
1

Preparatory Reading Guide - Malkin Moonlight

GUIDANCE FOR GROUP LEADERS

R EADI N G 
GLADIATORS
YEAR 4 CHALLENGE 2020

TM

TM

JUST IMAGINE.. .



2 3

Reading Gladiators is designed to be run ‘book club’ style either 
after school, during a lunch break, or integrated into reading or 
English lessons. Both methods of organisation can be successful, 
providing the emphasis is on high quality discussion and dialogue, 
and that sufficient time is allowed for the Gladiators to engage 
deeply with the books they are reading. For this reason, we advise  
a weekly session of 45 minutes. How you organise the group  
may to some extent be dependent upon who is running the  
session: class teacher, English leader, Headteacher or another adult. 
Reading Gladiators is most successful when led by a reading adult, 
regardless of their role in school. Passing on the passion, reading  
the books and being able to manage discussion which isn’t 
dominated too heavily by the teacher’s questions are key  
elements to the programme.

As the facilitator of the group you will naturally want to support  
the children so that their own ideas and thinking are shared. It is 
beneficial to have a few prepared questions and statements to  
help initiate discussion but these are best kept to a minimum. In  
this guide, you will find generic discussion starters and book  
specific ideas.

Be prepared to offer your own thoughts and responses once the 
children have shared their thoughts. The Gladiators will learn a lot 
from the way you express your ideas and listen to the views of 
others. Carefully managed, you can do this so the children do not 
simply defer to your view, especially if you praise independence 
of thought and the use of evidence to back up ideas. If you use 
a tentative, speculative style, this will encourage more reticent 
children to participate. You can also demonstrate that it is OK to 
change your mind about something after listening to the views of 
others. It is helpful to make this explicit: ‘I used to think… but now  
I think…. because…’. Be prepared to challenge and disagree with 
the children, once trust has been built, and encourage them to 
disagree with you and with each other when they have evidence 
and good reasons for doing so.

Structuring the Sessions
The reading pace for Reading Gladiators is approximately one book 
a month. The suggested reading order is laid out in this guide and 
the monthly mini-challenges follow this order. 

We recommend a minimum 40 minute session a week to allow for 
depth of discussion. Some schools organise two sessions a week to 
allow time for follow-up. These can be pupil managed rather than 
teacher led. Some groups volitionally find additional time in lunch 
breaks for completing challenges, but this will vary from school  
to school depending on resources and the children’s inclination  
and interests.

Most of the reading will be done at home, and in this guide we 
suggest some good places to stop and reflect. We know that some 
children will want to race ahead but if you are planning to do some 
prediction work halfway through the novel, you may want to explain 
why reading ahead could spoil the experience. In some instances, 
reading on isn’t a problem, returning to the book and rereading 
sections has its own advantages.

The suggestions in the guide cover three phases:

 Pre-reading (the first session):  
Things to do before you read the book which will help orientate 
the children to the book, help them make connections with their 
experiences and generally excite them about the book. Good 
openings are vital and can have a significant impact on how children 
feel about a book.

During reading (the middle sessions):  
These discussion starters and activities are intended to support  
re-reading of key passages or encourage reflection part way  
through reading

 After reading (the final session):  
These ideas are intended to pull together the main themes, help 
the children to chart changes throughout the book and deepen 
their individual responses. Further suggestions are made to help the 
children find similar books, if they particularly enjoyed the current 
one you have been reading. Clear endings are as important as good 
beginnings, even if the final comment is…’So, it looks as though we 
will have to agree to differ on this one.’ Or ‘Perhaps we will never 
know the answer to our question…’

Some General Prompts
Avoid asking too many questions, select those that you think have 
the best potential for opening the discussion.

Prior to reading

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

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

Questions to delve a bit deeper

•  Do you like the way the author has written the book?  
(e.g. narration, use of language, dialogue)? 

• Which character is most like you?

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

•  Do any of the characters change during this story? Which 
character changes most during the story? 

•  Does the author tell you what the characters are thinking or 
feeling? Or just some of the characters? 

•  Do you think the characters are portrayed realistically?  
(This can be asked about types of characters as well as more 
generally. For example, do you think the teachers in this story 
are portrayed realistically?) 

• Who tells or narrates the story? 

• Is the narrator one of the characters? 

•  What do you think the narrator thinks about the things that 
happen in this story? Or about the characters in this story? 

•  Does the narrator tell you more about one character than 
the others or not? 

• How vividly does the author create the setting for this story? 

•  Was the setting important or could this story have happened 
anywhere at any time?

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

•  If you were writing the blurb for this story, what would you 
include to make someone want to read it? What would you 
leave out to avoid giving too much away?

Good questions to round off the discussion

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

• Are there any big ideas (themes)?

• 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? 

•  Now that we have finished our discussion, what do you think 
were the most important things that we said about this book? 

•  Have you read any other books by this author? Would you 
recommend them to a friend?

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

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.

Quizzes

After reading each book the Gladiators will be able to take a short 
quiz - just for fun. The quiz can be accessed from the top menu bar 
and children do not need to be logged in to do a quiz. We suggest 
they do this at home rather than eat into valuable discussion time.

 
  the download symbol signifies there are resources 

available to accompany the activity. These can be  
found in the Resources area on the Reading Gladiators  
website readinggladiators.org.uk.

Running your Reading Gladiators GroupRunning your Reading Gladiators Group



4 5

Reading Gladiators 2020Reading Gladiators 2020

Flow map

Text Text Text

Text Text Text Text Text Text

What characters say and do that demonstrate this:

Text Text Text

Theme - the big idea

Text

What is learned?

Text

What’s the big idea?

Big idea or topic:

Text

Finding the  
theme/big idea

Using story elements and  
what characters learn as 
a means of identifying the 
themes in a story (a blank  
Big Idea Diagram can 
be downloaded from 
the website).

Questions

As you are reading, so any 
questions arise. You can make 
a note of them as you read  
on. Perhaps some questions  
will be answered. Does it 
matter if some questions  
are left unanswered? 

Keeping a Reading Journal
Year Four Reading Gladiators will benefit from maintaining a reading 
journal which can be used to support group discussion and provide a 
record for their reading. Keeping a note of our reflections as we read 
helps us to capture ideas that may be fleeting and quickly forgotten 
if we don’t write them down. Impressions can be recorded while we 
are reading but we can also write reflections after reading, thoughts 
about how the book impacted on us and how we might have 
changed because of reading. Encourage pictorial note making and 
imagery as these are particularly beneficial as prompts to support 
group discussion. We have made suggestions in the book specific 

guidance for visual activities and the use of graphic organisers to help 
shape thinking and encourage dialogue.

Revisiting journals can prove very insightful if books are revisited 
after a period. They can show us how our thinking has changed and 
how books that we read when we were younger, may mean different 
things to us as we gain greater life experience.

We advise that these are informal books used principally to help the 
children formulate their thoughts. Keeping your own jotter and sharing 
it with the group will help to model effective use of a thinking book.

Listen to this

Make some large speech 
bubbles and fill them with 
your favourite quotations. 
Display them with a copy of 
the book in the classroom or 
the school library.

Plot flow diagram

Showing the sequence 
of events. Can be used 
to show time sequences 
in dual narratives, or the 
relationship of subplots  
(a blank Plot Flow  
Diagram can be 
downloaded from  
the website). 

Character charts

Record the different moods/
actions of a main character 
to see how they change 
throughout the book.

Three truths  
and a lie

Choose a character from a 
story. Write three truths and 
a lie about them. See if the 
other children can detect 
the lie. If your lie is close 
to a truth it will be more 
difficult to spot. After playing 
the game talk about the 
characters. Which character 
is most like you?
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Ideas for Your First Session

Why Reading Gladiators?

Invite the children to share their thoughts. You might suggest 
that Reading Gladiators are advocates for reading in school. That 
they can use their wide, adventurous reading, to support their 
classmates in making reading choices. In previous years, we have 
been impressed by the different ways in which the Gladiators have 
impacted on the culture of reading across the school. You might ask 
them for suggestions as to how they can do this. Explain that they 
are going to work as a team and will be undertaking mini-challenges 
throughout the year. 

Reading Display

One way to make the Reading Gladiators activity visible is to find 
a dedicated display space, perhaps in the school library, or class 
reading corner, where they can display work and recommendations 
with copies of the books they have been reading for others to 
read and enjoy.

Reading Journey

Alternatively, you might create a display charting the reading journey 
of the class, which will integrate the books that have been read with 
the class along with the Reading Gladiators books. Used as a visual 
record of the reading year, a Reading Journey display can be used 
periodically to help the children reflect on connections and points  
of difference between the books, as well as demonstrate the  
journey they have been on regarding the new challenges that  
they have encountered.

Use display to inspire, record and celebrate. Avoid displaying books 
ahead of reading, as this may inhibit the introductory session. 
Instead good use can be made of ‘coming soon’ or ‘what’s next?’

Month Book Mini-challenge final submission date

September

October Treasure of the Golden Skull 25th October

November The Song of the Dolphin Boy 3rd December 

December The Dam 14th January 

January Adder, Bluebell, Lobster 14th February 

February Aubrey and the Terrible Ladybirds 12th March 

March/April The Clockwork Crow 30th April 

April/May Child I 4th June

May/June The Distance Between Me and the  
Cherry Tree

Final challenge see Resources for details. 

Key Dates
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Treasure of the Golden Skull

About the Author / Illustrator 
Chris Priestley is an author and illustrator. A big fan of American comics 
as a child, it is not surprising that he began his career in illustration as a 
cartoonist for several national newspapers. He is inspired by the horror 
tradition and stories such as Frankenstein as well as the gothic poetry 
of Edgar Allan Poe. He is most well known for his award winning Mister 
Creecher series and the totally chilling short story collections:Tales of Terror.

About the Book
This title is the second in the Maudlin Towers series, set in the historic county of Cumberland. The action 
takes place in a spooky boys’ preparatory school. It follows the hapless Mildew and Sponge as they play 
detectives to find the treasure in order to save their crumbling school from being closed down. Their 
search becomes very tricky when a new boy, who seems to have hypnotic powers, joins the class. Their 
hunt is further hampered when they discover they are not alone in searching for the treasure. A group of 
marauding pirates are hot on their heels and not about to give in without a fight.

Suggested Activities

Introduction week 1  (1 or 2 sessions)

Prior knowledge 
This book is the second in a series. There are several references  
to incidents that happened in the first book, so it would be useful to 
share a synopsis of the significant events thus far. Share ‘The 
story so far’ resource with your group (online resources).

Genre Discussion 
What can we expect from a school story? Consider elements from 
other school stories you know - Harry Potter, The Worst Witch, Hetty 
Feather - such as friendship groups, secrets, dictatorial teachers, kind 
adults, bullies, competition.

What can we expect from a mystery story? detectives, victims, 
suspects, witnesses, clues, puzzles, red herrings, disguise. Consider 
previously encountered Detectives: Sherlock Holmes, Poirot,  
Tin-Tin, Ottoline.

Closed Setting 
All the action takes place within the school grounds. Discuss  
the advantages and limitations of a closed setting. 

Robert Louis Stevenson began writing Treasure Island with the map, 
from which the characters appeared and grew. Reproduce and annotate 
the map of Maudlin in pencil or using marker pens. It is the content and 
not the presentation that is important at this stage. You can add more to 
your map in the mini-challenge,if you want to. Make sure Maudlin Towers 
is included. It would be useful to draw and label the gothic features such 
as the bothy and the ha-has to help build a mind’s-eye picture 
of the location in which most of the action takes place. See full 
list of castle features (online resources). 

First encounters 
Read chapter 1 ‘Plummeting Pinnacles’. It is preferable for the group 
leader to model fluent reading and establish the tone of the story, 
even if the children are capable and fluent. Let the children relax and 
enjoy listening to the opening action unfold. Discuss effective story 
starters. Is this calamitous event a good start to the story? What 
effect does it have on the reader?

Treasure of the Golden Skull 

Week 2 (1 or 2 sessions) 

Begin by reading the article ‘School for Pirates’ in chapter 5 by  
way of re-introduction to the story.

Character 
Invite the children to make a list of the characters mentioned so  
far. See list (online resources). What do they notice about 
the characters’ names? Do they give any clues as to their 
respective personalities?

Using the character traits activity explore how the  
characters’ names represent elements of their personalities 
(online resources).

Characters can be further explored through the Readers Theatre 
activity. Encourage children to demonstrate what they know 
about the characters as they read the scene. A script and 
further guidance can be downloaded from the resources area. 

Week 3  

Images 
Compare the two illustrations of the pirate band. Which is more 
frightening, why? How does Chris use line and shape to reflect the 
characters he is drawing? Introduce the image of the boys from 
chapter 11 for further comparison.

Cross-reference the portrayal of pirates from other illustrators. 
What common features can be identified and how do the 
interpretations differ? What do the illustrations tell us  
about these characters (online resources)?

Invite children to draw their own pirate character, carefully 
considering how they will portray the different aspects of the 
character’s personality.

Language 

Pirate Speak 
Pirates are frequently occurring characters in children’s literature. Ask, 
‘Why do you think that might be?’. Along with their lavish clothing 
and striking appearance, which makes them larger than life characters, 
one of the most appealing aspects of pirates is the way they speak. 
Revisit some of the examples in chapter 12 - chapter 15. 
You could return to the first time Mildew and Sponge meet 
Greenbeard in a Readers Theatre activity (online resources).

You can have fun exploring pirate colloquialisms using a translating 
tool. English words and phrases can be translated into pirate using a 
website such as http://speakpirate.com/.

Neologisms 
Chris Priestley invents some of his own words. These are called 
neologisms. Did you spot the made-up words: ‘detectivate’, and 
‘biscuitlessness’?
‘How are you ever going to detectivate?’ 
‘Finlay Feathering wouldn’t let a bit of biscuitlessness bother him’ 
Shakespeare also invented new words - bedroom and eyeball are 
just two of them. 

Priestley also applies inventive definitions such as replacing the 
word blood with the word soup in chapter 13. Discuss 
the connotations attached to powerful words such as 
blood; how some words evoke strong emotions. Complete 
the Bubble map activity to stimulate discussion (online 
resources). Authors also use this technique to replace expletives, 
as Philip Ardagh does in his series: The Grunts. What is the effect of 
replacing such words? Can the meaning still be conveyed within the 
context? Children could look out for examples in the books they  
are reading and include some ‘replacement’ words in their own 
writing too. 

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

•  Fergus Crane (Far Flung Adventures) - Paul Stewart and Chris 
Riddell. A boy follows a winged box on an adventure to escape 
his pirate teachers.

•  Operation Bunny (The Fairy Detective Agency) - Sally Gardner. 
A confident girl and a talking cat have to solve a mystery to 
reopen the Wings and Co Detective Agency.

•  Goth Girl and the Sinister Symphony - Chris Riddell. A lonely girl 
and her new friends including a ghostly mouse have to foil a 
dastardly plot in spooky Ghastly-Gorm Hall.

Mini-challenge 

Returning to your map of Maudlin. Fully annotate the map with the 
action from the story being careful not to include spoilers. The map 
should entice other children to want to read this story. Instead pose 
questions as to what might happen in the different places on the map. 
This could be used to share the book with the rest of the class by 
way of an introductory presentation or it could be put on display to 
showcase the Reading Gladiators journey so far.

Week 4  

Making connections: literary cultural and  
historical references 
There are multiple literary and cultural references throughout 
this story e.g. Big Ben, Stonehenge, Joan of Arc, Emily Bronte and 
Wuthering Heights, The Little Prince. Discuss how knowledge of these 
references outside the context of the story can add to deeper 
understanding and therefore further enjoyment, thereby reinforcing 
the pleasure to be gained from reading widely.

Using the Making Connections table, share knowledge of  
text to self, text to text and text to world references 
(online resources).

Wrap it up: summarising the story 
Using chapter 22 as the stimulus, stage a ‘riff off ’ between the 
pirates and the prep teachers. You can incorporate pirate speak and 
even simple props and costumes. The children must recap the story 
by exchanging memories from the events of the narrative. Swap 
over so everyone has a chance to be a pirate!

Empathy: camaraderie 
Do Mildew and Sponge like their school? Why do they fight so 
hard to save it? Is it better being together in a bad place or being 
separated? Discuss camaraderie and how it feels to be part of a 
group - even when faced with something unpleasant, such as a test 
or a cross-country run in the rain. Why does Kenningworth forego 
a place at Le Petit Prince school to stay at Maudlin Towers?

Preparatory Reading Guide

• Week 1: introduction and chapter 1
• Week 2: chapters 2-6

• Week 3: chapters 7-15
• Week 4: chapters 16 - end
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The Song of the Dolphin Boy

About the Author 
Award winning author Elizabeth Laird has been a full-time writer for over  
forty years. She was born in New Zealand in 1943 and grew up in South 
London. As a child she would lie awake at night listening to the trains go by 
wishing she could be on one. Her adventurous life began when she went 
to teach in a school in Malaysia. Her experiences of different cultures has 
influenced her writing, with books set in Ethiopia, India and Iraq to name  
a few countries. She tells herself she is too old for grand adventures, but if 
an invitation arrives she may be unable to resist the call!

About the Illustrator
Peter Bailey is known for his timeless monochrome line drawings and has illustrated over 140 children’s 
books working on books for authors such as Allan Ahlberg and Dick King Smith. His long term collaboration 
with Philip Pullman has been recognised as one of the great illustrator/writer partnerships. 

About the Book
Finn has always felt different to the other children in his tiny fishing village and this means he has always been 
on the outside. When he learns the truth about his magical abilities he finally feels at home with the dolphins 
in the sea. However, when his new friends are threatened by the actions of humans, Finn must seek the 
help of those who have spent their lives avoiding him. A thought provoking novel about the perils of plastic 
pollution to ocean life.    

Suggested Activities

Introduction week 1  (1 or 2 sessions)

Dolphins 
When readers make connections to the text it supports and 
deepens their comprehension. Connections can be made to 
personal experience, knowledge from the real world or other  
texts. A Circle Map (Hyerle 2008) is a useful resource to record  
the children’s existing knowledge about dolphins. Write ‘dolphin’ in 
the centre of the map. Ask the children to offer their knowledge 
of the subject which can be recorded in the outer circle. 
In the rectangle (frame of reference) ask them to record 
where they gleaned the information (see online resource).

Poem 
Read the poem at the beginning of the story. Can the group 
summarise what is happening in this poem? One way of  
supporting understanding is to sketch what is happening.  

How might it be linked to the story? Have any members of the  
group heard of selkie stories? 

First encounters: literary map 
Song of a Dolphin Boy has a strong sense of place and the map at 
the beginning helps set the scene. Produce an enlarged version of 
the map and annotate with the group’s observations about the 
village of Stromhead. Can they predict what kind of story this will 
be? Which places might be significant? Read chapter one aloud to 
the group asking them to locate the places on the map as they 
listen. Can they label a copy of the map with the characters  
who inhabit the different places? Where does Finn live? What do 
you notice about the location of his cottage and does this have  
any significance? 

The Song of the Dolphin Boy

Week 2 (1 or 2 sessions)

From fear to belonging 
Chapter four opens with Finn’s fall into the sea and his response to 
what happens in the water. Re-read p40-49 focusing on the language 
to show Finn’s changing feelings. Use the T diagram to record 

examples from the book. At the end, ask pairs to choose 
one word to describe Finn’s feelings at the beginning of this 
chapter, and one at the end of page 49 (see online resource).

Should they or shouldn’t they?  
When Finn asks for help from The Lighthouse Crew, Amir suggests 
taking Charlie’s boat out. Kayla isn’t so sure. What do the group 
think? Is taking the boat out on their own a responsible thing to 
do? Use a large sheet of paper to list all the reasons for and against 

doing this. Some of the reasons can be found in the text, some 
might be drawn from making links to the experiences of the group. 
Jas lies to her father. Can this be justified?

Week 4 (1 or 2 sessions)

Greatest change? 
Transformation is central to this story and Finn isn’t the only 
character who changes. Begin by choosing a character card and 
ask the group to discuss how this character changes in the 
story (online resource). You can use the emotion cards to 
support discussion (online resource).  
Can they refer to the story to find reasons for their 
changes? Finally order the cards with the character who 
changes the most at the top of the list. Does everyone 
agree? Why? Why not?

Key moments of change 
Both Finn and Charlie go through enormous changes in  
the story. Use a Flow Map (online resource) to map their 
critical moments in the main boxes. Use the secondary 
boxes to note the consequences of each event. Half the 
group should investigate Charlie and the other half Finn.  
Share your maps, noticing which events they have in common.

Finding themes 
Song of the Dolphin Boy is a book which deals with important issues. 
The theme of protecting the oceans is strong but other themes 
are explored too. Share the Statement Cards and ask 
pairs of children to decide how relevant to the book each 
statement is (see online resources). Once they are left with 
relevant statements, they should rank the statements in 
order so the statement they feel summarises the theme best  
is first. Discussion is key to the success of this activity. 

Talk show host 
There are lots of opinions expressed in the story about the 
supermarket opening. One member of the group (this could be  
the group leader) goes into role as the host of a radio show 
introducing the story about the supermarket. Others ‘call in’ to  
the show to express their opinions. Divide the group into two 
halves, one supporting the balloon release and supermarket and 
the other against. 

Week 3 (1 or 2 sessions)

Gossip Circle about Finn (Neelands 2015) 
In the aftermath of Finn’s revelation, people react in different  
ways. Each member of the group will take on the role of  
different characters in the story and talk about the events  
in the story in the form of gossip, rumour and speculation.  
Imagine what each person would say happened to cause Finn’s 
mother’s death and what they think about the selkie story. 
Characters should include the members of the Lighthouse  
Crew and could be extended to include the parents as a  
separate group.

Still Image: Charlie and Finn 
So far there have been several significant encounters between 
Charlie and Finn. Three of these are: 

• In the classroom (p28)

• Finn stands up to Charlie (p90)

• Freeing the dolphin (p105) 

In pairs, ask the children to create a still image of each scene. They 
will need to use their bodies and facial expressions to reflect the 
thoughts and feelings of their character at that point. Perform to 
other pairs. Can they guess which scene is being shown? Ask, how 
could we improve our still images? 

Credit Anne Mortensen

Preparatory Reading Guide

• Week 1: chapter 1
• Week 2: chapters 2 - 6

• Week 3: chapters 7 - 11
• Week 4: chapters 12 - end

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

•  The Wilderness War by Julia Green. Noah and his friends fight to 
save The Wilderness from developers. 

•  Corey’s Rock by Sita Brahmachari and Jane Ray. A moving story 
of a family coming to terms with loss and a new life on a 
Scottish Island. 

•  The Fastest Boy in the World by Elizabeth Laird. Another book by 
the same author set in Ethiopia.

Mini-challenge

Looking after our oceans is at the centre of The Song of the Dolphin 
Boy. If your Gladiators have been inspired to learn more about how 
they can help, we would recommend a visit to the website: https://
www.authors4oceans.org/ where they can learn more. This month’s 
mini challenge is to work as a group to do something to support 
the work of Authors 4 Oceans. You might create a poster to raise 
awareness, devise a Slideshow to share with the rest of the school 
in assembly or write a poem. 
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The Dam The Dam

Preparatory Reading Guide
All reading for this book will be done in the session.

About the Book
The Dam takes us on a journey of poetic language, music and memories, based on a true story. 
In the late 1970’s a whole community in a small village was relocated and their homes and  
school flooded to make way for a dam. A father accompanies his daughter to fill the abandoned 
buildings with songs and music for one last time. The text acknowledges and embraces both  
the old and the new whilst the illustrations take us on a journey from grief and loss into new 
hopes and futures. The villagers relayed their story and memories to the author and their  
actions that day form the basis of a beautiful and haunting story for musicians, poets,  
historians and dreamers.  

About the Author 
David Almond is an internationally acclaimed author. His 
many honours include the Carnegie Medal and the Hans 
Christian Andersen Award. His books have been received 
as philosophical works that present complex relationships 
and explore important aspects of humanity.

About the Illustrator
Levi Pinfold’s illustrative style has been described as 
having a lyrical talent for storytelling. He has won the Kate 
Greenaway Medal, UKLA picture book award and the Book 
Trust Best New Illustrator Award. He has also illustrated 
the 20th anniversary special editions of Harry Potter.

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1 (1 or 2 sessions)

Prior knowledge
Before sharing the book, ask the children to share what they already 
know about dams. Can they name any famous dams or stories with 
dams in them?  

Discuss the purpose of dams and ask the children to think about 
the advantages and disadvantages of creating dams. Are they  
always safe? 

• What changes for better and worse?

• Who and what might benefit or suffer? 

You may wish to use the statements provided in the resources.  
Ask the children to sort these into categories, good, bad or  
other. Record all responses and ask the children to vote on  
whether they think building a dam would be a good thing 
or not (see online resources)?

First encounters: Language and style
Turn your attention to the front cover and first double page  
spread of the book. 

• How does the image on the cover make us feel?

• How might the image be connected to the idea of a dam? 

•  What predictions about the book can we make from the first  
page of text?

Record all ideas and return to these after reading the book to see  
if any of the predictions were correct.

Now look through the book, reading the text aloud together. How 
does the text convey the idea of music and memory? Look through 
the book and note all changes in colour palette. Comment on how 
colours affect the atmosphere in the illustrations.  Ask the children 
to work in pairs to choose one favourite line of text and one 
illustration. Encourage them to share these choices with the group 
explaining the reasons for their choices.

Week 3 (1 session)

Thinking aloud: the power of water
The importance of water 
Philosophy and the arts are closely connected. In order to create, 
we must first be able to think deeply about what we experience 
and feel about the world we live in. Writers, musicians and artists 
in particular put their thoughts and questions into a form that  
might encourage others to also think deeply and connect with 
important concepts. 

Spread out the concept labels and ask children if they can 
think of a part of the story where either the illustration or 
text links to one of the concept words and why? 

Print out and share the philosophical quotes about water.

Allow time for children to read and discuss the quotes and share 
their thoughts about them. What philosophical issues might these 
quotes be connected with?

Suggested questions for deeper philosophical thinking
• What would a world without change be like?
• Does everything have a spirit?
•  Do your memories make you who you are? What if you lost 

your memory?
• What would a world without music be like?
• What is more important, water or gold? 

Week 4 (1 or 2 sessions)

Visualisation and dramatic staging
Visualising enables readers to move into the pages of a book and 
is a vital component for building understanding. The Dam is based 
on a true story and memories of the people who once lived in the 
village community. Look through the pages and find examples of 
text and illustrations that focus on human memories. Record the 
names of the villagers mentioned and imagine what their lives were 
like before the dam was built. Imagine some of their memories 
and create a short script to describe these imagined memories. 
Revisit the third double page spread and read the text. How do 
the illustrative vignettes relate to the text? Do you think plants and 

animals have memories? How might you describe the memories of 
the creatures and objects in these illustrations?

Imagine you are going to put on a production of the book using 
your imagined memories. How might you create a performance 
using these scripts?

• What scenery might you design?
• What sound effects and lighting what you use?
• What costumes would be most effective?
• What might the voices sound like?
• What colours would you use?

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…

• Flood by Alvaro F. Vila. A wordless picture book.

•  The Trumpet of the Swan by E. B. White. The story of the mute 
trumpeter swan named Louis.

•  Peter and the Wolf by Janet Schulman and Peter Malone.  
With fully Orchestrated and narrated CD of Sergei  
Prokofiev’s musical tale.

•  The Wolf who Loved Music Christophe Gallez and Marshall 
Arisman.  A wolf is attracted by a girl playing her violin.

Mini-challenge

Imagine that your school will soon be covered over with water and 
every non-living thing in it will be drowned. Before you leave you 
create a mural to be discovered in the future. 

Discuss your memories of school and what objects will be gone. 
Research the history of your school. How will you describe the life  
of your school? 

Design a watery image in the illustrative style of Levi Pinfold. Select 
words that describe these memories and weave them into your 
design. Return to the text and choose words or phrases from David 
Almond’s text that you can use as a title. 

Week 2 (1 or 2 sessions)

Soundscapes. Music, word and mood
The importance of water 
Return to your thoughts from session one about the importance 
of building the dam. What reasons were given that affirmed the 
importance of water?  Challenge the children to think of as many 
natural water sources that exist in the world. For example, stream, 
pond, waterfall, puddle, and record these words on a large sheet 
of paper. Invite the group to create soundscapes for these 
words. Print out and make available the mood cards to help 
children articulate descriptive vocabulary (online resources). 

They may wish to think of words to whisper or shout, or any noises 
that they can make with their mouths or bodies to represent the 
sounds of these water sources.

You may want to listen to the following pieces of music that evoke 
the mood of the story and discuss what images from the book 
came to mind as they listened and why?

• Varúõ from the Album Valtari by Sigur Rós  
•  The Fiddle and Childhood, a spoken word piece accompanied by  

fiddle from the album Northumbrian Voices by Kathryn Tickell.
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Suggested Activities

Week 1 - Introduction

Words and images
Children may know that the dodo is extinct or that pandas are 
endangered, but do they know that some words are also in danger 
too? The titles of the poems are all words which have been omitted 
from the 2015 Oxford Junior Dictionary.  Which words are the 
children familiar with and which words are new to them? You can 
share the slideshow to familiarise your group with some of the 
subjects they may not have come across (see online resources).

Building knowledge
Physical experience - immerse the group in poetry. Sit on  
the floor surrounded by reproduced titles and first lines from 
the book (online resources). Choose any that appeal to you, 
find the poem in the book and share with the group. Remind 
children that poetry is subjective: they can choose which poems 
speak to them and they can share their interpretations - nothing is 

incorrect when it comes to the significance a poem might hold for an 
individual. Begin by sharing your own choice.

First encounters
Do the children notice anything about the way the poems have 
been ordered? They may notice the quality of the paper is very 
basic - this is because it is printed on recycled paper. How are these 
choices significant to the message this collection is trying to convey?

Heron
Without discussion or providing any information, ask the children to 
close their eyes and imagine a heron. Now show them Bommer’s 
illustration of a heron and ask if that makes it easier to imagine. 
Keeping their eyes closed ask children to listen as you read the 
poem Heron. How do the words enhance the experience? Read it 
aloud together and share reactions.

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 Book
This collection takes forty of the words that have been removed from the Oxford Junior 
Dictionary and uses them as titles for poems about animals, birds and plants. Rediscover ‘lost’ 
words and reconnect with nature, while exploring different poetic forms, rhyme and rhythm. From 
the agile adder to the wandering wren; discover if a newt really is ‘cute’ and what a lobster does 
when it’s got the blues. From the harmless hamster to the punk porcupine: find out some less 
known habits about these wonderful subjects for ‘wild’ poems.  

About the Author 
Chrissie Gittins has been shortlisted twice for the CLPE Poetry Award. Her poems have been animated 
for television and included in many anthologies including the Poetry for a Change anthology for National 
Poetry Day 2018. She has penned several children’s collections 
including: Stars in Jars, Now You See Me Now you…, I Don’t Want 
An Avocado For an Uncle and The Humpback’s Wail. Chrissie 
says: ‘Life without poetry would be like life without water’.

About the Illustrator
Paul Bommer is a print-maker as well as an illustrator. His 
printing has been used by luxury department stores such 
as Harrods and also The Guardian newspaper. He also 
illustrated Chrissie’s The Humpback’s Wail.

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.

Allotment and Poppy
Shape poems are more than pictorial representations of a subject. 
You can employ the skills you would use to ‘read’ a picture looking 
at such aspects as proximity and perspective, direction and 
angles.  Read Allotment together. How does the shape of the poem 
enhance its meaning? Children could draw the allotment based on 

the information given in the poem. Now look at Poppy and Starling. 
How does the shape of the poem enhance meaning?

Willow
Stimulus for poetry - some poems are based on objects or current 
situations. Poems can also be inspired by myths, legends or events 
from history. Does the story remind the children of any other 
stories they know? How does the story build in each new stanza?

Week 2 - Sight

Can the children identify any 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. The 

best type for the job - how does the type of poem help to convey 
the message of the poem?

Week 4 - Feeling

The power of poetry: call to action
In your final session you could discuss the essence of this collection. 
Is it the words that are endangered or what they represent? How 
do words preserve things? Why is poetry particularly effective  
for this?

Is it important that these words are not forgotten? Do you care 
about something if you don’t know it exists or how to refer to it, 
spell it and write about it? Join authors such as Michael Morpurgo 
who along with 29 other authors protested against Oxford Junior 

Dictionary‘s replacement of natural words with 21st century terms. 
Should “A” be for acorn or attachment? “B” for buttercup or blog? 
And “C” for conker, or chatroom or celebrity? Is there room for 
both? What do the children think?

Poetry raiders
Choose your favourite poems from this collection and surprise 
other classes with an impromptu reading and a reminder that words 
and nature are both valuable and should be respected, preserved 
and enjoyed.

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…
•  The Lost Words Robert Macfarlane and Jackie Morris. A 

celebration of words and the natural world told through spells.

•  I am the Seed that Grew the Tree. A Nature Poem for Every Day 
of the Year : National Trust.

•  Poetry for A Change. Award winning anthology featuring poems 
by the National Poetry Day Ambassadors.

• Stars in Jars. Another collection by Chrissie Gittens.

Mini-challenge
Choose a poetic form from your work in week 2. Compile a  
poem using all of the title words in this collection. Your poem  
should encourage others to connect with nature. Illustrate your 
poem with imagery from your visualisation activities. 

Adder, Bluebell, Lobster: Wild Poems Adder, Bluebell, Lobster: Wild Poems

Week 3 - Sound

In this session, encourage the children to listen and explore the 
sound of the words as poems are read aloud. Read some poems 
aloud together. These work well: Adder, Cheetah, Conker, Gorse, 
Leek, Lobster (this is even more effective with a slow blues backing 
track www.youtube.com/watch?v=HKfEtmi2qBw), Melon, Mint, 
Newt, Parsnip, Porcupine, Raven. Identify where personification has 
been employed, look at the perspective of the object of the poem.

Emphasis on vocabulary
The choice of words heightens the experience - invite children to 
close their eyes and imagine while the poem is being read aloud. 
Which words stand out? Discuss why they are good word choices to 
help the listener to understand the essence of the poem. Can they 
spot any patterns? For example, in Cheetah, the repetition of ‘envy’ 
and then ‘weak’ and the three prey replaced with three predators.

Hamster
Ask the children if they like hamsters. Do any of them have  
a hamster? Listen to Chrissie reading Hamster  
https://www.poetryarchive.org/poem/harry-hamster 

Invite the children to read the first stanza as if they love Harry - 
with delight and the teddy bear is a surprise - they may feel sorry 
for Harry as he is ‘caught unawares’. Now repeat imagining that 
they dislike hamsters and they are laughing at Harry when he is 
frightened by the unexpected teddy bear. Look at how the  
meaning changes. You could divide the group to work on the  
two approaches separately and then share together.
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About the Book
Aubrey has a special skill: he can understand and talk to animals. Using this talent he discovers from his 
animal friends how badly humans are damaging the planet and sets off on an adventure which could  
just save the world. Exploring themes of prejudice, belonging and tolerance in a fast paced narrative,  
this story may have a very small hero but it has a very big message:to live and let live.

About the Author  
Horatio Clare was raised by his mother on a Welsh farm dealing with 
harsh conditions and harsh unwelcoming neighbours. He wrote about 
his experiences in a memoir. Aubrey’s first outing was in Aubrey and 
the Terrible Yoot which won the Branford Boase award for best first 
children’s book 2016 and was also longlisted for the Carnegie medal.

About the Illustrator 
Inspired to draw by a brilliant art teacher, Jane Matthews spent some 
time living on a remote Welsh island and monitoring seal life, which 
she documented in a book: Skomer – Portrait of an Island.

Aubrey and the Terrible Ladybirds Aubrey and the Terrible Ladybirds 

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1 (1 or 2 sessions)

Prior knowledge
The main character in this book spends much of his time the same 
size as an earwig. Have the children read any other stories or seen 
films in which the hero is miniature?

The Borrowers, A Bug’s Life, Antz, Ant-Man, Jack and the Beanstalk, 
David and Goliath are stories about fighting for survival, saving lives, 
saving the world and celebrating the triumph of the ‘little guy’.

Our hero can also talk to animals. Again share knowledge of stories 
in which humans closely interact with animals. Common themes in 
these stories are often understanding, belonging and the circle of 
life: Charlotte’s Web - E. B White, Dr Dolittle - Hugh Lofting, James and 
the Giant Peach - Roald Dahl

Building knowledge
Aubrey’s confidant is a lively swallow called Hirundo. It would  
be useful to have a basic understanding of the life of a 
swallow before being introduced to this character. Share 
the slideshow about swallows (online resources).

First encounters
Read from the beginning of chapter 1 to p.15 ‘Forward to the New 
World’. Do not reveal that the characters are ladybirds. Invite a 
discussion about how the characters might be feeling. Are they 
excited or afraid? What might their concerns be as they move to  
a new country?

Words and images
Before reading the book or blurb, look at the cover of this book. 
Invite children to share their first thoughts. What is the dominant 
shape on the cover and what could it represent? Why might the 
ladybirds be ‘terrible’? Reveal that the characters in the extract are  
in fact the ladybirds. How do the children feel about this?

Distribute character activity to be used at the beginning of the  
next session.

do this and words near to their hands and feet to represent 
actions e.g. sucking the Swallow stone. You can add to the 
diagram as you progress through the story (online resources).

Brand management and ambassadors
Share the annotated slides of minibeasts that Aubrey meets 
during his adventure. Start by asking children to comment on their 
perception of the creature.  Which words do they associate with this 
creature? Do opinions change when a little knowledge is shared?

Now would be a great time to remind your gladiators that they can 
all be reading ambassadors!

You can also pose the question: Should you always follow ‘Official 
Advice’ or is it sometimes better to use your own knowledge of 
what is right and wrong? Be careful not to ask leading questions. 
Keep discussion open and questions objective.

Week 2 

Character
Using the character cards resource,  invite children to take it turns 
to introduce their characters to the rest of the group and 
using a dictionary to help - explain the keywords such as 
aphid or prejudice that are underlined (online resources).

Role on the wall - Aubrey
On a large sheet of paper, draw around one of the children in your 
group. This represents Aubrey. Begin annotating your outline including 
words inside the body to represent their feelings e.g exasperated, 
words inside the head to represent what they are thinking e.g. I can’t 

Week 3 

Love
Create a bubble map about LOVE in the story: bees love for their 
queen, spiders’ short lived love, swallows’ carefree love, love for 
nature and living things. Return to character cards and look at what 
each character loves or adores. What do the different types of love 
tell us? Aubrey is concerned about his parents who argue a lot. 
Does loving each other mean you can happily live together?

Perspective - meaning through pictures
Revisit some of the illustrations with your group and discuss how they 
help the reader empathise with Aubrey’s predicaments and those of 
his companions. How do they reinforce the relationship between the 
characters and the whole world that they are trying to save?

Some good examples include:
chapter 1 -  first view as we fly alongside the Ladybirdz family 

watching Jim and Mr Ferraby swat the ladybirds

chapter 3 - when Aubrey first shrinks
chapter 5 -  watching Jim and Miss Simpson - superb Bird’s eye  

view that induces nausea

Some points to consider: 
The size of objects/characters and their relative size to  
each other : some images may show a close-up and others  
may take a panoramic view. Are close-ups used to convey 
emotional effects?

Are relative sizes of characters/objects as they would be in the 
natural world, or have they been distorted? Is size used to show 
proximity and distance? Does a character’s size fluctuate  
depending on their mood or circumstance? Compare Ariadne  
in chapter 6 and chapter 13.

Week 4 

Belonging and prejudice 
Begin this session by re-visiting chapter 10 - the moment  
where the animals turned on each other. The Readers 
Theatre script provided will help children empathise with 
the characters’ feelings of accusation and attack. 

Download and discuss the statements. Using these 
statements and others as evidence and using the Finding a 
Theme resource clarify the big ideas presented in this story. 

Debate: Live and let live
Do you agree with Pascale that ladybirds are ‘beautiful creatures  
and people should be nice to them’ or with Pascale’s father  
that they are ‘pests and they should go away’? You could stage  
a mini-debate in which you argue both sides of the argument.  

Think about creatures referred to as ‘vermin’ and  
food chains.

Can children change the world?
In chapter 8 Pascale says ‘when a child tells the truth the  
world listens.’

Share the slides about famous children who have helped 
change the world (see online resources).

In chapter 7 Ariadne reminds us, ‘There are a  million possible 
futures’. You may like to leave your gladiators pondering which one 
they would help to make and discuss how reading different views  
of the world can change our attitudes towards it.

Preparatory Reading Guide

• Week 1: none
• Week 2: chapters 2 - 6

• Week 3: chapters 7 - 11
• Week 4: chapters 12 - end

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…
•  Word of Mouse - James Patterson. An animal adventure about 

labmice that celebrates difference.
•	 	Hercufleas - Sam Gayton. A fantasy adventure, where the 

smallest hero must save the day.
•  Max and the Millions - Ross Montgomery. A boy must unite 

waring miniature civilizations.
•  Mistress Masham’s Repose - T H White. A shy, lonely girl finds 

friendship and bravery when she discovers a group of Lilliputians.

Mini-challenge
This story has many filmic qualities. Storyboard a film scene picking 
a key point from the story. The scene must star Aubrey and some of 
his animal friends and the key message must be conveyed.. Consider 
perspective in the shots from your work on the illustrations. You 
could share some images from Alice in Wonderland films for 
inspiration. A storyboard template which can be copied or 
enlarged is available to download (online resources). 
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The Clockwork Crow The Clockwork Crow 

About the Book
Orphan Seren Rhys, is heading for a new home when a stranger gives her a mysterious 
package.  Puzzled she takes it, little knowing that the talking bird she has unwittingly inherited 
will become her companion as she tries to adjust to her new life where nothing is as she had 
expected or hoped. What has happened to her new guardians and where is their son? Seren 
proves to be an indomitable heroine as she embarks on a perilous journey to try and bring 
happiness back to Plas-y-Fran. 

About the Author 
Acclaimed poet and children’s author Catherine Fisher lives 
in Newport, Wales. She has written many best selling books 
including, the Snow-Walker trilogy, the Oracle trilogy, the 
Incarceron series and the Chronoptika series. Catherine was 
Wales’ first Young People’s Laureate (2011-2013) and has won 
a number of awards for her work. The Clockwork Crow was 
shortlisted for the Blue Peter Book Award. 

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1 (1 or 2 sessions)

What’s on the cover?
We know that the image on the cover of a book can influence 
whether or not a reader chooses a book. Stopping to explore the 
clues this wonderfully detailed cover contains, teaches children that 
they can make predictions about the type of story contained within 
which they can apply to other books. Photocopy the front cover and 
distribute. Ask the children to annotate the cover with thoughts and 
questions before sharing their responses. Joining in the discussion 
as group leader enables you to point out details and comment on 
observations to deepen thinking and encourage ‘noticing’. Did anyone 
spot the boy outside the gates? Why might he be there? 

Exploring vocabulary
Next give the group time to read the blurb. Have they learned 
anything new that they can add to their notes? There is some key 
vocabulary which enhance comprehension of the story as well as 
containing further clues to the content and genre. Put the word 
cards face down on the table and invite a volunteer to 
turn a card (see online resource). Read the word to the 
group and find the sentence containing the word. 

Ask the following:
•  Have you heard this word before? If yes, what can you say about it? 
• Can you work out the meaning from the sentence? 
• What does a dictionary say? Is there more than one meaning? 
•  Does the word indicate what the story might be about? If  

so what?  

Once the meaning of the words has been established, play a game. 
Give pairs their own set of cards and ask them to turn over three. 
Can they use the words in a sentence? It must make sense. Can 
anyone use all five words in a sentence? 

First encounters
Read chapter 1, Seren Rhys is freezing. 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. At the end of the chapter direct attention back to the 
couplet at the beginning.

Preparatory Reading Guide

• Week 1: introduction and chapter 1
• Week 2: chapters 2 - 6

• Week 3: chapters 7 - 11
• Week 4: chapters 12 - end

Week 3 (1 or 2 sessions) 

Exploring characterisation
Tomas: No one talks about Tomas and the only way Seren gets to 
know him is through exploring his room. What does she learn? 
Sketch the room and label. What would someone find out about 
you just by looking in your bedroom? Would they be able to make 
inferences about your personality as well as your interests? 

Seren: Seren is described as ‘indomitable’ in the blurb. Is this 
how other characters would describe her? Give out a set of 
Characteristic Cards for pairs to rank using a Diamond 9 formation 
(online resource). Share formations with the group justifying their 
reasoning for putting a characteristic at the top. Ways to extend this 

further would be to imagine Mrs Villiers completing this  
task. How would the Diamond 9 look now? Would she 
exchange any of the words? There is a set of  
Characteristic Cards for the Crow (online resource). 

Week 2 (1 or 2 sessions) 

Plas-y-Fran expectations vs reality
Before her arrival, Seren allows herself to dream about what her 
new home. Review the first two chapters and note down examples 
of the things Seren thinks she may hope to find. The reality turns 
out to be very different. A Double Bubble Thinking Map (Hyerle 
2011) provides a way of comparing and contrasting the differences 
between the expectation and reality of Plas-y-Fran (online 
resource). Write ‘Hopes’ in one bubble and ‘Reality’ in 
the other. In pairs discuss the differences and write in the 
bubbles. Are there any similarities? If so use the connecting 
bubbles in the centre. Are there more differences than similarities?  
Is there any possibility of Seren’s hopes for her new home  
coming true? Keep these safely as you will revisit the map in  
the final session. 

Readers Theatre
Readers Theatre is an excellent way to explore characterisation 
and bring a scene to life. In addition, it is a strategy which 
supports fluency, in particular prosody which is proven to benefit 
comprehension. The scene where the Clockwork Crow first speaks 
gives the reader an insight into the character of Seren through her 
responses and the Crow through the way he speaks. The 
group may like to choose a further section from chapter 6 
to adapt themselves (online resource).

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…
•  Snowglobe by Amy Wilson. Magic and adventure combine in a 

spellbinding and original fantasy story.

•  Sky Song by Abi Elphinstone. Another wintry landscape is the 
setting of this powerful tale of belonging.  

•  Five Children and It by E Nesbit. Fans of the cantankerous crow 
will be charmed by the Psammead. 

Mini-challenge
Create a map which shows the journey taken by Seren and the 
Crow to rescue Tomas. This can be a large scale 3D map or a 2D 
map. You can label it with the different places they travel through. 

Week 4 (1 or 2 sessions) 

The Journey to Tomas
Visualisation requires active engagement with text and without it 
comprehension can break down. The section where Seren journeys 
towards Tomas takes the reader through unfamiliar 
landscapes. Read the passage on page 134-5 and follow the 
instructions for the visualisation activity (see online resource). 
Once completed re-read to the end of chapter 1 using the 
same strategy to visualise other places on the way. This process will 
support completion of the map of the journey for the mini challenge. 

Summarising
The rhyming couplets at the beginning of each chapter  
provide a lyrical and poetic summation of the story. The  
challenge for the group is read the couplets and match  
them with the chapter title (online resource). Check using 
the book or the answer sheet. A further challenge the 
children may enjoy is to create their own series of couplets  
to summarise the plot. 
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Child I Child I 

About the Book
Child I is a book without a cover to deliberately show that nothing in the story should be hidden. 
It tells an imagined story of the many unaccompanied children displaced from their homes and 
separated from their families by war and terror. Child I and his friends now live, play and survive in a 
camp in no-man’s land. The children in the story have no names, no proof of citizenship and instead 
are given just initials. They are however, still children and although trapped by circumstance remain 
free in their imaginations and playful experiences of childhood. It is a story of the power of colour, 
freedom, loss and resilience, where humanity is described at its worst and best.

About the Author  
Steve Tasane is a performance poet and political activist whose father 
was a refugee. He describes his childhood as ‘scruffy, boisterous and 
noisy. Steve wrote the book Child I after seeing a photograph of 
refugee children eating breadcrumbs and wanted to find a way to tell 
their story and that of his own family. The book has been translated 
into more than 10 languages and is a powerful reminder that no child 
should be forgotten or nameless. 

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1 (1 or 2 sessions)

Prior knowledge
Ask the children to discuss what they already know about refugees 
and what sources they have got their information from. Do they 
know any refugees themselves? You may wish to look at and discuss 
the powerpoint of photographs taken with permission from 
the children at a refugee camp in Northern France  
in 2016-2017 (see online resources).

Building knowledge
Children may want to use the comments section of the Reading 
Gladiators website to ask questions about what life was like for 
children in a refugee camp in Northern France. Sara Stanley, the 
author of these notes, raised funds and set up play spaces for young 
children and their families in the camp. 

Making comparisons. Normal and not normal
Read the first chapter together. Which parts of the text and language 
represent the idea of normal childhood experiences and which parts 
of the text convey things that are outside the realm of what you think 
is a safe, happy childhood?

Role on the wall: life stories and words 
Ask for a volunteer to draw around on a large sheet of 
paper. Look together at the vocabulary list for this section 
(online resources). Write these words around the outline of 
the child. Discuss what the words mean and ask the children 

to help create a possible life story using words and simple sentences. 
Create a montage of words and images inside the outline and give 
the child a name.

Further questions to explore

• Why is a name important?

• Who am I? What makes you you?

• How is a name different to a number?

• Why do we need an identity?

• Why should we have to prove who we are?

• Why do we need passports?

Three truths and a lie
Challenge the group to think of 3 truths and a lie about their own  
life stories. You may want to explore similarities and differences  
in the truths.

Preparatory Reading Guide

• Week 1: pages 1-48
• Week 2: pages 48-99

• Week 3: pages 100-137
• Week 4: pages 138-end

Week 2 (1 or 2 sessions) 

Language of colour 
Look through the text to find as many examples where colour  
is mentioned. Print out and enlarge the meaning of colour 
grid (online resource). Plot examples of colour and meaning. 
Discuss whether the meaning is positive or negative and why.

Questions to explore
• Why is colour so important to the children?
•  What is your favourite colour now? Would it  

change if you were in a refugee camp?

Guess what I’ve got! 
Read and pay special attention to pages 65 and 66. Ask the children 
to choose their favourite response to ‘guess what I got?’  Using the 
online resource challenge the children to take it in turns to pick one 
of the improbable present suggestions from a box/envelope. The 
children must ask questions that require a yes or no answer only 
to discover what the surprise might be. Encourage children to think 
about creating questions based on the suggested criteria.

Faber & Faber

Week 3 (1 or 2 sessions) 

Word games. Initials and meaning
Write down the following letters from page 106: 
K S A F P G Y J W M D N B Q R H T and Z. Which additional 
children’s’ initials must we add? ( I O V E L )
Challenge the group to work in pairs to create as many words as 
they can using these letters.
Share the words and consider which words are best suited to the 
themes and events of the book.  

Themes: help and solidarity  
Print out the image from the resources (online resource). 
Explain that this picture was drawn by a 10 year old child in 

a refugee camp in northern France. Use this image to stimulate  
a discussion. What do the children think is happening? What might 
the child have been thinking as they drew this image? 

Return to the text and identify the characteristics of adults who 
volunteer on the camp. What does it mean to volunteer? In what 
ways do the volunteers offer help and support? Compare and 
contrast the behaviours of the helpers with those of the guards. 
What are the differences in their roles and responsibilities?  What 
would you do to help the children in the camp? How might you 
make it a better place for them? What does solidarity mean? How 
might you show solidarity with the children in this story? 

Week 4 (1 or 2 sessions) 

Imagery and visualization. Descriptive words  
and images
Ask the children to close their eyes as you read the extract from 
page 170. Provide the children with drawing materials and ask them 
to draw an image based on the sentences. Compare drawings and 
discuss how the text helped everyone visualize. What do you bring 
to the text from your own knowledge, experience or imagination? 
How might this work In reverse? Create different texts to describe 
each other’s illustrations. 

Looking for O - Readers Theatre
Read from page 179 HAVE YOU SEEN CHILD O to the 
end of the story on page 181 (online resource). Using the 
script provided, re-enact the scene using voice, movement 

and emotion. How will you convey the sense of hope and the 
challenge of turning a scary situation into a game? 

Happy endings - beyond the book
What are your feelings about the way Child I finishes? What do  
you think the ending means? Do you think all stories should have 
happy endings? 

Discuss your hopes for the children in Child I. How would you like their 
lives to be in one years’ time?  contrast the behaviours of the helpers 
with those of the guards. What are the differences in their roles and 
responsibilities?  What would you do to help the children in the camp? 
How might you make it a better place for them? What does solidarity 
mean? How might you show solidarity with the children in this story? 

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…
The following books all explore the idea of displaced children  
and conflict.

• The Colour of Home by Mary Hoffman and Karin Littlewood.

• The Journey by Francesca Sanna.

• Azzi In Between by Sarah Garland.

• The Day War Came by Nicola Davies.

Mini-challenge
Review your thoughts about the meaning of colour from session 2. 
What does colour mean to your life and why is colour often used 
in literary description? Think about the colours of your house, your 
garden and play spaces, school and surrounding areas. Now consider 
the colours of war, and a dangerous journey to a refugee camp. How 
might the same colours describe opposing feelings and emotions?

Create a shared montage of colours, words and images that represent 
the colours of life in your homeland in a media of your choice.  
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The Distance Between Me and the Cherry Tree The Distance Between Me and the Cherry Tree

About the Book
Mafalda is a nine year old girl who loves football, climbing trees, school and her cat. Stargadt Disease 
means her sight is failing and she uses the distance before her beloved cherry tree comes into focus 
to measure its progress. She compiles a list of the things that she wants to be able to do before she 
loses her sight completely. A thought provoking read about the things that really matter.

About the Author  
Paola Petretti was born in Italy and lives in Verona. Growing up with 
her factory-worker parents her home was filled with books and 
music. At the age of fourteen she became short sighted overnight 
and three years later was diagnosed with Stargardt macular dystrophy. 
Before writing her first book, You Me and the Cherry Tree, she had 
been teaching Italian to refugee children from all over the world. 

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1 (1 or 2 sessions)

First encounters
Before sharing the book with the children, distribute a copy of the 
opening lines. Invite the children to comment on what they have read. 
Do they agree with the statement that all children are afraid of the 
dark? How do they feel in the dark? Invite pairs to add further endings 
to the sentence, ‘The dark is…’   Read the next sentence: ‘I’m not afraid 
of the dark though.’ What do the children make of this contradiction? 
Read to the end of the chapter. What have you learned now? 

Prior knowledge
Share the image of the blind person with the group and  
ask them to share what it means to them. 

Use a Circle Thinking Map (Hyerle, 2001) and write the  
word ‘blind’ in the middle. Invite the children to share their 
knowledge about blindness in the outer circle and the 
sources of this information in the outer rectangle (frame  
of reference). 

Mafalda
Read to the end of chapter three in the session. You could read aloud 
or invite the children to read independently or in pairs. What have 
you learned about Mafalda? Collectively, record facts using a Bubble 
Thinking Map (Hyerle, 2011).  

Preparatory Reading Guide

• Week 1: chapters  1 - 3
• Week 2: chapters  4 - 12

• Week 3: chapters 12 - 17
• Week 4: chapters 18 - end

Week 2 

Seeing
The word ‘see’ has multiple meanings and exploring these will 
support a deeper understanding of the story. Write the word ‘see’ 
in the middle of a large sheet of paper and ask what the word 
means. Do the children come up with more than one meaning? 
Share the Definition Matching sheet which has six definitions of see 
and six examples of the word being used (online resource). Work 
in pairs to match the definition with the example. Were any of the 
ways of using the word new to the children? Finally share 
the Quotes About Seeing from chapter 7 (online resource). 
Which uses of the word do you think each relates to?  

Bandaged Man’s Buff
Try being blindfolded as Mafalda is at the beginning of part three. 
You could go outside and notice what happens to the other senses 
when you take away sight. 

Week 3 (1 or 2 sessions) 

Planning to live in the cherry tree
Why does Mafalda plan to go and live in the cherry tree? What 
would other people say if they knew? Allocate roles to each 
member of the group. Depending on the number of children you 
should include Estella, Ravina, Filippo, Mum and Dad. Give a little 
time to prepare using the following questions as prompts:

• What will your character think of Mafalda’s idea? 
•  Will they try to persuade her not to live in the cherry tree?  

If so, how? 

Either the group leader or a member of the group should take the 
role of Mafalda and the characters should take turns to question 
her and try to persuade her not to live in the tree. 

Mafalda’s List
Mafalda writes her list of things that she won’t be able to do 
anymore once her sight fails. Do you think she has done anything 

now that she doesn’t need her sight for? Write another list based 
on what has happened so far in the story.

The Iceberg (Neelands, 2015) exploring character
Filippo is a character who Mafalda dismisses initially as someone 
who is always causing trouble and getting into fights. She discovers 
there is more to him than her first impressions.  Draw an image of 
an iceberg on a large sheet of paper with the sea level marked, on 
the basis that 9/10th of the main body of the iceberg is below sea 
level. Above the waterline, the group record the personality traits 
and behaviours that are immediately observable (e.g. loud), while 
below the waterline they list the aspects that are kept private or 
revealed only to very few. Reflect on the reasons Filippo behaves  
as he does. 

Week 4 (1 or 2 sessions) 

Friendship
At the beginning of the story, having a best friend is very important 
to Mafalda and she struggles with losing Chiara. Towards the end 
she says of her parents; ‘Don’t they know that friends 
come and go as you grow up?’. Cut up the Friends cards 
and place them face down (online resource). Take turns to 
choose a character and discuss: What does Mafalda gain 
from the friendship of this character? Does she learn any lessons 
from them? Would you be able to choose one person who  
is more important than any other?  

The Cherry Tree
Why is the cherry tree significant to Mafalda? Objects can  
have a symbolic role to play in stories and the cherry tree may  
represent different things at different times. Share ideas 
before revealing what Paula Perotti said about it  
(online resource).  

Mafalda’s List
Begin this session by revisiting Mafalda’s list from the first part of 
the story and comparing it to the one she compiles at the end. 
It is noticeable that many items are still the same even though 

she can no longer see. What does this tell you about the lessons 
Mafalda has learned? Read through the quotations from 
the book and reflect on how these represent Mafalda’s 
journey (online resource).  

The author’s experience
Paola Peretti lives with the same condition as Mafalda although she 
still has some vision.  She said of her experiences: “Only recently 
did I realise though that more than a loss, it means a change of 
perspective. But in life, losing something means gaining something 
else: greater strength.” Do you think this viewpoint is reflected in 
the book? Is it important that the author is writing about what 
she has experienced herself? Do you think a writer without the 
condition could have written in the same way? 

Estella
When Mafalda first meets Estella she says: ‘Estella does not tell lies. 
Only truth.’ What do the group think of this? Does Estella always 
tell the truth? If she doesn’t, why is this? Did the children see the 
clues about Estella’s illness? Why didn’t Mafalda realise? How can the 
events of chapter 23 be explained when you read the letter at the 
end of the book? 

If you liked this book, you might enjoy…
•  Wonder by RJ Palacio. Another thought provoking read about a 

boy who just wants to be accepted by his peers. 

•  The Little Prince by Antoine De Saint-Exupery. The classic fable 
about what is really important in life.

•  The Ice Garden by Guy Jones. A moving story of a girl learning 
to live with her allergy to the sun.

Mini-challenge
See webinar for details. This webinar will also be posted in the online 
resources with some written guidance. 
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