  
Gordon, Buffy and the squirrel might say. Would they  
respond differently? 
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About the Book
Back in the days of long skirts and afternoon teas a young scientist entertains some 
unusual tea party guests, which include her very own pet crocodile. This young girl, 
Joan Procter, grew up during the war and went on to become Curator of Reptiles at 
the British Museum. Her knowledge and expertise in reptile care led to an invitation to 
design the reptile house at London Zoo. Her pioneering work in research and care of 
reptiles included introducing the world to the real nature of Komodo dragons. Before 
her early death she also regularly relived her childhood tea parties with zoo guests and 
her favourite Komodo dragon, Sumbawa, was always her guest of honour. This book is 
a delightful balance of real facts told in an entertaining and engaging narrative. 

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1 (1 or 2 sessions):

Prior knowledge 
Share the cover and blurb of Joan Procter, Dragon Doctor and invite 
questions and predictions about the story. 

• What genre might the book be and how do they know? 

•  Look together at the end papers at the beginning of the book. 
What do they think Joan’s job is?  

Ask the children what they are interested in learning more about and 
how they would go about doing this. 

Using the illustrations as clues, ask the children what they know about 
the role of a scientist. List all the methods that Joan Procter uses to 
help her become an expert. 

Building knowledge 
Ask the children to explain the difference between a mammal and a 
reptile. Explain that there are three main types of reptiles which still 
exist on the planet today;  

• Crocodilia, 
• Squamata 
• Testudines

Ask the children if they can work out what each word might mean. 
Are there any clues in the spelling of the words? Use a dictionary or 
internet search to discover the definition of each of these categories.  

Look at the illustrations on the reptile research sheet and, working 
together, challenge the children to classify each reptile using the  
three categories. 

There is also another classification of reptile which has only 2  
known species left in existence. Challenge the children to discover 
the missing category. 

About the Illustrator 
Felicita Sala was born in Italy and grew up in Australia. She describes her illustrative 
style as motivated by the need to discover her identity as a citizen of two different 
cultures. Whilst studying philosophy at university she supplemented her income by 
selling her art on the streets. She is an avid blogger and in addition to documenting  
her illustrative processes she illustrates her favourite recipes.

Preparatory Reading Guide 

Week 1: introduction. Front cover and end papers only 1 
Week 2: read together to end of pg 9

Week 3: read together to end of pg 17
Week 4: read together from pg 18 to end

About the Author
Patricia Valdez is an author and scientist and Joan Procter, Dragon 
Doctor is her debut picturebook. She has a Ph.D. in Molecular and 
Cell Biology and works at the National Institutes for Health in 
America. Her family’s love of the Komodo dragon at the National 
Zoo led her to begin extensive research into the life of Joan 
Procter and inspired this book.

Joan Proctor Dragon Doctor
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Week 2 (1 or 2 sessions): 

Read the story to the end of page 9. Invite discussion about the 
style of writing. 

• Is this a made up story or real life? 

• What is the difference between fiction and non-fiction? 

• Does this book fall into either of these categories? 

•  How different do you think Joan is compared to other girls of 
her age and time? 

Ask the children to create a diary entry based on one or more 
events described in the story so far. Challenge them to think  
about which events they think are important to record. Share  
the completed diary extracts and challenge the children to work  
in groups to recreate one of the entries through performance.  
This might include creating a moving photograph, still tableau  
or mini performance.

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

•  Ada Twist, Scientist by Andrea Beaty & David Roberts. Ada 
is another girl who loves questions, problem solving and 
experiments.

•	 	The	Most	Magnificent Thing by Ashley Spires. The heroine of this 
story learns lessons in perseverance from her dog when things 
don’t go to plan.

•  Tell Me a Dragon by Jackie Morris A glorious illustrated 
collection of dragons for everyone with poetic language. Which 
one is your dragon?

Mini-challenge

Drawing on the interviews created in Session 4 as inspiration, 
challenge children to create a written newspaper report  
about Joan Procter and Sumbawa. Ask the children to think  
about how newspaper reports are presented. You may want to 
provide some suitable examples of news reports and interviews 
for the children to look through and discuss. Encourage children  
to work individually or in pairs to create their own front page 
article. The report should include a headline, illustration or 
photograph, facts about Joan and Sumbawa and an informative 
interview based on an imagined conversation between reporter 
and interviewees.

Week 3 (1 or 2 sessions): 

Reread the book and continue up to the end of page 17. Invite 
questions as you read together. Joan Procter has to dispel rumours 
about the Komodo dragon. Explain that the children should 
gather together in an imagined market place and share rumours 
about a beast that has been discovered in a far away land. Ask the 
children to take turns to walk through the crowd and listen to 
the many rumours. What is the best way to reassure the worried 
citizens? Investigate the reptile research vocabulary resource and 
challenge the children to match the definitions with descriptions 

(online resource). Present some facts about the imagined 
creature using a selection of the words from the 
vocabulary list.

Week 4 (1 or 2 sessions): 

Read the book all the way through. Review the page where Joan 
has to face many interviews. Why does she say she wished the 
reporters would interview the animals? What would we want to 
find out about the animal and its life and feelings? 

Task the children to work in pairs to prepare a script between 
a reporter and an animal creating questions and responses. 
Encourage each pair to present their interviews and pose for 

photos. The audience should then think of a headline to match 
each interview they listen to.

Joan Proctor Dragon Doctor
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Mr Tiger, Betsy and the Blue Moon

About the Book

Betsy’s mother is a mermaid, her father makes ice-cream, her home is an island. 
Life is perfect – or is it? Then Mr Glory creates an ice-cream that tastes of wishes. 
What about an ice-cream that can grant a wish – a wish that could free a princess? 
But this requires a blue moon – which only happens sometime never. Can the 
mysterious Mr Tiger help? And what giant dangers will Betsy and her friends face to 
achieve their wish?

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1: 

Visualisation 
Before sharing the front cover of the book describe the illustration 
to develop an image in the children’s heads. Distribute materials for 
drawing before describing the picture on the front cover of the book. 
Invite the group members to share their drawings and discuss the 
differences and similarities. Share the front cover and give time for 
exploration. Was anything different to the way you visualised? What 
kind of story might this be? 

Once Upon a Time 
Read the blurb aloud. Where have the children heard ‘once upon 
a time’ before? Does this story look like a fairy tale? Are there any 
features in the blurb that they have seen in other stories? 

 

First Encounters 
Read aloud to the end of chapter 3. Sally Gardner’s poetic language 
gives the book a rich, musical feel. Hearing the story helps readers 
develop an ear for the rhythm of the text. Encourage the children to 
follow the text as you read. Pose the following questions:

• What do you know about Betsy? 

• What will the toad say?

• Why can the toad speak? 

Alliteration: Myrtle’s Minty Mumbo Marvel 
Turn to page 17. Challenge the group to find the name of the ice 
cream. Who can find it fastest? Did anything help you to find it? 
If the group are not familiar with the term ‘alliteration’, introduce 
it. Why does the author use this technique? Which sounds more 
enticing, mint choc chip or Myrtle’s Minty Mumbo Marvel?

Preparatory Reading Guide 

Week 1: introduction and chapters 1-3 
Week 2: chapters 4 - 10

Week 3: chapters 11 - 17
Week 4: chapters 18 - to the end

About the Illustrator 

Nick Maland’s career in illustrating children’s books has spanned more than twenty 
years. In that time he has illustrated for authors Kathryn Cave, Mara Bergman, 
Hilary McKay Jeanne Willis, Angela McAllister, Nicola Davies as well as, most 
recently, Sally Gardner. He won the V&A Illustration Award for You’ve Got Dragons 
and the Early Years Book Trust Award for Oliver Who Travelled Far and Wide. He  
says that illustrating a children’s book is like ‘creating a stage for their imagination’.

About the Author

Multi-award winning author, Sally Gardner was born in Birmingham 
and grew up in London. Severe dyslexia meant that she didn’t 
learn to read until she was fourteen but this did not stop her from 
developing a love of stories.  She has sold over 2 million books  
in the UK and her work has been translated into more than 
22 languages. In 2013, her novel Maggot Moon won both  
the Costa Children’s Book Prize and the Carnegie Medal. 

Head of Zeus
o
f
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Mr Tiger, Betsy and the Blue Moon

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

•  Mr Tiger, Betsy and the Sea Dragon by Sally Gardner. The second 
adventure for Betsy and Mr Tiger sees them pitting their wits 
against a fearsome pirate captain.

•  A Boy and a Bear in a Boat by Dave Shelton. A boy and a bear 
go to sea and their voyage takes on many unexpected twists 
and turns. 

•  Fortunately the Milk by Neil Gaiman. A fantastically entertaining 
story of just why it took dad so long to return with the milk. 

Mini-challenge

We are testing your creativity with this month’s challenge to work 
together as a group and design a new ice cream flavour for Alfonso 
Glory. The name must be alliterative and make our taste buds tingle 
with anticipation! Send a picture of your design with the title and the 
ingredients that are used to make it. It is not necessary to make the 
ice cream (although feel free if you are able to!).

Week 2: 

Developing Fluency: Repeated Reading 
Repeated reading involves reading a text deeply until it can be 
read proficiently and fluently. On page 46, Mr Tiger is described 
as being, ‘superb at public speaking’. Discuss what this involves and 
how someone would get to be superb at this. Distribute copies of 
Mr Tiger’s Story (online resource) and give time for the 
children to read it to themselves using a ‘mumble’ voice. 
They then reread the passage before taking turns to 
present to the rest of the group. 

Ivan the Timid: Vocabulary 
What would you expect a giant who is feared by the Gongalongs  
to be called? 

The Gongalongs are afraid of Ivan the Timid. What does timid 
mean? Use a range of dictionaries to look up the word e.g: nervous 
and easily frightened. (Oxford School Dictionary) 

What would be a more appropriate name for a fearsome giant? 

Share the following words with the group for additional support: 
bold, brave, confident, courageous, loud, strong, daring, fearless. 

Should Betsy climb the mountain? 
Using ‘I statements’ (Leland and Lewinson with Harste, 2018) is 
a technique that helps children see that different people see the 
same event in different ways. Distribute the ‘I Statements’ resource 
to each member of the group (online resource). Reread from page 
77-79 and ask, ‘what is Mr Glory thinking?’. Model using a sentence 
beginning with ‘I’ to voice his thoughts, e.g. ‘I am really worried about 
Betsy going up the mountain. I hope she will be ok. I trust Mr Tiger 
so I think she will be safe.’ Invite the children to say their 
own sentence for another character. Use the I Statements 
resource to record if appropriate.

Week 3: 

Mr Tiger Role on the Wall 
Role on the wall is a technique which allows pupils to explore the 
inner feelings of a character as well as outward appearances. Draw 
an outline of Mr Tiger on a large sheet of paper. Begin by adding 
descriptions of Mr Tiger’s appearance around the outline.  
Download the guidance for a full explanation of filling in 
the outline (online resource). One section to focus on is  
Mr Tiger’s meeting with Ivan and what his behaviour tells 
the reader about him. Continue to add to the outline as 
you read to the end of the story.  

Making Wishes 
Reread pages 118-119. What do Princess Olaf ’s wishes tell you 
about her personality? Use the Characteristic Cards to support the 
discussion (online resource). Reread chapter 17 and consider what 
made Princess Olaf use her final wish to turn herself into a frog. 
What does that reveal about her character? Finally ask the group to 
think about what they would wish for if they were given six wishes. 

Week 4: 

Naming Characters  
In chapter 15 a new name is given to Ivan to reflect the strength he 
needs to perform his task. Work together as a group to give other 
characters a suitable name, e.g. Betsy the Brave. Use alliteration 
but only is it is the best option for that character. Can you think of 
names for Mr Alfonso Glory, Mr Tiger, Myrtle, Betsy, Princess Olaf 
and Princess Albee? 

Mr Glory’s Ice Cream Machine: Choral Reading  
Choral reading is a supportive strategy which supports children to 
internalize the fluent reading of the text they hear being read to 
them. Distribute copies of Mr Glory’s Ice Cream Machine verse and 
read it aloud to the group (online resource). Invite the group to join 
in with you on subsequent readings until you can withdraw 
from reading completely. Divide the group in half and give 
time to practice reading before performing to each other. 
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Chicken on The Roof

About the Book

A wide-ranging lively collection including a variety of subjects and styles. Dance 
through deserts and crawl through caves. Discover a sorcerer’s wand or a slice of 
lunar lemon. Hide in the fur of an African goat, check for rain snakes and gobbling 
goblins - and look out for a chicken on the roof! This collection of poems that use 
rhythm, rhyme and wordplay to great effect was longlisted for the North Somerset 
Teachers’ Book Awards.

Suggested Activities

Week 1:

Building knowledge 
To begin your poetry title immerse the group in poetry. 
Sit on the floor surrounded by reproduced titles (online 
resource). Give children complete freedom to choose a 
poem that appeals to them. Find the poem in the book together 
and share with the group. They might like to read the poem or 
nominate the group leader to do the first reading. Begin by sharing 
your own choice. Invite a second reading from the child who chose 
the poem or a group reading and ask if it was what they expected 
and do they like it. Repeat the exercise until every group member 
has had a least one turn.

First encounters 
Ensure your group have sufficient knowledge of poetry terminology. 
Identify poem components together using examples from the poems 
you have already shared or those listed below: 

Stanza or verse - Heading Home

Rhyming couplet - Gobbling Goblins

Refrain - There’s A Chicken on the Roof

Narrative - What a Day!

Wordplay - Rock Pool, Miss Bouquet’s End-of-Year Class Comments

Language 
Share current knowledge and give brief definitions where required 
for simile, metaphor (The Green Man’s Child), personification, 
alliteration (Heading Home).

Preparatory Reading Guide 

There is no set reading for each week. We suggest that children  
browse, dip in and discover their personal favourites.

About the Illustrator 

Hannah Asen creates vibrant pen-and-ink illustrations filled with humour and 
imagination. Born in London, she studied art and languages at Edinburgh University. 
After living in Berlin for seven years she returned to Scotland, where her studio is 
now filled with inks, paints and characters, all coming to life. Chicken on the Roof is 
the first children’s book Hannah has illustrated. 

About the Author

Matt Goodfellow is a poet and primary school teacher from 
Manchester. His poems have been published in magazines and 
anthologies worldwide. He always wanted to be a rock musician 
but when he realised he didn’t have any musical ability he turned 
his hand to teaching and then performance poetry and found he 
is very good at both. 
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Chicken on The Roof

Week 2: 

Patterns in poetry 
Can the children identify types of poems in the book: find a poem 
that is written in rhyming couplets, a haiku, a shape poem, an 
acrostic, a narrative poem. How do the poems LOOK different? 

Visualisation 
Looking at poems such as Bluebell and Giant Puffball discuss the 
imagery. You may like to employ a visualisation technique and 
encourage the children to use their ‘mind’s-eye while you read 
the poem. Invite children to draw what they are visualising in their 
journals and then share. Read each poem at least twice.

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

•  Where Zebras Go by Sue-Hardy Dawson. Animals, fairy tales  
and lots of shapes in this debut collection

•	 	My	Life	as	a	Goldfish by Rachel Rooney. A variety of poetic 
forms on familiar and fantastical subjects with humour and 
sensitivity in equal measure. A former Year 2 Gladiator book.

•  The Song of the Dodo by Hilda Offen. A vibrant and accessible 
selection of funny, thoughtful and surprising poems on subjects  
from dreams and magic to dinosaurs and family life.

Mini-challenge

Using the Library poem create a poster or full display entitled  
‘Your Library Needs You’. The poster should encourage children  
to visit the library. If you do not have a library in school the poster 
could be used to encourage the use of the local public library. 
Photograph and submit online.

Week 3: 

Performance 
Matt Goodfellow is an accomplished performance poet. To see an 
example of one of his high energy performances share an extract of 
Matt reading one of his poems:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2NAbzGXEe3Q   
(9mins and 16mins)

An Excellent Stick is a good poem to explore performance. Read 
the poem through once. 

Give each child/pair a stanza each. Read the last stanza together. 
Using the voice as an instrument, experiment with varying the 
volume and tone to reflect the mood of each use of the stick 
(whispering the ‘mystical’ stick, excited and triumphant for the saved 
goalpost stick). Clarify the adjectives used to describe the stick and 
how they could best be portrayed. You could use a stick as a prop 

to pass from one pair to another to add a physical element to their 
performance (this could also be mimed) - where will they place  
the stick or how will they hold the stick to show what they are  
using it for?

Cousins is a great performance poem in which each child can 
take on the role of one or more of the cousins. Before the final 
performance you could play a guessing game (online 
resource) to develop the characters. Each gladiator takes 
one or two slips of paper which will state which cousin 
they have to portray. The rest of the group must guess who 
they are by looking at their facial expressions and actions.

Where our school used to be - read aloud the first stanza. Create a 
tableau using body language, and facial expression to convey how 
the children could be feeling. Continue reading the poem. After the 
last stanza, invite children to reposition or change their expression.

Week 4: 

Meaning 
All poems have a message. Revisit some of the group’s favourite 
poems and see if they can identify the message. 

Recurring themes 
The Green Man’s Child  
The Green Man or Jack in the Green has appeared in mythology in 
many cultures and numerous examples can be found in children’s 
literature from Charles Causley’s poem Green Man In The Garden, 
references in The Wind and the WIllows, Bel Mooney’s picture book 
The Green Man, and Linda Newberry’s wonderful Lob. The Charles 
Causley poem is available to download (online resource). Children 

may have seen depictions of the Green Man on churches 
or in public parks and gardens. Share the photos (online 
resource) to help build a picture of what The Green Man 
may look like. Read The Green Man’s Child. How is the 
message of rebirth, growth portrayed in this poem?

Using the leaf template create your own Green Man 
(online resource). On each leaf write a single word, a 
phrase or a couplet from the poem. On the other leaves 
write words, phrases or whole sentences to sum up your 
thoughts about the message in this poem.

https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3D2NAbzGXEe3Q
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The Girl with the Broken Wing

About the Book

When twins James and Amanda open their window to a girl in the 
middle of the night they get a little more than they bargained for. 
It turns out that Hilary has wings, albeit one broken one. Is she an 
angel? The twins try to keep her secret but keeping a mischievous 
angel quiet is not easy! 

Suggested Activities

Week 1 Introduction:

Front Cover and Title Exploration 
Write the word ‘wing’ on a piece of card or on the board. Ask, 
‘where might you see a wing?’ Use a bubble map to record ideas 
(online resource). Next play a version of hangman where 
the children guess the words in the title. Draw 6 lines to 
represent each word. Write the final word, Wing, in the final 
space. Explain that this is the title and that the group need 
to work out what the missing words are. If they struggle you could 
give some initial letters. Share the front cover for further clues. 

First Encounters 
Look at and talk about the illustration at the beginning of chapter 
one. What is happening in the picture? How would you feel if you 
were one of the twins? 

Read aloud the first chapter so that the children develop an ear for 
the rhythm of the text. There is some unfamiliar vocabulary which 
you can draw attention to at the end of the chapter, e.g. ‘wuthering’ 
on page 7. 

• What is this chapter about?

• What might happen in the morning?

•  From what you have read so far, does this story remind you of 
any other stories you have seen or heard?  

Overheard Conversations (Neelands 2015) 
Imagine you are standing outside the bedroom door. What do you 
think James and Amanda would say to each other after Hilary has 
gone to sleep. Pairs should improvise the conversation that takes 
place in role as James and Amanda before sharing with the rest of  
the group. 

What is an angel? 
Invite the group to give suggestions as the group leader sketches an 
angel. Annotate the sketch with expected behaviours. Where have 
the group seen angels before? How do they behave? 

About the Author

Award winning writer Heather Dyer was born in Scotland, 
spent most of her childhood in Wales, and also lived in 
Canada in a cabin by a lake. She says that what she loves 
most about writing is the way a piece of work can unfold 
to become more interesting and complex than the writer 
had planned. Her books feature ordinary children to  
whom magical things happen. 

Preparatory Reading Guide

Week 1 Introduction and chapter 1
Week 2 chapters 2 - 5

Week 3 chapters 6 - 9
Week 4 chapters 10-14

Chicken House
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The Girl with the Broken Wing

Week 2: 

The Angel Question: Taking Sides (Neelands 2015) 
Ask pairs to reread chapter two and fill in the table with 
evidence for and against Hilary being an angel (online 
resource). Ask the children which of the two statements 
each twin would agree with. On the board draw a line 
with Amanda written at one end, undecided in the middle and 
James at the other end. The Taking Sides convention requires 
group members to place themselves physically on an imaginary 
line indicating their preference through their choice of position. 
They can indicate an open mind by standing closer to the middle. 
The children should move into position and explain why they have 
placed themselves there.  

Reader’s Theatre 
Reader’s Theatre is an excellent way to engage children with 
reading. It builds confidence, gives a purpose for reading practice 
and can develop fluency and expression. In this instance, Reader’s 
Theatre is used to explore character through dialogue. 
A script and guidance are available to download (online 
resource). After completing the Reader’s Theatre, discuss 
the following: 

•  How do James and Amanda differ in their reactions to Hilary? 

•  How did the Reader’s Theatre help you understand the 
characters more deeply?

•  Which parts were more challenging to read? 

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

•  The Boy Who Could Fly by Sally Gardner. Find out what happens 
when Thomas is granted a birthday wish by the Fat Fairy. One in 
the series of Magical Children stories.  

•  The Fish in Room 11 by Heather Dyer. Toby finds a stranded 
mermaid in need of help at the edge of the sea. 

•  Horace and Harriet Take on the Town by Claire Elsom. Horace,  
a statue, comes to life and makes an unlikely friend in Harriet.  
If you had Year 2 Gladiators last year, you will have this book  
in school.

Mini-challenge

Share your freeze frames of the key moments from the story.  
These could be a series of photos using a slideshow or you may 
like to display them in the style of a comic strip. We are looking for 
entries where body language has been used to express the feelings  
of the characters.

Week 3: 

The Little Monk: Thought Tracking 
Reread from page 52-56. Allocate roles to each member of the 
group. These should include; Amanda, James, Mr Moffat, Miss Evans, 
Mrs Stoke, school children and tourists. They should form a circle 
with the group leader in the centre in role as Hilary. Explain that 
you are all frozen at the moment illustrated on page 57 and will 
take turns at speaking the thoughts of their character. Focus on 
the contrast in reaction that there could be between the 
characters. Use the emotions cards to support discussion 
(online resource).  

Chapter 8 Overheard Conversations 
Look at the illustration on page 84. Who is the lady on the 
telephone to? Can children make a link between the telephone 
call and the presence of the police in chapter 9? Ask the group to 
imagine they are inside the lady’s house. What would they hear her 
say on the phone? Pairs should re-enact the telephone conversation 
giving as much detail as possible about the appearance of the 
children and their actions by referring back to chapter 8. This could 
be extended by writing a police report about the incident.   

Week 4:

What is an angel? 
Refer back to the sketch created in week one and expected 
behaviours of an angel. Look up angel in the dictionary. 
Use a Double Bubble thinking map to compare 
and contrast the way Hilary behaves compared to 
expectations (online resource).  

Summarising the story: freeze frame 
Begin by agreeing on the main events of the story. Now explain that 
you are going to make a series of freeze-frames by miming part of 
the action of the story and then freezing. How can you show the 
character’s feelings using body language? Can you show how James’s 
feelings change as the story goes on?
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The Wall in the Middle of this Book

About the Book 
The Wall in the Middle of the Book grew from Agee’s frustration with the gutter in the middle of the book 
swallowing up his double page illustrations. A knight explains to the readers why his side of the wall in the 
middle of the book is safe and the other side is dangerous. The expressive illustrations drive the narrative 
as we see the fierce animals and an even fiercer ogre on the other side. However, the illustrations reveal 
surprise after surprise. We are the first to discover the dangers creeping up behind the blissfully unaware 
knight who fails to notice what is happening behind him. The ending is a million miles away from the 
assumptions the knight would have had us believe.

About the Author/Illustrator
Jon Agee (pronounced A-Jee) has published over 30 books since 1981.  
As a child he was a comic book fanatic, and this inspired him to draw. 
His drawings were seen by a publisher who suggested he made them 
into a picture book. His first book contained only 2 sentences. Agee 
loves word play and absurd ideas. His stories start with the question 
‘what if?’ and become a creative, daydreaming process he calls ‘ideating.’ 
He has many notebooks filled with doodles, thoughts, ideas and silly 
conversations all waiting to be rediscovered and made into a story. 

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1 (1 or 2 sessions):

Prior knowledge 
Provide sponges and red paint for children to create a wall on a large 
sheet of paper. Divide the group into 2 and ask each group to print 
their bricks along the length of the paper, facing each other, to create 
a long wall. As the children work, encourage them to tell you what 
they know about walls. Where do you find walls? What are walls 
designed to do? Are walls always a good way to divide a space?

Building knowledge 
Explain that now the wall is completed the children must imagine 
that they have to remain on their side and never cross it. How does 
this make them feel? Share the Berlin Wall picture resource and 
information and ask if they know anything about this real 
wall (online resource). Read and discuss the information 
together. How would they feel if this happened in  

our country? Place a piece of thick paper over the title on  
the front cover of the book. Invite children to suggest what the  
title might be and make predictions about the story. Open the  
book to the front end papers and continue to collect and  
record children’s thoughts about what they see and predict.  
Read the introductory text as the session ends and explain  
that for this challenge the class will be reading the book  
together and exploring it in sections. Ask why they think you  
will be doing this? To get the most out of this book the children  
will be using skills of prediction and meta-reading of illustration.  
It is therefore important that for Reading Gladiator sessions the 
story is revealed in sections.

Preparatory Reading Guide 
Week 1: introduction and front cover only. 
Week 2: read together up to page 7

Week 3: read together up to page 12
Week 4: read together to end

Week 2 (1 or 2 sessions): 

Protection  
Reveal the title of the book and read up to page 7. Start with  
the text on the inside of the cover. What does it mean to  
protect something? Write the words, ‘Who?’ ‘What?’ and ‘Why?’  
on a sheet of paper. Ask the children to predict what, who and  
why the knight is protecting? Record their suggestions under  
each of the headings.

Perception  
Look together at page 4 and supply children with sticky notes. 
Challenge them to create speech or thought bubbles to illustrate 
what they think the characters might be saying or thinking.

What will help imagine what they are saying? Discuss how the facial 
expressions help the reader understand the text. Why are eyes 
so important? Experiment with a packet of googly eyes and some 
inanimate objects. Does where we place the eyes change how we 
perceive them? 

Ask the children if they have something called pareidolia?  
Look up what this means together and see if anyone can find  
any examples that demonstrate this ability (to see faces in  
inanimate objects).

Scallywag
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Week 3 (1 or 2 sessions): 

Safety 
Start the book from the beginning and this time read up to  
the end of page 12. 

Discuss:

• Do you think the knight feels safe?

• Do you think the animals feel safe?

• What is the opposite of safe?

Challenge the children to design some notices to put on the  
wall they painted in the first session. The notices must warn  
strangers about the possible dangers faced by characters on  
both sides of the wall.

Danger 
Who might be the most dangerous, a knight or an ogre?

Using a child size piece of paper (a roll of old wall paper is a good 
option), ask for a pupil volunteer to be drawn around to create an 
outline. Next, challenge the children to make this outline drawing 
look like an ogre. Add words to the outside of the drawing, listing all 
the reasons the ogre is dangerous. 

Now ask the children to alter the drawing in order to make it look 
less frightening. (They might add make up, clothes and accessories.) 

• Is the ogre still dangerous?

Explore how we place importance on appearance and ask if this 
always a good idea. Encourage the children to give reasons for their 
answers and encourage them to develop the ideas as a group.

Week 4 (1 or 2 sessions): 

Prediction 
• Read the book from the beginning to the end.
•  Ask children to review their predictions from  

previous sessions.
• Did anyone predict what would happen?

Under the heading ‘This was not supposed to happen’ encourage 
the group to work in partners to list all the surprises contained in the 
book. Look at the examples of things that are not supposed 
to happen on the resource sheet (online resource). Sort each 
of the situations using the criteria ‘Possible or Impossible’.

Questions for discussion:

• How do we know what is supposed to happen?
• Do you think things happen for a reason?
• Do you think we make our own luck?
•  If you could go into the future or the past would you  

change anything?

Danger 
Make a list of all the characters in the book. Challenge the children 
to work in small groups to order these characters in terms of least 
dangerous to most dangerous. Next, ask the children to use 
the character ladder resource or create their own strategy 
for recording their decisions (online resource).

Once the children have completed this stage of the task, ask each 
group to present and describe how they decided upon the order. 
Compare the findings and encourage discussion, agreement and 
disagreement about the differences. Highlighting different perceptions 
and the rationale behind them. 

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

•  Don’t Cross the Line by Isabel Minhos Martins & Bernardo P 
Carvalho. This book examines the individual and collective choices 
a community make when faced with an order from the General.

•  Beyond the Fence by Maria Gulemetova. A young pig is 
persuaded to break free from the demands of his friend and 
owner. The story explores a world where friendship and 
freedom should be equally important.

•  My Rhinoceros by Jon Agee. 

• Terrific by Jon Agee

• Mr Putney’s Quacking Dog by Jon Agee 

Any of Jon Agee’s publications are recommended for their sense of 
absurdity and a master class in the unexpected. 

Mini-challenge

The Wall in the Middle of the Book relies heavily on reading the 
illustrations for clues and context to make meaning. Revisit the activity 
in Session 2 where the children thought about eyes and expressions. 
Go back through the book and list some examples of emotions 
conveyed through the illustrations. For this challenge ask the children 
to recreate the facial expressions that convey emotions using any of 
the following ideas; 

• playdough and googly eyes,  
• sketches or paintings   
• photographs of each other. 

For submission they should choose a selection of emotions 
that they identified in the book and any others from the 
emotional eyes resource sheet (online resource). 
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About the Book 

Written in 1898, this story is a classic retelling of St George and the Dragon set in 
the Berkshire Downs in Oxfordshire. It is about bravery, friendship and derring-do. 
When a shepherd discovers a dragon in the mountains, he panics until his well 
read son meets with the dragon and discovers that far from wanting to ravage  
the villagers he would rather invite them to tea and share his love of poetry.  
When the notorious knight St George arrives in town, the boy must convince  
him not to slay the dragon and together they come up with a plan to satisfy  
the villagers and save the dragon.

The Reluctant Dragon 

About the Illustrator 

E.H Shepherd was a successful British illustrator and painter born in 1879, best 
known for his illustrations for the The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame and 
Winnie-the-Pooh by A. A. Milne.

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1:

Using the images provided discuss perceptions of dragons the 
children may already be familiar with: Toothless, Zog, a Chinese 
Dragon, a Welsh dragon, Cedric (Again by Emily Gravett), The 
Moon Dragons (online resource). Start a T Diagram graphic 
(online resource). Complete the left column with words and 
phrases children would use to describe a dragon. You may 
need to use prompt questions such as what does a dragon’s 
skin/eyes/mouth/tail look like? Which words describe how a 
dragon behaves? Consider adjectives that describe size, touch and the 
shape of a dragon and its features. The right hand column will be filled 
in during week 3. 

Building knowledge 
Discuss the meaning of the word ‘reluctant’ giving relatable examples such 
as: she was reluctant to eat her cabbage, or he was reluctant to run in 
the race. What do the children think the dragon is ‘reluctant’ to do? Look 
at the cover of the book. Think of words to describe the scene. How do 
you think the dragon and the boy are feeling at the moment? How does 
the dragon’s body language suggest he might be feeling ‘reluctant’?

Storytelling tradition  
This story is a yarn told in the folklore tradition. Look at the first line 
of the story, ‘Long ago-might have been hundreds of years ago- in a 
cottage half-way between an English village and the shoulder of the 
Downs a shepherd lived with his wife and their little son.’ Discuss the 
ambiguity of the time and place and how we can identify the story 
could be from anytime and anyplace. Discuss children’s predictions 
for this type of story. Identify typical features such as good versus 
evil, a problem to solve and a happy ending. Known fairy tales can 
be referred to as examples. Ideas can be noted on a large 
sheet of paper or jotted in journals to be revisited later 
in the story. You could start a plot diagram to help make 
predictions and map the story as you read (online resource).

Read up to the bottom of page four when the story begins. There is 
an audio version of the story in the public domain at  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9INOckljYvM that you may 
wish to use..

About the Author

Kenneth Grahame was born in Scotland but after being orphaned, 
moved to live with his grandmother on the banks of the River 
Thames. He was an outstanding pupil at St Edward’s School in 
Oxford. He worked at the Bank of England. His most famous  
book is The Wind in the Willows.

Preparatory Reading Guide 

Week 1: introduction. 
Week 2: pre read to pg 24 

Week 3: pre read to pg 53
Week 4: pre read to end

https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3D9INOckljYvM
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The Reluctant Dragon 

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

The Moon Dragons by Dyan Sheldon. A young peasant girl foregoes 
a room full of gold to preserve the secret of dragons living in the 
nearby mountains. A former Year 2 Gladiator book.
The Boy Who Grew Dragons by Andy Shepherd. A boy is surprised to 
find a dragon hatching from the fruit he picked from the tree at the 
bottom of his garden 

Mini-challenge

Imagine it is the following year and the Dragon is sitting on the  
hillside remembering his experiences with the boy and St George. 
Use your plot diagram to write a poem (as if you were the dragon) 
to summarise the story. Try to incorporate language that you  
think the dragon would use. Submit your finished group poem  
to the website.

Week 2:

Father and Son  
How do the reactions to the dragon of the shepherd and his son 
differ? Why do you think this is? What activity does the son do that 
his father does not? 

Language, poetry and authenticity 
Look at the sentence from the story in the ‘Language 
Resource’ (online resource). Which words have replaced 
the words in bold in the second version? Discuss how 
the first sentence is rich and how the meaning is more precise by 
considering the words in bold and how they alter the meaning. 
Challenge the children to find other sentences that demonstrate 
the richness of Grahame’s language. 
 

Sonnet 
The Dragon liked reciting sonnets. A sonnet is a poem of an 
expressive thought or idea made up of 14 lines, each line is  
10 syllables long. Share the poem from the 1941 Disney film  
version of the story ‘ To an Upside Down Cake’  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FuA8K1mQWMc

Is this a sonnet? Discuss the ‘dumbing down’ of elements of  
original stories when they are televised and the possible reasons  
for this such as time constraints of the medium, appealing to a  
wide audience. Which films of children’s books have the group  
seen - would they now like to read the books?

Week 3:

Character  
Match the statements about the dragon with key words to 
describe him (online resource). Add the words to the right 
hand column of your t-diagram graphic.

Share The Reluctant Dragon Song 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AnOEex0hd_k 

The lyrics provide some more adjectives for the right hand column. 
What human characteristics does the Dragon have? Discuss how he is 
anthropomorphised. If he was human, what sort of person would he be?

What do the boy and the Dragon have in common? How does 
their relationship change? Look at their first impressions of each 
other on page 11. How did they misjudge each other?

George and the Dragon Re-enacting the performance 
Allocate one child as the Dragon and one child as St George. Split 
the rest of the group equally between them, acting as their inner 
thoughts. Using key phrases from the story and their own thoughts 
each group can coach their combatant through the three rounds of 
the fight (online resource). Children should offer advice and 
remind their character what they said they were going to do.

Week 4:

Themes:  
Prejudice, judgement, expectation.

St George admits to mis-judging the dragon until he had properly 
met with him. Discuss the importance of having an open-mind and 
not pre-judging too quickly. This can be applied to people, characters 
in books and in selecting books themselves. Children may have read 
other stories where a stereotype is challenged with characters such 
as wolves, giants, trolls or witches. Share them as a group.

Genre 
Discuss the point made by St George that conversely ‘History 
teaches us that the greatest rascals often possess all the domestic 
virtues…’ p.38 by using examples such as the polite wolf in Red 

Riding Hood or the cunning fox in the Fox and the Hen. What 
other fables are the children familiar with?

It is useful for children to be aware of the different types of story. This 
story could be described as a parody or a fractured fairytale. Like 
Beowulf it has elements of Booker’s ‘overcoming the monster plot’ but 
as the boy discovers, the ‘monster’ in this tale doesn’t actually need to 
be overcome. Return to children’s predictions for the story and the 
plot diagram and discuss which aspects of the story were predicted 
and how it differed from their initial expectations.

Look at the final illustration. What might it represent? Some 
suggestions could be: harmony; resolution; happily ever after.

https://www.youtube.com/watch%3Fv%3DAnOEex0hd_k
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