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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. In some schools, the Gladiators have 
one teacher led session and then a self-managed follow-up session. 
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 led too heavily by 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 
per half term, 6-12 sessions per book depending on whether you 
have one or two sessions per week. Ideally for year 6, we suggest 
two sessions, perhaps one lead by an adult and one pupil managed 
session. The suggested reading order is that laid out in this guide. 
The mini-challenges assume that the books are being read in  
this order.

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. If you are planning to do 
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:

Introduction (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. For some book introductions, we suggest pre-
reading but others work best if the children have not seen the book.

Middle sessions 
These discussion starters and activities are intended to support 
rereading of key passages or encourage reflection part way through 
reading. The sessions are structured to take children deeper with 
their thinking.

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

•  Did you like the way the author had 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 summarise or conclude  
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? 

•  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. Comment on 
posts and access the newsletters and 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. 
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
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Keeping a Reading Journal

Year 6 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.

Revisiting journals can prove very insightful if the 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. Some suggestions of the 
types of things they may want to include can help to get things 
going. Keeping your own jotter and sharing it with the group will 
help to model effective use of a reading journal. We have included 
an adaptation of a Tell Me Grid (Chambers, 1993) with the online 
resources. This can provide a useful structure to support children’s 
note making.

Questions 

As you are reading, so many 
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? 

Confusions

Was there anything that 
puzzled you as you were 
reading? Were the puzzles 
solved as you read on, or 
were you left feeling confused? 
Write down these thoughts so 
that you can share them with 
the other Gladiators.

Effective language

You can write down examples 
of language that you think are 
especially powerful, descriptive 
or evocative of mood.

Connections

Look for the connections 
between the books in the 
Reading Gladiators selection. 
Do any of the books have 
similar messages or themes?

Character charts

Record the different moods/
actions of a main character 
to see how they change 
throughout the book. Build up 
a profile and make inferences 
about characters using clues 
from actions, speech and how 
they are seen through other 
characters’ eyes.

Finding the theme 
/big idea

Identifying dilemmas, decisions, 
messages and what characters 
learn is a useful way of finding 
themes in stories.

Comparisons

Did the book remind you of 
anything that you have read, 
seen, heard  
about? Perhaps it reminds 
you of something that has 
happened to you? Perhaps you 
have seen a film of  
the book, or read another 
book by this author?

Vocabulary

You might use the journal  
for recording new vocabulary,  
but advise the children  
not to disrupt the flow of  
their reading by looking  
up every new word while  
they read. 

Surprises 

Were you surprised at any 
point in the book? Did the 
characters do what you 
expected them to? Were  
there any surprises in the  
plot? Was the ending what  
you expected?

Interesting quotations

Note any quotations that you 
think illustrate important ideas 
in the book.

Plot flow diagram

Showing the sequence of 
events. Can be used to 
show time sequences in dual 
narratives, or the relationship  
of subplots.

Flow map

Text Text Text

Text Text Text Text Text Text

What’s the big idea?

What characters say and do that demonstrate this:

Text Text Text

Theme - the big idea

Text

What is learned?

Text

Big idea or topic:
Text

Note: in this guide we use the term ‘brainstorming’ following the advice given from Epilepsy Action that this is not offensive to people with epilepsy when 
used as a term to describe the gathering of ideas
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Ideas for the 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.

Key Dates

Month Book Mini-challenge final submission date

September / October Wrinkle in Time 18th October

October / November The Way Past Winter 6th December 

November / December Rebound 14th January 

January / February The Iliad 28th February 

March / April The Silk Roads 31st March 

April / May Ghost Boys 3rd May

May / June (post SATs) The Legacy Project 7th July
The Creative Reading Project
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A Wrinkle in Time A Wrinkle in Time 

Week 3

Debating – which planet? 
When the rescue party arrived on Camazotz, they notice that 
although the planet looks like earth, it is also rather frightening. 
What reasons can you give for this? Divide the group into two, 
one group will represent leaders of Earth and the other leaders 
of Camazotz. Encourage each group to make a case to present to 
prospective new residents choosing where to settle. Encourage the 
groups to consider the following questions to back up their debate. 
How are Earth and Camazotz different? Which would you rather 
live on and why? Would it be easier if everybody had the same 
rules? Would it be good or bad if everyone was always happy and 

never suffered? Is it easier to not have to make choices? What are 
the disadvantages of not having choice?

Statement cards 
These chapters deal with issues regarding what it means to 
be human. Distribute copies of the statement cards (online 
resource). In pairs children should consider each statement 
and decide whether they think it is true or false. Compare 
the answers each pair chose and discuss.

Week 4

Role playing 
Explore the role of the beast-like inhabitants of Ixchel through role 
play. What would happen if creatures from another planet arrived on 
Earth? Recreate this imagined scenario through roleplay. How would 
you communicate? How might you treat each other initially and why? 
How would you both react to meeting for the first time and how are 
you different? Consider the bond between Meg and Aunt Beast. How 
did this relationship grow and why is it important in the story?

Mapping the story 
A Wrinkle in Time has a very vivid sense of place as the characters 
journey through the universe. How would you create a map to 
guide readers through the story? Working as a group create a map 
depicting places in the book and label with relevant details. Are 
there any descriptions from the story that you could add to the 
map to bring it to life?  

Space Between (Neelands 2015):  
character relationships 
Select three volunteers to represent Meg, Charles and 
Father. Share the Key Moments sheet (online resource). 
Take the first moment and arrange the volunteers so that 
the space between them symbolises how close their relationships 
currently are. Who feels close to whom? Who feels distant and 
estranged? What changes do we see as we move to different 
moments in the story? Capture as a series of photographs to  
mark the changing distances between characters. Can the group 
put a name to the distance: love, respect, guilt, anger, betrayal,  
trust, fear?

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1

Prior knowledge 
At the heart of this story is acceptance of who we are and what 
is important in life. It is also about the unknown and the universe. 
Madeleine L’Engle describes her formula for writing books: “I start 
with what I know with all five senses, what I have experienced, 
and then the imagination takes over and says, ‘but what if...’ and the 
story is on”. 

Discuss what this might mean. Challenge the children in pairs to 
share things that they have experienced with their senses and finish 
with, ‘but what if I had to travel through space and time to rescue 
someone I love…’.

Read aloud 
Read the first chapter aloud to the children. What do they think 
about the language used? Madeleine L’Engle uses sophisticated 
language which will require further explanation and exploration. 
What does the writing style tell us about the time period the  
book might be set in? What effect does it have on the tone of  
the story?

First encounters 
In the first chapter we are introduced to four of the main 
characters in the book and their personality traits. These include: 
pessimistic, extraordinary, unconventional, reassuring. What 
additional words would you add? Discuss what these words mean.  
Divide the group into four and allocate each group one character 
to study. Challenge each group to search through the text and 
record examples of information about Meg, Charles Wallace, Mrs 
Whatsit and Mother which fit these characteristics.

Share these first thoughts about the characters. How might 
understanding the characters help us think about the genre of  
the story and make predictions about what may have happened  
to Meg’s father? 

Prediction 
The final sentence makes reference to the ‘tesseract’? Discuss 
possible explanations about what this might be and how it might  
fit into the story.

Week 2

Vocabulary 
Page 38 makes reference to the Concise Oxford. What is this?  
Find a copy in the library or online. Create your own group 
dictionary of Wrinkle in Time words. Every time you come  
across an unfamiliar word explore the definitions and keep an 
ongoing record. 

Compare and contrast 
Consider what we discover about Calvin. Why might he be important 
in the story? Compare and contrast his character with that of Meg. 
Consider how their home and school lives might be different? What 
similarities are there between the two? Do you think this might be a 
good friendship? Why?

  
• Week 1: introduction and chapter 1
• Week 2: chapters 2 - 5

• Week 3: chapters 6 - 9
• Week 4: chapters 10 - end

About the Book

It was a dark and stormy night and things are definitely about to get very strange in an already strange 
household. Meg Murry, her friend and brother must leave their scientist mother to set out on a rescue 
mission. They must rescue their father from a mysterious force that has trapped him somewhere in the 
universe. The children can only complete this difficult task with the help of three strange characters as 
old as time and through understanding their own unique and human powers.

About the Author

Madeleine L’Engle was raised in a very artistic household, filled 
with actors and musicians. She was an only child and grew up in 
an environment where books were always being read aloud. She 
became an actress and turned to writing when she had her children. 
She has over 60 books published and despite winning the Newbery 
Medal, A Wrinkle in Time was rejected so many times she nearly gave 
up. The book contains references to her many heroes and she firmly 
believed that children need heroes in the stories they read. 

Communication – three mysterious beings 
Encourage children to share their thoughts about Mrs Whatsit, Mrs 
Which and Mrs Who. What is the significance of these names? Describe 
the ways that each communicates. Why might Mrs Who speak with 
quotations? Look at examples of these quotations and unpack what 
they could mean. How effective would it be to only be able to speak in 
this way? What other ways might you be able to communicate, if you 
couldn’t speak the same language as everyone else? 

Consider how to represent each character visually and add speech 
bubbles to represent how and what they might communicate.

Science fact or fiction 
Refer back to your predictions about what the tesseract could have 
been. Were any of the ideas close to the description in chapter 5? 
Watch the trailer for the Wrinkle in Time film (2018) and discuss 
Mrs Whatsit’s explanation. Challenge the group to design their own 
drawings of a tesseract and present their image with a form of 
mathematical or scientific explanation. (These do not have to be 
true statements). 

If you liked this book you might enjoy...

•  The Time Quintet by Madeleine L’Engle the prequel to A Wrinkle  
in Time

•  A Wind in the Door, A Swiftly Tilting Planet, or Many Waters by 
Madeleine L’Engle. These books all explore the further adventures 
of the Murry family.

•  George’s Secret Key to the Universe by Lucy & Stephen Hawking. 
This book explores cosmology, physics and science through the 
story of George and his adventures in time and space

Mini-challenge 

In Session 2 reference was made to a film version of the book. 
Create a storyboard for a trailer for A Wrinkle in Time. Choose 8 
elements of the story that would best illustrate the main themes of 
the book and entice an audience to watch. You may prefer to submit 
this as a visual story map or performance. 

Preparatory Reading Guide
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Week 4

Forum Theatre: The Jump 
We know that Sanna follows Mila over the edge but we do not 
know how this comes about. Forum Theatre (Neelands 2015) is 
a useful technique to explore difficult situations and interactions 
between characters. Organise the group into threes. They will take 
turns to improvise the scene which would take place after Mila 
jumps at the end of Part Two. The rest of the group watches and 
evaluates what they see. The group improvises the scene again, this 
time taking the advice given into account. Here are some prompts  
to support the group: 

• What is Sanna thinking at the moment Mila jumps? 

•  What does Bretta say to her? Does she try and persuade  
her to stay? 

• Does Rune continue to try and persuade Bretta?  

Reader’s Theatre p178-80
The relationship between the three sisters is central to the  
story and this section reveals much about the dynamics that  
drive their relationship. Reader’s Theatre is a great way to 
bring a scene to life by introducing different voices for each 
of the characters. 

Prediction – what will the bear’s cave hold? 
At the end of chapter 24 Mila finds herself in the bear’s cave.  
This is a good point to stop and predict what she will find.  
Distribute sheets of paper for members of the group to 
independently sketch what they think the cave will look like.  
Add ideas about what might happen next in the cave. These  
can be placed inside a sealed envelope and opened during the 
following session.  

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1

Prior knowledge 
Winter is at the heart of this story but it is a winter unlike those 
experienced in the United Kingdom. Share an enlarged Bubble Map with 
the word ‘winter’ written in the middle and invite members of the group 
to share their ideas of what winter means to them (online 
resource). This could be completed by individuals or as a group. 

First Encounters 
The blurb of a book can give important pointers about the 
content of the story to the reader and support making predictions. 
Distribute copies of the first sentence from the blurb to 
pairs of children (online resource). Ask them to make 
comments and annotate the sentence with their thoughts. 
Can they add potential genres? Repeat the process with 
the second, third and fourth sentences. There is a list of  
genres (not exhaustive) which can be distributed to 
support discussion (online resource). Share ideas about 
the genre of the story and predictions about what might 
have happened to Oskar. Can a story fit into more than 
one genre? Revisit this when you have finished reading. 

Read aloud 
Kiran Millwood Hargrave’s writing style is poetic and lyrical  
and hearing the first chapter read aloud by an experienced  
reader (ideally the group leader) will help set the tone of  
the story.  

Compare and contrast 
Review the completed Bubble Maps (online resource). 
Invite the children to re-read chapter one noting what 
winter means to Sanna, Mila, Oskar and Pipa. A Double 
Bubble Map is a useful tool to compare the group’s ideas  
of winter and the new ideas. 

Making Connections 
Are the children familiar with any other stories set during  
winter? One of the most famous is The Lion, the Witch and  
the Wardrobe but there are others too such as The Dark is  
Rising by Susan Cooper and Sky Song by Abi Elphinstone.   

Week 2

The Heart Tree: Exploring Simile (page 42) 
Kiran Millwood Hargrave makes excellent use of figurative 
language throughout the story and similes feature 
prominently. Distribute copies of The Heart Tree to pairs 

(online resource). Begin by asking the children to take turns to read 
the passage aloud to their partner. Check literal understanding of the 
passage by asking what has happened to the tree. Has this happened 

About the Book

It is the fifth year of winter’s icy grip and four siblings struggle to survive alone in their house in the 
forest. When a stranger arrives and her brother disappears, Mila refuses to believe that Oskar has left 
of his own accord and sets out on a dangerous journey to find him. Finding strength in unexpected 
places drives Mila onwards in her quest to confront the Bear and reunite her family. 

About the Author

Did you know that Kiran Millwood Hargrave’s earliest ambition wasn’t 
to be a writer but to be a cat? Realising this was impossible she set 
her sights on being a cat owner or the first woman on Mars. She has 
realised one of these ambitions and lives in Oxford with her husband 
and cat Luna. Her favourite colour is blue (the blue at the meeting of 
the sea and the sky on a clear day) and she would be in Ravenclaw 
house. Northern Lights is one of her favourite books and she believes 
if she had a daemon it would probably be a clumsy kitten. 

• Week 1: introduction and chapter 1
• Week 2: chapters 2 - 11

• Week 3: chapters 12 - 17 
• Week 4: chapters 18 - 24 

• Week 5: chapters 25 - end
• Week 6: review and revisit

Preparatory Reading Guide

Week 3

Gossip Circle (Neelands 2015) 
When Mila and Pipa run away we do not see the reaction to their 
disappearance. Imagine that Sanna goes to the meet house to tell 
Bretta, when she realises what has happened. One member of the 
group will be in role as Sanna (this could be the group leader) 
and the others take on the roles of Bretta, Geir’s mother and 
other residents of Stavgar. They will talk about the events in the 
form of gossip, speculation and rumours. Imagine what they say 
about Rune and about Mila and Pipa. Who will they blame for the 
disappearance? Ask the group to consider how using Gossip Circle 
helped them get under the skin of the story and characters. What 
inferences were made?

Conscience Alley: Should Mila have brought Pipa? 
Mila intends to go alone with Rune in search of Oskar, but Pipa has 
other ideas and Mila makes the difficult decision to allow her to 
come. By the end of chapter seventeen much has happened and Mila 
may be regretting her decision. Share two statements with the group: 
‘Mila should have taken Pipa’ and ‘Mila should have left Pipa at home’. 
Invite members of the group to contribute their thoughts based on 
the events of chapters 13-17. Set up a Conscience Alley to explore 
the ideas further with one member of the group in role as 
Mila. Further guidance about using this technique can be 
downloaded from the website (online resource).  

Exploring Vocabulary 
Up to Chapter Thirteen Pipa has been cast as the little sister who 
has merely tagged along. However this changes and her personality 
is revealed more fully. Read the sentence on page 92: ‘Pipa stared at 
her, face implacable.’ Implacable may be unfamiliar to the group. It is a 
word which reveals much about Pipa’s thinking at this moment and the 
context of the chapter will support the children to suggest plausible 
meanings. Share the Implacable Synonym Cards with pairs 
(online resource). Explain that they are all synonyms for 
implacable but that they may not all be relevant to this 
context. Give time for the pairs to sort the words choosing 
the three they feel are most relevant to the meaning intended by the 
author. Finally, ask the group to suggest their own definitions of the 
word before using a range of dictionaries to find further examples. 

naturally or was it a deliberate act? Which words and phrases  
tell you this? Next draw attention to the use of similes and ask  
pairs to highlight the three examples in the passage. Which simile  
do they feel is most effective at conveying the brutality of the  
tree’s demise?   

Challenge the children to find other examples of similes in the first 
part of the story. Record these and add to journals or a display. 
Encourage them to continue with their collection. 

The Mage: First Impressions 
Revisit from page 58-80 where Mila first meets Rune, ‘the  
much-feared mage of Stavgar’. Distribute copies of the First 
Impressions resource which has three headings: I know, I can 
infer, I want to know (online resource). Allow time for this  
to be filled in independently before sharing first with a 
partner and then with the group. Next consider what Mila 
and Sanna think of Rune. How would they fill in the First  
Impressions resource? Work as a group to fill in one copy  
for Mila and one for Sanna.  

Chicken House



12 13

The Way Past Winter Rebound 

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1

Rebound 
The title of this novel encapsulates in one word the essence of the 
story. Spend a few minutes discussing the meaning of the word 
‘rebound’ both in a sports context and in a life setting. Use a ball to 
demonstrate the physical act of rebounding and discuss how this 
could also represent bouncing back or recovering from an incident. 
Encourage discussion of children’s experiences of rebounding- after 
performing poorly on a test, falling out with a friend or after the loss 
of a pet. Introduce the word ‘resilience’ and discuss it as a life skill.

Bridge to learning 
Rebound has an American setting, so it would be useful to familiarise 
your group with the American references and specifically the 
basketball terminology. Begin by inviting the children to share their 
current knowledge of the game and then using the orientation 
resources (online resources) to introduce unfamiliar words 
and connections. Ask the children if they think this book will 
have anything to say to them? 

The verse novel 
This may be the first verse novel children have encountered. 
Introduce this form of narrative poem. Explain that the plot 
is revealed in snapshots of the characters’ lives - the reader 
subconsciously makes the links between the snapshots. It has a 
fast pace, rhythm, energy and evocative language. Within a verse 
novel many poetic forms can be used. Ask children to look out 
for : acrostic, cinquain, concrete poetry, epistolary (e.g. a letter), 
free verse, haiku, rhyming couplets as they read. A list of 
examples is provided in the online resources. Identify  
some of the ways in which form can reinforce meaning.

In addition, this novel is also part graphic. Dawud Anyabwile’s  
comic strips represent Charlie’s fantasies and memories. How  
does this visual representation reinforce Charlie’s feelings to  
the reader? How can visual representation be more effective than 
reading text (prose or poetry) about the same experience?

About the Illustrator

Dawud Anyabwile is an Emmy Award-winning African-American comic book artist. Dawud has also 
worked as a character designer on television productions and a production artist on music videos, 
adverts and game animations

About the Book

Rebound is a verse novel and has been shortlisted for the Carnegie and the CLiPPA. It is the prequel to 
The Crossover and centres around the life of Charlie (Chuck) Bell, aged 12. Charlie is struggling to cope 
with the sudden loss of his father and retreats into his comic books by way of escape. His relationship 
with his Mum is difficult and they argue about his attitude and his longing for the new trainers his 
Dad had promised. A few weeks staying with his grandparents, playing basketball with his cousin and 
reconnecting with his friends soon makes him realise that he has talents on the court that can also 
help him rebuild his life.

About the Author

African-American author, poet and playwright, Kwame Alexander 
has written several verse novels including The Crossover that won 
the 2015 Newbery Medal. Kwame is passionate about inspiring 
children to read and write. He founded an international literacy 
program in Ghana, where he helped establish a library and train 
teachers. He also runs a program called Bookinaday introducing 
children to writing and publishing. You can listen to our podcast 
interview with Kwame at https://justimagine.co.uk/category/
podcast/author-interviews/.

• Week 1: orientation 
• Week 2: page 1 - 126

• Week 3: page 127 - 233
• Week 4: page 234 - end 

Preparatory Reading Guide

Week 5 

Visualisation: The Heart Tree
Visualisation is the skill of being able to create mental images while 
reading and requires active engagement with a text. The reader 
combines their background knowledge with the author’s words to 
create images that enhance understanding and bring reading to life. 
Read the passage describing The Heart Tree which begins on  
page 189 and follow the instructions for the visualisation 
activity (online resource). Reflect on the words and phrases 
that had the greatest impact on the group members. 

Group Sculpture (Neelands 2015): The Heart Tree 
Group sculpture can be used to create a still image of a moment  
in a story. Invite the members of the group to create a group 
sculpture of The Heart Tree. Capture with a photograph if possible. 
Give out two sheets of sugar paper. On one write verbs to describe 
the boys when they are entwined in the heart tree. On the second 
sheet write words to describe them as they are released from  
their imprisonment.  

Week 6

Mapping the story 
The Way Past Winter has a very vivid sense of place as the characters 
journey to Thule. Kieran Millwood Hargrave begins the writing 
process with a map. Working as a group create a map of the journey 
Mila and her sisters make. Are there any descriptions from the story 
that you could add to the map to bring it to life?  

Space Between (Neelands 2015):  
Character Relationships 
Select three volunteers to represent Sanna, Mila and Pipa. 
Share the key moments sheet (online resource). Take the 
first moment and arrange the volunteers so that the space 
between them symbolises how close their relationships currently are. 
Who feels close to whom? Who feels distant and estranged? What 
changes do we see as we move to different moments in the story? 
Capture as a series of photographs to mark the changing distance 
between the sisters. Can the group put a name to the distance? 
Love, respect, guilt, anger, betrayal and so on. 

Exploring characters 
Share the characteristic cards with pairs (online resource). 
Can they match the characteristics to each character? Do 
some characters have personality traits in common? 

If you liked this book you might enjoy...

•  Snowglobe by Amy Wilson. A magical fantasy with friendship and 
family at its heart. 

•  Brightstorm by Vashti Hardy. Twins Maudie and Arthur embark on 
a thrilling, breathtaking quest in search of the truth. 

•  The Girl Who Speaks Bear by Sophie Anderson. A lyrical adventure 
of courage and friendship inspired by Russian folk tales of bears, 
princesses and dragons. 

•  The Wolf Wilder by Katherine Rundell. A fast paced adventure with 
a brave heroine. 

Mini-challenge 

In Week Four Readers Theatre was used to explore the  
relationship between the siblings. Your challenge is to choose  
another section of the book to prepare as Readers Theatre. We 
would like to know your reasons for selecting the section and  
what this reveals about the characters. Please submit your section 
along with your reasons for selection and reflections on the 
characters as this will all be judged. If you would like to record  
your reading we would love to hear it but this is optional. (If your  
file is too large for the website share via Dropbox or WeTransfer  
to gladiators@justimaginestorycentre.co.uk). 
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Rebound The Iliad

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1

Prior knowledge 
Prior knowledge: Greek Mythology 
Begin by finding out what the group already know about 
Greek mythology. Collect ideas and note them on an 
enlarged (A1) circle diagram (online resource). In the centre 
circle, invite children to write what they know, in the rectangle, 
write the source of information, i.e. where did they learn this? In the 
rectangle record sources.

 War 
Look at the front cover and the title. What could be the cause  
of the war? 

Generally, what are the causes of war? Depending on the learning 
that has taken place in history, the group may have some knowledge 

of this already. Can the group make predictions about the reasons 
the Trojan War began? Some causes of war are revenge, religion, 
economic gain, territory, pride, love. 

First encounters: The Golden Apple Read Aloud 
The first chapter sets the scene for the rest of the book and 
explains the reasons for the outbreak of war. Reading the  
chapter aloud will support understanding of the events and  
give a sense of the narration style. Following the read aloud,  
ask the children to read it independently to support fluency  
and literal understanding. Challenge them to create a  
50-word summary of the chapter. You can then assess  
literal understanding. 

Week 2

Vocabulary: quarrel 
The word ‘quarrel’ is used frequently at the beginning of the story 
to describe the cause of the Trojan War and the divisions within the 
Greek army. Share the following definition of quarrel with the group: 

A heated argument or disagreement, typically about a trivial issue and 
between people who are usually on good terms. (OED online dictionary) 

Next distribute the Quarrel Synonyms to pairs of children. 
Begin by sorting them from most to least serious. Discuss.

• Week 1: page 1 - 13 
• Week 2: page 14 - 52

• Week 3: page 53 - 86 
• Week 4: page 87 - 117

• Week 5: read to the end
• Week 6: review and reflect

About the Book

The Iliad is a glorious retelling of Homer’s classic epic. It recounts the exploits of the major Greek 
heroes during the bitter war between the Greeks and Trojans exploring the suffering and loss of war. 

About the Author

Gillian Cross grew up on the north edge of London, in a house with a 
big garden. She spent a lot of time reading and wandering around the 
garden pretending to be someone else, which was very good practice 
for writing. She also went to school and learned to play the piano (not 
well), and ride (even worse). Gillian began to write books when she 
was about seven and finished the first one when she was twenty-eight. 

About the Illustrator

Neil Packer was born in Trinidad and spent his childhood there as 
well as in Libya, Scotland, Wales and England. After studying graphics, 
illustration and printmaking at the Colchester School of Art he worked 
as a graphic designer before turning full time illustrator in 1984. He has 
had work exhibited at the V & A Museum, The British Museum, The 
British Library and the Royal Academy. He now lives in London. 

Preparatory Reading Guide

Week 3

These activities will help develop children’s auditory imagination.

Performance 
Share Kwame Alexander performance https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Fpr0D0buX_Q Remind children of the facets  
of performance poetry: volume, pace, pitch, pause, emphasis, one 
voice or many and rhythm. Choose a section of the story (the 
cartoon strips would work well) and devise a rap, using the  
original words and adding sound effects. Some words could be 
repeated. Experiment with single voice and choral reading. You  
could bounce a (basket)ball to create a rhythm and accompany  
the reading. You could add a recording of a Michael Jackson track 
such as Bad. If possible, allow children to ‘perform’ their extract  
on the playground or in the hall, so they have plenty of space and 
the opportunity to include some physical elements of basketball  
in their performance.

Creating tension 
Read Ten Reasons Why I Hate Sirens p.23. Read again, allocating  
a line to each child. On the third reading play a siren sound effect  
to heighten the experience. Children could react as Charlie’s  
would using their facial expression and body language. How  
does it make the children feel? 

Freeze Frame 
‘My star exploded and everything froze’ - create a group freeze frame 
of the exact moment that Charlie’s Dad collapsed to focus on body 
language and facial expression.

Advisory: The final chapters of the story include sensitive 
material ‘concerning drug possession’. Prepare children for 
this by discussing Charlie’s journey so far, mistakes he has 
made and the routes his life may take.

Week 4

Charlie’s grandad loves jazz music. In the final meeting for this title, play 
some soothing jazz tracks (e.g. Miles Davis), as background music and 
at the end of the session ask children to share how it made them feel.

Poetry for catharsis 
Alexander describes basketball as a metaphor for the ‘real story’. 
Discuss how he achieves this. What elements of basketball are 
reflected in Charlie’s journey?

Themes 
Using the graphic organiser Finding a Theme (online 
resources) support the children in identifying the themes 

of the novel: loss, friendship, ambition, choice, self-esteem, heroes. 
Guided by your group, expand the discussion on some of the 
themes. For example: a cautionary tale, making the right 
choice. Use the Biography resource (online resources) to 
reflect on Charlie’s journey. Heroes: consider the legacy of 
Charlie’s father and subsequently Charlie himself, fathers  
as role models,

Ted Hughes referred to the ‘spirit’ of the poem. Return to  
the title ‘Rebound’ and reinforce understanding of what it means in 
a life context and ask if it reflects the ‘spirit’ of this verse novel.

Week 2 

Characterisation: Role on the Wall 
Draw around one member of your group on a large sheet of  
paper and build a picture of Charlie by adding his thoughts, 
feelings and actions to the relevant body parts (see online 
resources for guidance).

Comic heroes 
Read Sometimes I Wish p.8 and Home p.13. Charlie aspires to have 
the speed of Quicksilver and the strength of Thor. What role do 
comics have in Charlie’s life? What does Charlie’s wish to use ‘The 
Time Dilation Effect’ reveal about the way he is grieving? Re-read 
Charlie’s memories of the incident on p.17 and p.23. Observe the 
references to time.

Relationships: Charlie and his Mum 
Read Conversation p.18
Role play in groups of four: two playing Charlie and two playing 
Charlie’s Mum. Freeze frame the action and reveal the inner 
monologue (see online resources for scripts and suggested 
prompts). Re-read p.47-53 and discuss the feelings of both 
Charlie and his Mum and their differing perspectives towards 
what has happened and each other.

Perspective 
The narrative is told in first person, but we learn a lot about Charlie 
from the other characters too. Interview CJ, let her retell Charlie’s story 
so far. As a group decide which questions you want to ask her. Consider 
her relationship with Charlie and what she is likely to be able to tell you. 
Some questions will remain unanswered. You could re-interview CJ when 
the story concludes. Her perspective will be very different at that point.

If you liked this book you might enjoy...
• The Crossover also by Kwame Alexander. Josh and Jordan’s story
•  Love That Dog by Sharon Creech. Jack learns he has a lot to say 

through poetry
•  In the Key of Code by Aimee Lucido. Emmy feels out of place until 

she discovers coding, music and poetry

Mini Challenge
Select 8 poems from the novel to summarise Charlie’s journey  
and represent in a storyboard. Either record the readings and  
submit with a photograph of the storyboard or include a  
photograph of the transcript. A template can be  
downloaded from the online resources. 
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Week 4

Similes 
The chapter Patroclus Meets His Fate begins with a simile:

Urged on by shouts from Patroclus, the Myrmidons charged along the 
shore, like wasps pouring out of a nest.

Distribute sheets of plain paper folded in half. On one half draw a 
picture of the simile (in this case, wasps pouring out of a nest) and 
on the other draw the action that is taking place (the Myrmidons 
charging along the shore). Once complete, compare with a partner. 
Ask what impact the simile has on the reader and how effective it is 
at conveying the author’s point. Challenge the group to find further 
examples of similes as they read on. Another example is found on 
page 93: 

The Trojans advanced, with a roar like a great sea breaker. 

Discuss the effectiveness of this comparison.

This is not the first time the sea has been used. On page 25 we read:

The Greek chariots surged forward, like a great wave of the sea, and the 
two armies clashed head on. 

Think Aloud: The Language of War 
The characters in The Iliad see war as a glorious pursuit and  
the story has many examples of language that reflects the 
bloodthirsty nature of the campaign. Using a Think Aloud at  
the point where Achilles comes face to face with Hector, 
give the opportunity to explore the language choices made 
by the author (online resource).  

Week 5

Giving Witness (Neelands 2015) Achilles and Hector 
Divide the group in half. One half are Trojans and the other 
Greeks. They will prepare a monologue which recounts the events 

from p118 - 133. The account will be a subjective retelling of the 
events and will also be highly emotive. This combines information 
with affective response and also establishes the idea of bias and 

prejudice. After preparation time, invite one of the Greeks to 
present their version of events before hearing from a Trojan. Ask 
the group to reflect on how the accounts of the same events differ.  

Who is the greatest hero in The Iliad? 
The word ‘hero’ is used to describe many of the characters who 
feature in The Iliad. Ask the group to consider who their own 
personal heroes are. Share ideas and ask what characteristics they 
display to make them stand out.   

Give out the Heroic Qualities cards to pairs (online 
resource). Give each pair a different character. Include 
Achilles, Hector, Patroclus, Odysseus, Ajax, Agamemnon 
and Paris. Each pair can work on more than one character. Use 
the Greatest Hero resource to record evidence of the character 
behaving in a heroic way. Each pair will present their findings to the 
rest of the group, trying to persuade them that their character or 
characters are the most heroic. At the end hold a vote. Is the group 
in agreement?   

Achilles Heel 
Ask the group if they have heard the phrase ‘Achilles heel’ before. 
If so, what was the context? Revisit p146 where Achilles is mortally 
wounded to see if the context helps you understand the meaning. 
Share the story of Achilles’ mother taking her son by the heel and 

dipping him in the river Styx to make him invulnerable. The water 
washed every part, except for the heel which was covered by his 
mother’s hand. Use a dictionary to find definitions such as:

Someone’s Achilles heel is the weakest point in their character or 
nature, where it is easiest for other people to attack or criticize them. 
(Collins Online Dictionary)

Model writing a sentence using the phrase, e.g. 

Though he was a good person, his short temper was his Achilles heel. 

Invite the group to compose their own sentences.

Finally share other sayings which originate from The Iliad without 
revealing the meanings:

• A judgement of Paris (any difficult decision) 

•  Trojan horse (a person or thing that joins and deceives a group  
or organization in order to attack it from the inside) 

Can the group work out the meaning from the context of  
the story?

Week 6

Alternative Plots: The Influence of the Gods 
The gods are responsible for many of the twists and turns in the 
story and the fates of different characters. Give each pair a different 
section of the book to investigate and find examples of times when 
the gods interfered. Choose one moment to explore further what 
would have happened if the gods had not intervened. 

Identifying Themes 
Being able to find the theme in a story requires the reader to 
move beyond thinking about the plot and characters. Distribute 
copies of the Theme Cards asking pairs to rank them from most 
to least relevant (online resource). Next the pairs should 
find evidence from the story to justify their first choice. 
Find quotes to illustrate the theme before sharing with 

the group. Try to persuade the other group members that your 
choice of theme is right. There is no single correct answer here; the 
discussion and justification is the most important part of the activity. 

Illustration Style 
‘Neil Packer’s pictures capture the beauty and remoteness of the 
setting and bring a profound humanity to one of the finest literary 
achievements of Greek civilization.’ 

Revisit the illustrations choosing the one you think best depicts the 
‘profound humanity’ he brings to the story. Take turns to share your 
choice with the rest of the group explaining your reasons. 

Taking Sides (Neelands 2015) 
Taking Sides requires group members to place themselves on an 
imaginary line linking two characters, indicating their preferences 
through their choice of position. Begin by asking the group to 
re-read p14-16 which recounts the quarrel between Achilles and 
Agamemnon. Next draw a line on the board like the one below: 

Agamemnon -------------------- Undecided ----------------- Achilles

Explain that the group members will arrange themselves physically 
on an imaginary line to show their support for the characters.  
The closer they are to the end of the line, the stronger their  
support. An open mind can be indicated by standing in the  
middle. Once arranged ask the children to explain why they  
are positioned in these places. If possible, capture an image of  

the position or note them down in order to revisit the process  
at the end of the book. 

Exploring illustrations 
Neil Packer’s illustrations are striking throughout. Look at  
the illustration of Zeus on page 47. What do you notice  
about the size and position of Zeus? Are the colours used  
significant? Read the sections on p46-7 (online resource). 
What thoughts are going through Zeus’ mind at this 
moment? How is this captured by the illustrator? Add a  
thought bubble to Zeus which captures his thinking at  
this point.

If you liked this book you might enjoy...

•  The Odyssey by Geraldine McCaughrean and Neil Packer. Continue 
to follow the journey of Odysseus on his epic voyage home. 

•  Ancient Warriors by Iris Volant and Joe Lillington. A fascinating book 
which traces the history of warriors from the Stone Age to the 
Crusades.

•  The Great Elephant Chase by Gillian Cross, Winner of the 
Whitbread Award and Smarties Prize. This is a wonderfully 
engaging adventure involving a girl, her elephant, an orphan boy 
and the man who wants to take the elephant from them crossing 
2000 miles of 19th century America.

Mini Challenge

This challenge is inspired by Neil Packer’s wonderful 
illustrations. We have selected two paragraphs from the 
chapter entitled Greeks on the Run (online resource). We 
would like you to work as a group to create an illustration 
to accompany this scene. It must include the Trojans and  
Greeks and we would like to see you use some of the  
features of Neil Packer’s style. Photograph your illustration  
and submit online.  

Week 3

Reader’s Theatre: Achilles 
Reader’s Theatre is an excellent way for children to engage with  
a text and read aloud with appropriate expression. It helps 
create a dynamic reading and gives readers the opportunity 
to hear as well as see the text (online resource). There 
are two scripts to work with, both involving Achilles. Both 
scripts feature characters pleading with Achilles to help the  
Greeks and reveal his motivations. For those unfamiliar with 
the process of Reader’s Theatre there is guidance to follow 
(online resource). After performing the scripts allow time 
for reflection about Achilles. 
• Why won’t Achilles fight? 
• What is most important to Achilles?
• Is he right to allow Patroclus to fight in his place?  

Good Angel, Bad Angel 
This activity builds on the Reader’s Theatre to explore Achilles’ 
dilemma and the moral question he faces: what is more important 
to Achilles - the safety of the Greek troops or his own personal 
pride? Divide the children into groups of three. One is Achilles 
and the other two are angels who advise Achilles on a variety of 
courses of action from their respective standpoints of good and 
bad. What does ‘Achilles’ think of the advice he has been given? 

The IliadThe Iliad
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The Silk Roads The Silk Roads

Week 3

Chapter four: The Spread of Islam 
The Islamic faith was born in the seventh century. What were  
the reasons for the success of this new religion? Use a 
Multi-flow Map to record the reasons for the successful 
spread of this new religion (see online resource).  

Contrasts between the Islamic World and Europe 
Use a double bubble map to compare and contrast  
the Muslim and European worlds in chapter five  
(see online resource). 

Visualisation: Baghdad 
Begin by establishing whether the group have any knowledge of 
modern day Baghdad. Share images of the city if you have 
internet access. Distribute the Baghdad visualisation passage 
to pairs (online resource). Use the explanation online for 

step by step guidance (online resource). Visualisation is 
the skill of being able to create mental images while you 
read and is particularly helpful when reading a challenging 
historical text. Once the visualisation is complete consider the 
following description written in 2016 in The Guardian newspaper:         

 ‘ If Baghdad today is a byword for inner-city decay and violence on 
an unspeakable scale, its foundation 1,250 years ago was a glorious 
milestone in the history of urban design. More than that, it was a 
landmark for civilisation, the birth of a city that would quickly  
become the cultural lodestar of the world.’

What might have happened over the next century to bring about 
such a change? Invite the group to look out for any references to 
Iraq as they read and make notes in their reading journals.

Week 4

The Black Death: Extracting information 
Read the section about The Black Death on pages 71-2. 
Distribute copies of the Black Death text and Question cards 
(online resource). Use the question prompts to generate 
questions about the Black Death. Write these on one side 
on a T diagram (online resource). Use the other side to add 
answers. As the answers are written down, highlight the text 
to show where it was found. At the end reflect on whether 
there were unanswered questions or any parts of the text which 
were not highlighted. Where could you find additional information?  

The Road to New Worlds: A golden age for everyone? 
Finding new worlds might have led to a Golden Age in Europe  
but had many negative effects on the peoples of these newly 
discovered places. Invite the group to re-read the chapter and 
identify the drawbacks to the aggressive expansion of Europe.  
Write these onto sticky notes. Can they be ranked in order  
from most to least serious consequences?  

Week 5

Illustration 
Study the double page spread on pages 98-99 of World War One 
and invite pairs to discuss the following:  

• Is there a specific part of the illustration that you are drawn to? 

• What range of colours are used?

• How do the colours make you feel?

•  Are colours used to draw your attention to important parts of  
the picture?

• Do you notice anything about the way line and shape is used?  

•  Is there one word you would choose to capture the emotions  
in this image? 

‘Great’ Britain? 
Re-read page 104. Discuss the behaviour of Britain after the war. 
Does this paint Britain in a good light? Use the Leader word 
cards to support discussion (online resource). Choose the 
cards which best describe how the leaders behaved at this 
time. Are there other examples of times when the leaders 
of Britain behaved badly? Identify moments from earlier in the book. 
Revisit the section about America’s involvement with Iran and Iraq 
from pages 119-121 repeating the activity with the word cards. 

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1

Prior knowledge
History 
Pool ideas about which events a history of the world might include. 
This gives the opportunity to reflect on the prior knowledge of 
history the group has. Discuss the history learned in school. Has 
anyone wanted to find out more about a period of history? Ask 
pairs to read the introduction to find out why the author wrote the 
book and what he learned at school about history. 

Building knowledge 
Look at the map of ‘The World Today’ on pages 6–7. Talk about the 
places the group has visited. Then compare it to the map of ‘The 

Ancient World’ on pages 12–13. How are the two maps different? 
Can you think of any reasons for the changes?  

Read aloud 
Reading non-fiction offers a different type of reading experience. 
The Silk Roads is written in a narrative style but the unfamiliar 
content offers a challenge to Year Six readers who will need 
support to extract knowledge and process information. The group 
leader is well placed to model fluent reading. Set the tone of the 
book by reading the opening two pages from page 15-16. Draw 
attention to the unfamiliar names of places and model re-reading  
to clarify. 

Week 2

Trade and globalisation 
Begin by asking the group where the clothes they are wearing come 
from? Can they explain how clothes made in other countries got to 
them and the stages that led to this? Discuss how this would have 
been different 1000 years ago. How would you get a jumper that 
was made in India? Discuss the differences in the way we trade from 
ancient times as outlined in the opening chapters to the 21st century. 

Globalisation is a term which may be new to the group. Is it 
possible to use the context of the opening chapters to work  
out the meaning? What does the word origin ‘global’ mean?  
Use different dictionaries to compare definitions.

• Week 1: introduction and pages 6-13
• Week 2: chapters 1 - 3

• Week 3: chapters 4 - 7
• Week 4: chapters 8 - 11

• Week 5: chapters 12 - 17
• Week 6: review and reflect 

About the Illustrator

Neil Packer has illustrated many adult and children’s titles, including The Name of the Rose, One Hundred 
Years of Solitude, The Iliad and The Odyssey and has worked on numerous titles for the Folio Society. He 
has also been longlisted for the CILIP Carnegie medal.

About the Book

The book is a broad and beautiful sweep of history, of East meeting West, with the story of The Silk 
Roads at its heart. It is a challenge to the Western-centric viewpoint of world history and an opportunity 
for readers to see the world through a new lens. Peter Frankopan explores the connections made by 
people, trade, disease, war, religion, adventure, science and technology. From ancient world laws laid 
down by King Hammurabi and the mighty Persian empire, to terrifying Huns, the rise of Europe, two 
world wars and politics today, The Silk Roads moves through time and history sewing together the 
threads from different peoples, empires and continents into a phenomenal history of the globe.

About the Author

Peter Frankopan is a British historian who is Professor of Global 
History at Oxford University. He works on the history of the Eastern 
Mediterranean, Russia, the Middle East, Central Asia and China. Harry 
Potter is among his fictional heroes to read to his children. Aged 15 he 
discovered the Russian writers Chekhov, Pushkin and Turgenev who all 
made a great impression on him. 

Different viewpoints: Giving witness (Neelands 2015) 
Re-read the account of Alexander the Great’s victory over Persian 
forces (pages 16–17). Split the group into two. One group are 
taking on the role of Alexander the Great’s followers, the other  
are leaders in the Persian forces. Each member of the group will 
present a monologue which purports to be an objective view of 

events but which is actually a highly subjective retelling. A  
further activity could be to write two different newspaper  
articles describing the events, from two different points of view. 
What does this activity tell you about the nature of historical 
accounts that are written down?

Preparatory Reading Guide
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The Silk Roads Ghost Boys

Suggested Activities

Introduction Week 1

Prior Knowledge
Session 1

It is important to offer support when introducing sensitive content 
to readers who might be less familiar with issues raised in this 
book. We advise books are not distributed for home reading 
until the introductory activities are completed.

Thinking about Themes 
Present the book wrapped in brown paper and string. Attach label 
saying Warning! Sensitive content! What might this mean? Ask them 
to work in pairs to create additional labels guessing what themes 
could be contained in the book. 

Unwrap the book to reveal the cover and blurb. Encourage 
children to predict what they think might happen in the book 
and identify which of their labels might be most relevant to the 
contents, giving reasons for their thinking.

Encourage discussion about difficult issues that are relevant to the lives 
of young people now. What do they read about or see in the media 

that they find problematic and why? Allow reflection time for them to 
write thoughts and questions following this discussion in their journals.

Session 2

Reading Aloud 
Hearing the first few pages read aloud by an experienced adult 
reader will help set the tone of the story and prepare them for 
future content. 

First Thoughts 
Encourage children to discuss their first thoughts with a partner. 
Was there anything they didn’t understand? Ask children to 
volunteer unfamiliar terms or vocabulary and help each other  
with definitions and explanations where necessary.

Look together at the dedication at the front of the book. Why has 
the author included it? Work together in groups to draw Jerome 
and add their thoughts about the meaning of ‘We owe our best  
to every child’. 

‘Dedicated to the belief that we can all do better, be better, live 
better. We owe our best to each and every child’.

•  Week 1: introduction. Front cover only 
session 1 up to p16 session 2 read with adult

• Week 2: pages 1 - 70

• Week 3: pages 71 - 117
• Week 4: pages 118 - 176

• Week 5: read to end
• Week 6: review and reflect

About the Book
12 year old Jerome struggles with friendships at school until he is befriended by Carlos, a 
new kid at school. Their friendship leads to a shocking tragedy when a toy gun is mistaken for 
a real weapon and Jerome is shot and killed by a police officer. The story weaves between 
the dimensions of time before and after his death. As a ghost Jerome is able to witness the 
devastation unleashed on his family, friends and the community. It is the ghost of Emmett Till, 
another victim of racial violence who introduces him to many more ghost boys. As we hear 
their stories, we bear witness to events from different times and try to make sense of why 
prejudice, hatred and injustice still exist. 

Advisory: Please read before sharing with your group so that you can prepare them for the  
sensitive material.

About the Author
Jewell Parker Rhodes has written many powerful and award-
winning novels for adults and young people. She was raised with her 
grandmother’s stories as part of a long tradition of African American 
oral storytelling. She wrote her first book aged 8 and describes  
this as the first taste of the power of her literary voice. Her drive  
to tackle difficult social justice issues stem from the morals that 
meant most to her as she grew up as a young black woman. You  
can listen to our podcast interview with Jewell at  
https://justimagine.co.uk/category/podcast/author-interviews/

Preparatory Reading GuideIf you liked this book you might enjoy...

•  Absolutely Everything: A History of Earth, Dinosaurs, Rulers, Robots 
and Other Things Too Numerous to Mention - Christopher Lloyd. An 
informative, entertaining and accessible book which explains the 
entire history of the world. 

•  Timeline - Peter Goes. An illustrated journey through the world’s 
culture and events. 

Mini Challenge

As a group choose one of the following categories: 

Trade, War, Religion, Science and Technology 

Use information from the book to explore the connections made 
along The Silk Roads. Create a collage showing the things that you 
have learned in your chosen category. Take a photograph of your 
collage to submit to the website.

Week 6

War 
Share the following causes of war with the group. Set the challenge to find different examples of war caused by these things: 

In a blog post the author wrote that one of the main themes is:

‘…decisions to put up walls, pick fights and choose exclusion over 
inclusion seldom have positive consequences’. 

Are there any examples in the book where war had a long term 
benefit to a country or group of people? Can going to war ever  
be justified? 

Illustration Style: Neil Packer 
Neil Packer illustrated both The Iliad and The Silk Roads. Spend some 
time looking at the illustrations in both books. Are there similarities? 
Compare the officer on page 101 of The Silk Roads with the image 
of Achilles on page 117 of The Iliad and talk about the similarities. 

Subjective or objective?  
Check that the group understand the two terms. Clarify if necessary 
using dictionaries before discussing the following questions:

• How easy is it to report historical events objectively? 

•  How do we know that the information in The Silk Roads  
is accurate? 

• How accurate is any historical account? 

• Read page116. Can you find any examples of subjectivity? 

Economic Gain Religion Revenge Revolutionary War

Territorial Gain Nationalism Civil War Defensive War
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Ghost Boys Ghost Boys

Week 2

Emotion grid 
Review the first gathering in the house after Jerome’s death. 
Explore the character emotion grid (online resource) and 
search for text which accurately conveys the emotions in 
the room. Think about other important characters who are not 
present and create a sentence to describe their possible emotions. 

News travels 
Page 65 onwards mentions that Jerome’s death is all over the news. 
Discuss ways that news is spread across various platforms, including 
social media. Can we always rely on ‘news’ to be the truth? You may 
want to return to the work you did on subjectivity and objectivity 
in The Silk Roads. Gather the group and ask them to move amongst 
each other and share anything they may have heard about the case. 
Identify which information is credible and why.

Character exploration 
Discuss the role Sarah plays in the story. Why is she an important 
character? Why do you think she is the only character who can see 
and communicate with Jerome?

Groups should arrange the characteristic cards into a 
diamond 9 formation justifying reasons for placement. (see 
online resources).

 Week 3

Real and pretend 
This section makes several references to real and pretend. 
Ask children to map examples of these in the text under 
both headings. Why does Jerome say that he is scared of a 
toy? 

Compare and contrast 
Page 91 introduces the story of Peter Pan. Distribute the 
online resource text taken from this story. Allow time for 
children to compare and contrast ideas across both texts. 
What connections could be made between the lost boys 
and the ghost boys? 

Pool of persuasion 
Divide the children into two groups. Have them line up facing 
each other. Explain that the space between them is the Pool of 
Persuasion. Its purpose is to provide reflection. Volunteers from 
each side must present reasons that children should not have to 
grow up, and the other give reasons why being an adult is better. 

Encourage children to reflect carefully on each statement and  
cross the pool every time they hear a statement they agree with. 
Which side ends up with the most people? 

Proverbs and meanings 
Identify and discuss the Chinese proverb on page 117. 

‘Better to light a candle than curse the darkness’. 

Do you think it was a good thing for Sarah to see the news report? 
Are there things you would rather not know about? 

Week 4

Truth and lies 
During the course of the trial Jerome states that he thinks officer 
Moore speaks a truth he believes. Discuss what this might mean? 
Do you believe the officer? Do you think it is always right to tell 
the truth? Are there any circumstances where you would not tell 
the truth? 

Stories: Readers Theatre 
On page 151 Emmett is ready to tell his story. As Jerome starts 
to listen, he says that he is no longer outside, that he is inside the 
story ‘in an old black and white movie’. 

What literary devices does Jewell Parker Rhodes use to help 
create the sense of watching a film? Which words and phrases  
help readers visualize the scene? 

Use the Readers Theatre script (online resource) to help 
children bring the story to life. Examining the voices and 
language will highlight the tension as it develops within 
Emmett’s story. 

Week 5

Present the following labels: guilt, love, celebration, forgiveness, 
memory, grief, resolution. Ask children whether they can suggest 
any additional themes contained in this final section of the book.

Hot seating 
Ask for volunteers to take the role of the characters in the 
story. Encourage the group to present questions to each of the 
characters to answer in role. Which of the characters has changed 
most throughout the course of the story?

Visualisation 
Create a visual representation of the story using newspaper 
to represent a road. Imagine this road represents an emotional 
journey. For example, parts of the story might involve climbing 
hills or travelling through tunnels. At times it might have felt that 

the story travelled at high speeds at others it might have been 
difficult. What landscape would you draw either side of the road? 
Encourage children to add examples of text, words that describe 
their thoughts and feelings and other symbolic representations of 
their journey with explanations.

If you liked this book you might enjoy...

•  Ghost by Jason Reynolds Ghost is a runner with raw, natural talent 
who also has anger management issues. Joining an elite running 
club sets him on a journey of change. 

•  Young, Gifted and Black by Jamia Wilson, illustrated by Andrea 
Pippins. The inspirational stories of 52 black heroes from the  
past and present. 

•  Rosa Parks by Lisbeth Kaiser and Marta Antelo. The incredible life 
of Rosa Parks, civil rights activist. 

Mini Challenge

At the end of the book Jerome is remembered in the Day of the 
Dead celebrations. This is a three-day fiesta filled with marigolds, 
flowers of the dead, sugar skulls and other decorations. What do 
you think about this tradition? Do you think these deaths should  
be celebrated? Do you think anything positive can come from 
Jerome’s death? Revisit Carlos’ description of the celebrations  
and create a visual representation to celebrate the memories and 
lives of Jerome and the ghost boys. Add your words for change and 
pledges for the future. Photograph and submit online.

Week 6 Review and Reflect

Jewell Parker Rhodes includes questions for discussion at the end 
of the book. 

Encourage the children to work in groups of three. One child 
chooses a question to ask the other two in the group. How do the 
responses compare? What further questions do the children have?

Share the photographs (online resources civil rights history 
and young activists for change) and use these to stimulate 
further discussion making connections with the book.  
Why do you think reviews for the book say that it is an  
important book? Do you agree that all children should read  
this? If so, why?
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